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Introduction

This volume is dedicated to our friend and colleague Svante Norrhem. It 
celebrates his research interests, delving deep into the research fields and 
topics with which he has worked during his career. The themes of this 
volume, concerning the work and assets of women in history, sexuality 
and queer perspectives, the role and importance of materiality, and finally, 
the question of diplomacy and political culture, have all been interwoven 
in Svante’s research, aiding his analyses of early modern society, as well 
as his contributions to more contemporary issues regarding the role 
of sexuality. Gender has served as an overarching analytical category, 
influencing not only the history of women and sexuality, but also the 
use and meaning of materiality and the understanding of early modern 
political culture. The perspectives have thus been mutually reinforcing, 
and we find it fitting that this anthology reflects these research interests. 

This intersection of perspectives was clearly expressed by Svante 
himself in the volume Gender and Political Culture in Early Modern 
Europe, 1400–1800, edited by Svante and James Daybell, where the 
ambition was to analyse political and social activities, public roles played 
by both men and women, material culture, and socioeconomic structures 
from a gendered point of view. In doing so, characteristics stretching 
across temporal and geographical borders emerged, demonstrating the 
central role of the household and family as a ‘genuinely political sphere 
that intersected in important ways with diplomacy and court politics’.1 
Another prominent example of a gendered perspective on materiality 
and politics is Telling Objects: Contextualizing the Role of the Consort 
in Early Modern Europe, edited by Svante and Jill Bepler, in which the 
cultural exchange and transfer associated with royal consorts was studied 
from the view of certain objects or object groups, enabling an analysis 
of an early modern gift culture, where gender, politics, diplomacy, and 
materiality played a vital role.2
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Below we will continue to discuss the particular themes of what will 
follow, with a brief introduction to each topic, filtered through Svante’s 
works, to highlight the individual contributions to this volume.

Women, work, and assets
Research on women’s history has a seemingly distinct object of study. It 
emerged as a research field in the second half of the twentieth century, 
initially as a feminist and scholarly reaction to the lack of historical 
knowledge about the lives and times of women in the past. Women’s 
history was part of a wider interest in social history, and from the start 
women were seen as a diverse group. Although a difference is sometimes 
drawn between women’s history and gender history, as historian Julie 
Des Jardins has pointed out, the actual research behind these labels has 
much in common.3 It might be argued that women’s history focuses more 
directly on the situation of women, adding knowledge about women to 
the general understanding of the past, whereas gender history is more 
closely associated with research problems, drawing on theories in which 
the structural relationship between men and women is brought to the 
fore. This volume does not make a sharp distinction between women’s 
and gender history. However, several of the contributions approach the 
conditions of women in the past. In doing so they evoke fundamental 
questions of women’s history. Who were the women in the past and 
what did they do? How can women’s agency and position in society be 
understood and described? 

Such questions are intimately linked to Svante’s research interests. 
In his study of the political power wielded by the wives of Swedish 
privy councillors, Kvinnor vid maktens sida 1632–1772, he discusses the 
challenges that research on early modern women encounters.4 Careful 
to differentiate between formal and informal power, he states there 
are numerous examples both of women holding formal power in their 
capacity as regents and of them possessing informal power in a broad 
variety of situations. He goes on to emphasize that even though women 
have been subordinated to men in historical times and the literature 
paid little attention to women’s history, it would be erroneous to assume 
that women were not important figures. 
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Svante notes that it takes a bit of detective work to reconstruct the 
lives of specific women, or indeed the situation of women in general. 
Often the existing sources only include basic data that confirm the 
person existed, who she was married to, and who her children were. One 
methodological approach he successfully employs is to study women who 
were married to influential men: the chances of these women appearing 
in correspondence and other sources are higher. As he has shown in 
his research, the wives of influential men often played a significant 
role, influencing decision-making and acting as a central figure for the 
family estates, which often constituted a place for informal meetings.

This approach is prominent in Susan Broomhall’s essay, in which she 
uses the example of Eva de la Gardie (1724–1786) to show how women 
worked together with their husbands to manage their large collections 
of estates, and that women actively experimented with new tools and 
techniques for agriculture and other ventures. As Broomhall shows, 
some inventions and results were also published in the transactions of 
the Swedish Royal Academy of the Sciences in the eighteenth century, 
which featured texts not only by De la Gardie, but other women as 
well. As Broomhall argues, these women can be seen as early modern 
agripreneurs.

Similarly, Anna Maria Forssberg explores in her essay the possibilities 
of writing a history of the seventeenth-century Swedish navy which 
includes not only men, but also wives of seamen and soldiers, other 
women, and children. Charting the social, economic, and political 
conditions for agency, Forssberg delves into the potential sources for 
research on women and families, problematizing the possibilities of 
gaining new knowledge about an overlooked, yet important, group of 
people. Turning to the example of Vasa, the Swedish warship which 
sank on its maiden voyage in 1628, Forssberg argues that seamen’s wives 
may very well have been a crucial presence on board, not only in aiding 
their husbands, but also to the military system.

Maria Sjöberg’s essay delineates the work and practices of four women 
healers and lay doctors in the nineteenth century. The text builds on 
encyclopaedia entries in the Svenskt kvinnobiografiskt lexikon (‘National 
Biographical Dictionary of Swedish Women’), illustrating the usefulness 
of these biographies to research. The women studied had much in 
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common, they were all well known in their time, and even portrayed in 
contemporary fiction. Even if their activities were formally illegal under 
existing laws, they seem to have been tolerated as long as they did not 
offer treatments that could be potentially dangerous, such as surgery. 
Interestingly, these women healers and lay doctors appear to have been 
more popular among the public than professional doctors, building up 
their reputation by providing treatments that satisfied the patients. They 
showcase a market for medical treatments where government initiatives 
had to compete with private and alternative practices.

In Anne Laurence’s essay, the focus shifts to the work of women in 
Oxford and environs in the late nineteenth century. In her study, women 
in a variety of trades such as lodging, tailoring, printing, small-scale 
commerce, teaching, and work in the hospital and other institutions 
are studied. In addition, she draws attention to the work of women in 
prisons and workhouses. Making use of two separate methodological 
approaches—the census approach, which focuses on the occupations 
women themselves stated they had, and the verb approach, which involves 
interpretations of what women said they did, regardless of whether or 
not they themselves perceived it to be a profession—Laurence unearths 
the seasonal cycle of women’s work in the city. 

Related to the question of what women did is the question of what 
women owned. This is the focus of the essay by Elise Dermineur, in 
which the effects of changes in property rights in the second half of the 
nineteenth century are studied. By concentrating on two benchmark 
years, 1850 and 1910, Dermineur teases out how the legal changes affected 
women’s lives and their assets. Constructing a research design that 
centres on spinsters—women in this case of the nobility who never 
married—Dermineur accesses the private economy of women, inde-
pendent of their husbands. By analysing their assets, she can conclude 
their wealth increased between 1850 and 1910. 

Women’s and gender history has established itself as a prominent part 
of contemporary historical research. In the essay by Daniel Nyström, the 
trajectory of women’s history as an academic field of research is discussed, 
focusing on the expression ‘problematizing the situation of women’, 
which, as it turns out, has been a recurring phrase in defining what counts 
as women’s history. Nyström argues it points towards a continuity in 



introduction

11

women’s history research, useful when questioning power relations and 
theorizing gender. Instead of presenting the historiography of women’s 
history as a progressive narrative, which moves from the non-theoretical 
situation to the theoretical, he suggests that the ways in which women’s 
history has been conducted mirror the contemporary societal context in 
which the researchers work. Even though certain theoretical advances 
can be acknowledged, it is also possible to understand women’s history 
research as theorizing gender differently in different times. 

Sexuality and queer perspectives 
Svante has contributed to research on sexuality with Den hotfulla 
kärleken: Homosexualitet och vanlighetens betydelse and the textbook 
Undantagsmänniskor: En svensk HBTQ-historia med utblickar i världen 
(together with Jens Rydström and Hanna Markusson).5 In Den hotfulla 
kärleken, newspaper articles concerning homosexuality from the period 
1950–1980, in combination with in-depth interviews with people who 
identified as lesbians or homosexuals, allowed for an analysis of the 
relationship between experience and popular discourse. He convincingly 
argued that there is a connection between the oppressive views of 
mainstream society and the possibility for lesbians and homosexuals to 
feel good about themselves and to be open about their sexual orientation. 
Through the interviews, Svante showed that the interviewees had tended 
to adapt to all the signs of normalcy in order to be accepted by society.

The intersection of gender and sexuality on the one hand with the 
duties of early modern marriage on the other is examined in Åsa Karlsson 
Sjögren’s essay. In a court case from the early eighteenth century revolving 
around infidelity and reproductive capabilities, the marriage of a woman 
of no means and a gender-ambivalent man was publicly scrutinized by 
the diocese. Although the man was labelled a hermaphrodite in the court 
records, this does not seem to have affected the outcome of the case. 
Instead, the unfaithful wife was held responsible, the court claiming 
that her infidelity was the cause of the divorce. She was forbidden to 
ever remarry, being sentenced to live alone with her illegitimate child. 
For the husband, no such restrictions applied because hermaphroditism 
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was not punishable by law. He had however told the court, records show, 
that he never wanted to marry again.

In his essay, Jens Rydström examines queer expressions in Swedish 
pornographic magazines in the period after the Second World War. 
The central figure is the publisher and entrepreneur Curth Hson, who 
succeeded in launching several pornographic magazines. Rydström 
finds that male nudity recurred in the magazines in a way that indicates 
that they were aimed at a wider readership, including homosexual men. 
These magazines emerged at a time when gay magazines were still illegal. 
Rydström notes that when gay magazines started to be distributed in 
the 1980s, the queer elements in hetero porn magazines also faded. The 
queer expressions provoked both positive and negative reactions from 
the readers, and Rydström finds telling examples of debates about sexual 
norms. It can be seen as a time when a hidden sexual world became 
visible in the mainstream pornographic media, only to disappear again.

Materiality in context
The interest in materiality and material culture has made its way into 
several disciplines, the historical sciences included. In the last few 
decades, a ‘rediscovery of the world of things’ and its importance to 
human relations and societies have played a major role in cultural history.6 
A parallel development has been fuelled by science and technology 
studies, pertaining to the circulation, sanctioning, and construction 
of scientific knowledge. To historians, perspectives on materiality 
have allowed for a better understanding of the construction of social 
identities, offering insights into consumption patterns, class relations, 
gender, work, and everyday life. The importance of material culture to 
the reproduction of social identities has been emphasized, as has the 
interaction of people and things resulting in the concrete shaping of 
bodies, experiences, and societies.7 The relationship between materiality, 
consumption, appearance, and social status has also been addressed, 
highlighting the importance of objects as social signs in early modern 
society, and likewise their function as a common language.8

Svante’s interest in materiality has, as noted, been interwoven with 
his ambition to investigate gender and political culture. Together with 



introduction

13

James Daybell, Susan Broomhall, Jacqueline Van Gent, and Nadine 
Akkerman he has highlighted the role of conspicuous consumption 
and the culture of gift giving at early modern courts.9 Starting with the 
culture of royal and aristocratic courts, which furthered a demand for 
luxury items, they point to the changing patterns of consumption which 
could reinforce but also alter gender relations and social hierarchies. In 
a project bringing together researchers, curators, and museum profes-
sionals, a methodology was developed to assess the gendered histories 
of specific objects. This ‘gendered interpretative tool’ sought to uncover 
the gendered materiality, production, use, design, and interpretation of 
objects in the collections of the Vasa Museum in Stockholm and the 
Victoria & Albert Museum in London.10

Svante’s close attention to liveries and their use in aristocratic 
households is an example of how he has continued to dig deeper into 
the societal roles and hierarchical relations of early modern society. 
Emphasizing the articulation of identities through these garments, 
he has enlarged on the argument by Cissie Fairchilds that wearers of 
liveries existed to ‘act as living status symbols, as representatives of the 
wealth and might of their households in the eyes of society at large.’11 In a 
forthcoming monograph, detailing the lives and conditions for servants 
in aristocratic households, liveries play a part in showing how servants 
were expected to act and appear, conveying what was expected of the 
servant by way of a particular level of dignity, or sobriety, or refraining 
from indecent behaviour.12

In this Festschrift, several essays deal with materiality and objects. 
Erik Thomson has investigated the post-mortem inventories of the Dutch 
merchant Jean Hoeufft (1578–1651), who played an important role in the 
Liège Calvinist diaspora. Thomson’s study of the material possessions of 
Hoeufft indicates that while they enabled him to operate in the world of 
finance and politics, they may also be considered modest in relation to his 
wealth. His lack of a large book collection, luxury items, and curiosities 
was contrasted by particular possessions, such as books and paintings, 
with a clear connection to his political, financial, and religious interests. 
Being focused on history and politics on the one hand and religion on 
the other, Hoeufft’s collections indicate that he did not primarily collect 
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conspicuous volumes, but rather concentrated on useful literature, 
reflecting his personal and professional interests and roles.

Jill Bepler’s essay examines the book collections and account books of 
Anna Margareta Wrangel (1622–1673). Through the concept of the ‘working 
couple’, Bepler discusses the business activities and estate management 
Wrangel pursued with her husband, the military commander Carl Gustaf 
Wrangel (1613–1676), alongside their joint consumption of culture and 
conspicuous luxury items. Showing how materiality was interwoven with 
everyday concerns and her role as a manager of their estates, Bepler’s 
essay offers an argument for the continued investigation of gendered 
consumption, everyday practices, and the vital role of women as both 
business partners and estate managers.

In his essay, James Daybell offers a fusion of the material and emotional 
turns, using the early modern glove as a case in point. Emphasizing 
the emotional, symbolic, and fashion value of gloves, Daybell shows 
how they were used to signal emotions such as grief, or to symbolize 
and defend certain virtues. Sources—from adverts for glovemakers to 
petitions detailing the use of female gloves—reveal an agency with which 
craftsmen, consumers, and users interacted, producing an emotional 
value which extended across generations. Underscoring the emotional 
capital of the production process and following the itinerary of the 
glove through the emotional value and experiences of users and into 
today’s museum collections, Daybell showcases the emotional, gendered 
practices of an object. 

The political and social context of fashion and material objects comes 
under further scrutiny in Emma Severinsson’s essay. Investigating the 
role of Svenska Herrmoderådet (the Swedish Men’s Fashion Council) 
in changes in male fashion in the 1960s and 1970s, Severinsson shows 
how this special interest organization tried to maintain its position as 
a fashion gatekeeper. A gradual shift in its strategies reveals how it first 
profiled itself with a defence of the traditional suit, simultaneously 
criticizing youth fashion, and then developed a response to current 
trends through an initiative on avant-garde fashion. Promoting the 
right way of dressing, it also underscored a gendered interpretation of 
fashion flaws, connecting female-style clothing on male wearers with 
homosexuality.
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Diplomacy and political culture
The rise of early modern states and establishment of a European-wide 
system of sovereign states are important for anyone interested in studying 
the politics and political structures of the time. Much has been written 
about the state and warfare, such as the increasing strengths of states 
through the establishment of ever larger, ever more disciplined standing 
armies and navies, and the destructive power that states unleashed on 
one another in times of war.13 

The costs of war and of maintaining and organizing armies and navies 
have long been recognized, and there is thus a considerable literature on 
the growth of relatively advanced early modern bureaucracies tasked with 
extracting resources.14 However, scholars have also come to emphasize 
the interpersonal bonds and social resources that underpinned these 
organizations, which were perhaps even necessary to make them work 
in the first place. People with influence used it to appoint their relatives, 
friends, and clients, which in turn increased their influence even further. 
Although guidelines and formal instructions guided the work that took 
place within the fledgling administrations, social standing as well as 
personal gain and influence are equally important to understand.15 

The increasing interaction between sovereign states was gradually 
integrated into a state system of competing alliances, which in turn 
meant that diplomats became more important as mediators between 
polities and cultures. States had always relied on emissaries dispatched 
on temporary, specific diplomatic assignments, but they now added a 
growing number of permanently stationed diplomats. Similar to the 
case of early modern administrations, however, many scholars stress 
the importance of social networks and the individual motives of the 
diplomats next to overarching government motives in order to fully 
understand how diplomacy worked.16 This type of approach is often 
referred to as pertaining to the research agenda of the new diplomatic 
history.17

Svante has contributed immeasurably to both of these fields, starting 
with his doctoral thesis, a collective biography of secretaries and chancery 
staff in the seventeenth-century Swedish royal chancery, gauging their 
influence and their social networks.18 With the study, he affirmed that 
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the Swedish bureaucracy, much like those on the continent, was built 
on social networks and kinship, and thus in many ways differed from 
our modern view of a depersonalized organization. He also showed 
the ways the secretaries could wield influence in the decision-making 
process, especially later in the century, not only in their formal role, 
but also when acting behind the scenes.

The interplay between formal structures and informal influence 
has continued to be one of Svante’s themes, especially apparent in the 
aforementioned study of the wives of Swedish Privy Councillors. In 
it, he argued convincingly that the councillors and their wives should 
be treated as political couples, where the wives played important roles 
not only as estate managers, but also as recipients of requests made to 
their husbands, and, in some cases, even as direct influencers of state 
policy. He also popularized his research in the biography of the power 
couple of Carl and Christina Piper, he a Swedish secretary of state, privy 
councillor, and royal advisor, she perhaps most famous for her skilled 
estate management and her building projects, but who also exercised 
considerable political influence together with her husband.19

In the field of diplomatic history, Svante has made considerable 
research efforts in the last decade or so. Through his involvement in 
the HERA project Marrying Cultures he helped develop a framework 
for the analysis of royal consorts as cultural and diplomatic mediators 
between states. Together with his fellow historian Peter Lindström, 
Svante has also published a monograph dealing with diplomatic practices 
in Sweden–Finland and Denmark–Norway, as seen through the eyes 
of the French and Austrian diplomats stationed at the respective royal 
courts.20 Much as in his studies of the people who populated Sweden’s 
state bureaucracy, Svante applied a gender analysis to early modern 
diplomatic culture, especially in his essay on the role of women arbiters 
in marriage negotiations involving the Scandinavian royal houses in 
the 1690s.21 In a recent publication he analyses Swedish–French subsidy 
relations between 1630 and the French Revolution. Unusual in its stead-
fastness, he argues that Swedish–French relations were asymmetric yet 
at the same time co-dependent, where France contributed financially 
to Sweden’s war machine in order to have an ally on the northern flank 
of one of France’s main rivals, the Habsburg Emperor in Vienna, and 
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Sweden needed financial aid to be able to maintain its status as a great 
power. Both states needed each other, yet the alliance was fraught with 
suspicion and conflict.22

Six essays in this volume relate to this aspect of Svante’s research, all of 
them primarily connected to the field of the history of diplomacy. In her 
essay, Almut Bues offers a detailed account of the life of Duchess Anna 
of Mecklenburg (1533–1602), the first duchess of Courland, and argues 
that the role she played should be seen as an early example of cultural 
transfer. After her marriage, Anna remained in close contact with her 
relatives; after her husband’s death, she came to play an increasingly 
important role both in the local context and in long-distance matters. 
The available correspondence displays a broad range of contacts and 
projects, showing that Anna of Mecklenburg was indeed an example 
of early modern cultural transfer. 

Peter Lindström’s essay revolves around the murder of the Swedish spy 
Malcolm Sinclair in 1737. In 1734 Sweden had started negotiations with the 
Ottoman Empire regarding the national debt and to establish an alliance 
against their mutual enemy, Russia. As part of the preparations for the 
negotiations, Sweden sent spies to obtain intelligence on the balance of 
power between the Ottoman Empire and Russia. Lindström highlights 
the covert preparations for Sinclair’s mission, and the aftermath when 
people learned that information about his itinerary had been leaked to 
Russia. The essay provides insights into the convoluted political and 
diplomatic cultures of the Swedish Age of Liberty (1719–1772) when the 
Swedish Diet decided foreign policy.

The theme of espionage is continued in Erik Bodensten’s essay, in 
which he argues that covert, or even overt, information operations with 
the aim of swaying public opinion on foreign issues and meddling in other 
nations’ domestic politics is nothing new or even modern. Bodensten 
shows how foreign agents deployed both old and new types of media in 
order to interfere in Swedish politics, and how Swedish politicians were 
forced to react to traditional print published abroad and anonymously 
published pamphlets circulated from hand to hand.

Martin Almbjär’s essay details the connection between the private 
business of eighteenth-century consuls and the exercise of their public 
office. Whereas previous research on Swedish consuls has taken a mainly 
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negative view of the blurred lines between public and private interests 
in Swedish consulates, Almbjär argues that the two were dependent on 
one another, and that all those involved saw this as a positive thing, at 
least in theory.

In her essay, Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly tests if the analytical approach 
used in the aforementioned HERA project can be applied to a nine-
teenth-century royal marriage, more precisely the marriage between 
the Crown Prince Frederick (III) of Hohenzollern (1831–1888) and the 
British Princess Royal Victoria (1840–1901). Watanabe-O’Kelly shows 
that some variables remained the same and that the royal couple were a 
vehicle for cultural transfer because of their substantial contributions in 
the field of arts, medicine, and education. At the same time, their liberal 
political ambitions withered, not least because of the new medium of 
the press, which allowed Victoria’s enemies a means of attack that no 
early modern royal consorts had had to face, proving the power of the 
nineteenth-century breakthrough of mass print.

Lastly, Peter Wilson’s contribution analyses the content and structure 
of some 1,000 subsidy treaties through which early modern polities 
acquired foreign military aid in some shape or form, be it troops or 
money to pay for troops. As can be deduced from Wilson’s text, subsidy 
treaties were a common way for states to interact with one another. 
He shows how they were increasingly standardized over time, but also 
how they deliberately failed to mention important practicalities or only 
sketched the roughest of outlines. At the same time, they were functional 
and became an intrinsic part of early modern military practice and a 
vehicle for international relations.
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Chapter 1

‘Seamen, wives, and children 
who wished to go to Vaxholm’

What the Vasa sources can tell 
us about naval seamen’s wives in 

seventeenth-century society
Anna Maria Forssberg

On 12 August 1628, Gabriel Oxenstierna wrote to his brother Axel with 
terrible news.1 A fortnight earlier there had been a serious accident in 
Stockholm harbour: Sweden’s vast new warship Vasa had sunk and some 
30 people had died—‘Seamen, wives, and children who wished to go to 
Vaxholm’. When I first read Oxenstierna’s explanation, it surprised me. 
Seamen’s wives, saying they wanted to sail on the navy’s newest ship? And 
getting their way? That is not how we usually think of seventeenth-century 
women. The self-evidence of the agency attributed to the women—‘who 
wished to go’—is striking. But as Svante Norrhem has demonstrated 
time and again in his research, the exceptions to the rules and norms 
were so many we simply have to stop seeing them as exceptions. It is 
time we viewed the seventeenth century in a different way, as a society 
with far greater opportunities for women.2

That there were women on board Vasa was confirmed by the two 
female skeletons found in the wreck.3 We do not know who the women 
were. The skeletons from Vasa have been named in alphabetical order. 
Skeleton B was a woman now known as Beata. We know she was between 
20 and 25 years old and about 160 cm or 5 ft 3 in tall. Her skeleton was 
found on the upper gun deck, her bones mixed with those of skeleton 
C, or Cesar, who was a man aged about 35. Perhaps they were a couple? 
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She had been wearing a black wool skirt and a jacket that was probably 
red. She had good shoes, but they had been repaired remarkably badly. 
A copper coin and a small knife were probably hers too. Her teeth 
showed evidence of malnutrition or a childhood disease. One tooth 
had suffered mechanical damage, possibly an indication she used to 
hold a needle in her teeth or bite off thread. Tests on her skeleton show 
she had levels of copper far below normal—something that may have 
led to diarrhoea and malnutrition.4 Another skeleton, G, was known 
as Gustav, but new DNA research and osteological studies show it was 
a woman.5 She too was some 160 cm tall, about 25 years old, and died 
on board, in her case on the lower gun deck. She had back problems, 
but does not seem to have had any deficiency-related conditions: the 
analyses indicate she ate a mixed diet that included both fish and meat. 
No clothing or belongings were found near her skeleton.6

Although we now know there were at least two women on board 
Vasa when it sank, the ship is usually associated with male stories—with 
Gustav II Adolf, the king who commissioned it, with war and cannons, 
and with Anders Franzén and the heroic divers who raised it. So male, 
in fact, that the garment found next to Beata’s skeleton was displayed 
as a pair of trousers even though it was a skirt.7 Perhaps it also reflects 
a more general belief that the navy was an exclusively masculine world, 
populated by young, unmarried men. In recent years, research has drawn 
attention to the large numbers of women and children who participated 
in Sweden’s seventeenth-century military campaigns. Maria Sjöberg, 
who has studied the Swedish army, explains the families’ presence in 
the field: ‘For a very long time, women and children were an obvious 
and integral part of warfare. It was a result of life on campaign being 
built around the same social organization as at home: the household. 
Families and households were part of an otherwise strongly homosocial 
military organization.’8 At the end of the seventeenth century, Sweden’s 
standing army was reorganized and its soldiers were assigned crofts where 
they were to live in peacetime. Their wives and families had an obvious 
place in this system—it was the wife who took care of the croft in the 
soldier’s absence. A similar system was introduced for the navy in the 
1630s, although it was not until the 1650s that the rules changed so naval 
seamen were to be given a croft (and it took far longer to implement). 
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Seamen’s wives thus took on a similar role to soldiers’ wives. There is 
every indication that seamen’s wives played an important role before 
that too. ‘There is reason to suspect that women were present in the 
navy and the army to a far greater degree than the sources suggest,’ 
writes AnnaSara Hammar.9 It is high time we trained the spotlight on 
the seamen’s wives.

To understand the Swedish navy’s organization and operation it is 
no longer enough to study its seamen; we must cast the net wider to 
include their families. Who were the seamen’s wives? What were their 
lives like and what opportunities did they have to act in society? These 
are questions I will tackle in the research project Seamen, Soldiers, and 
Their Wives: Maritime Life in the Seventeenth Century in a Material 
Perspective, which is part of the Swedish research programme The Lost 
Navy. In this essay, I use the literature to consider what their role may 
have been, and I outline how we can discover more about them.

Military wives in the literature
The truth is we know little about seventeenth-century naval seamen or 
their wives. The Swedish literature on how seamen were recruited or 
how they lived is thin, and there is no research dealing with seamen’s 
families or wives. The clearest evidence of the importance of seamen’s 
wives is found in AnnaSara Hammar’s thesis on the social order in the 
Swedish navy between 1670 and 1716. She shows that living conditions 
were poor, but with poverty came a strong sense of solidarity—they 
helped one another in various ways. The wives seem to have taken a 
lead in many situations, and were able to pursue their husbands’ cases 
through the courts. Hammar concludes it was a positive advantage for 
a seaman to be married, and it expanded his repertoire of masculinity. 
‘The seaman’s household was not a house with walls and a roof; it was 
a social construct, best symbolized by his wife’s physical presence.’10 

The studies by AnnaSara Hammar and Mirja Arnshav of women on 
board ships in the seventeenth century provide valuable insights into 
the presence of seamen’s wives at sea.11 Olle Törnbom’s and Nils Erik 
Villstrand’s research on Sweden’s navy allotment system also offers 
interesting information about seamen’s families.12
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Manon van der Heijden and Danielle van den Heuvel agree that 
historians have often overlooked sailors’ wives, whatever the country. 
Holland’s extensive shipping is generally accepted to have affected its 
demographics, resulting in a surplus of women, but the assumption 
has always been that sailors were for the most part unmarried. Van der 
Heijden and Van den Heuvel show that on the contrary it was standard 
for sailors in the Dutch East India Company (VOC) to marry (between 
20 and 25 per cent at the end of the seventeenth century). Because sailors’ 
wives only saw a fraction of their husbands’ already low wages, they 
had to find other strategies to support themselves and their children.13 
Even then there was an established stereotype that sailors’ wives were 
morally suspect and quick to turn to prostitution, but though some 
indeed made a living that way, it was far from the only strategy. Another 
questionable activity was ‘soul selling’, or press-ganging sailors into the 
VOC—a common occupation among existing wives, which did little to 
improve their reputation. But some made a living by spinning, sewing, 
or selling things. The fact that many also had charities to thank for some 
of their livelihood shows that, in the eyes of contemporaries, they were 
not especially depraved.

In Sweden, the wives of Life Guards soldiers contended with similar 
problems in the Great Northern War (1700–1721). Before the war, the 
regiment’s 1,900 soldiers, many of whom had families, had been quartered 
in and around Stockholm. Because it was an enlisted regiment, it did 
not offer access to housing in the same way as an allotted regiment 
would have done. When war broke out the soldiers were posted overseas 
and automatically lost their quarters in Sweden, which was a terrible 
problem for the families who remained at home (many accompanied 
the men on campaign). The wives who remained in Sweden also had 
to work for a living—although this was not new, because soldiers’ 
wages were not only too low to support a family, but also rarely paid 
on time. The soldiers’ wives had special permission from the Crown 
to sell food, tobacco, and small items. They could also wash, carry, or 
transport things. But they often came into conflict with the burgesses 
over which occupations were open to them. For example, the bakers 
claimed that soldiers’ wives had an unfair advantage when it came to 
baking bread.14 It was not unknown for them to turn to crime: stealing 
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in particular and selling stolen goods. It is also possible they worked as 
prostitutes, although there is little to substantiate this in the sources. 
Marie Lennersand shows it was to the government’s advantage that 
soldiers married: their families were ‘a workforce in the service of the 
military state’.15 Thanks to the extra income, the army could continue to 
pay low wages, secure in the knowledge that its soldiers would survive 
even when their wages were long overdue.

Margaret Hunt comes to a similar conclusion about the British navy. 
England waged war on credit and paid wages only after immense delays. 
There was even a special system by which a seaman could transfer 
the right to his wages to a proxy—usually his wife. Being a sailor’s or 
seaman’s wife offered some room for manoeuvre: she could act on his 
behalf, she could have the right to his wages, and she could take up the 
cudgels against unfair conditions, and especially unfair wages. Given 
the government liked to be paternalistic, family was an important 
argument in the struggle for better conditions. To some extent, they 
also made improvements to the system. Yet ultimately it was they who 
had the most to lose. The government waged war regardless, and these 
poor families were its unwilling creditors.16 For each individual sailor, 
though, there was a distinct advantage to having a wife who could 
protect his interests while he was away. Everyone involved knew there 
was a significant risk the husband might never return home.

One might object that sailors’ wives in Holland, naval seamen’s wives 
in London, the Life Guards’ families who stayed at home in the Great 
Northern War, and naval seamen’s wives in Sweden in the seventeenth 
century all lived different lives, but the point of this brief survey of the 
literature is to identify interesting research questions going forward with 
the project. Being unmistakably part of a military system was something 
all the families in these examples shared. As Maria Sjöberg puts it, ‘the 
military organization’s homosocially unisexual order presupposed that 
soldiers maintained a household organization at the same time.’17 It seems 
reasonable to assume the Swedish government was sympathetic to the 
idea of its seamen marrying, and indeed that the seamen themselves 
saw its advantages. Hammar’s research shows that seamen’s wives 
were active on their husbands’ behalf in the later seventeenth century 
(much like Hunt’s example), but their approach earlier in the century 
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is unknown. What do we know of where they lived and how they made 
a living? How close were their connections with the navy’s operations 
and what leeway did they have to live their own lives?

Challenging sources
Research on naval seamen and their wives has its challenges, especially 
given the primary sources for the period before 1634, the year Sweden’s 
Board of Admiralty was founded. Although some earlier muster rolls 
and manning plans survive, such records have nothing to say about 
wives. Sjöberg notes that women and children went on campaign in the 
seventeenth century, but they left few traces in the sources. The sources’ 
homosociality was not due to misogyny, she says, but was a consequence 
of military tactical thinking. ‘Together men formulated a system for 
war in which only men counted—even though women were involved.’18 
It was not that women were omitted from the sources, but rather that 
finding them requires ingenuity and a wide range of material. Naval 
regulations of various kinds provide clues about the wives’ position. In 
the Navy Articles from the sixteenth century nothing was said about 
women, but in 1644 they stated that ‘No whores shall be suffered to be 
on the ship, but if any wishes to have his wife with him, it is free for 
him to do so here in Stockholm harbour or in the archipelago, but not 
on any voyage against the enemy.’19 The same wording was used in draft 
articles drawn up in 1628, the year Vasa sank, so we can assume it was 
already the official line then.20 The phrase about ‘no whores’ had a direct 
equivalent in Gustav II Adolf ’s Articles of War in 1621. Hammar and 
Arnshav offer several examples of women on board warships that show 
it was not thought remarkable.21 It should be noted, moreover, that the 
ban was never tested in court: in other words, the presence of women 
does not seem to have been considered a problem.22

In the sources, women were often mentioned in passing. In 1692, a 
lieutenant accused of improper sexual relations with a woman in the 
stateroom defended himself by saying it could not be true, because at 
the time there was ‘a pack of women and children’ in the cabin.23 In his 
thesis, Patrik Höglund gives examples of unmarried women who travelled 
on board ships without it being a cause of concern.24 The fact there were 
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women on board Vasa when it sank was therefore not significant per 
se. Even so, I find it a little surprising it was so unproblematic for wives 
to come aboard. Even if the navy was not expected to provide food or 
drink for such guests, they would have contributed to the congestion 
in what were already cramped spaces. I would argue the evidence of a 
female presence on board ship says something about the wives’ roll in 
a broader sense. In a society where family was more important than 
the individual, no wonder people chose to be surrounded by family 
members, whatever the circumstances. It is easy to imagine that a 
seaman’s wife, besides keeping her husband company on the voyage, 
might have business on board, delivering food, clothing, messages, and 
the like. It is even probable that a seaman who had a family and network 
of his own coped better with the difficulties of life at sea. How did it 
work in practice, though? What was his family’s life like when he was 
there, or when he was absent, and how involved were they in the navy? 
These are questions which will be harder to answer. There may be clues 
in the regulations for navy billets, and the ensuing complaints from the 
towns. Further, like the conflicts with burgesses, the provisions that 
covered how seamen’s wives could make a living can tell us something 
about their lives. Those occasions when seamen’s wives ended up in 
court can say a great deal about what was expected of them, but also 
what they expected from the peasants who recruited and paid for naval 
seamen under the allotment system. It seems likely that the records of 
town and district courts across Sweden will be a useful source material.

Recruiting naval seamen in the seventeenth century
To learn more about naval seamen’s wives, we need to start with their 
husbands. One problem when describing the seamen’s recruitment and 
jobs is that the source material is largely plans and proposals, and it is 
not always clear what was put into practice. In the 1620s, seamen were 
recruited in three ways. Some were recruited as volunteers, both in 
Sweden and abroad. It could be a good way to take on competent men, 
but the drawback was that it was expensive. Against that, Sweden’s towns 
and cities were tasked with recruiting crews out of taxes.25 Second, seamen 
were recruited by conscription, in the same way as the infantry. Under 
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the Conscription Ordinance issued in 1618, every parish priest had to 
provide the conscription officers with a list of the men in his parish. 
Everyone previously conscripted as a seaman was asked to return to their 
posts, then all men between 15 and 60 were divided into rotar, or allotted 
wards, of ten men (or twenty if they were tenant farmers). Each ward 
was required to provide one healthy conscript aged 18 and 40 with no 
previous criminal convictions. Sons or farmhands were preferred over 
the peasants themselves. (All vagrants were to be conscripted, but they 
did not count towards the wards.)26 Naval conscription was basically 
the same as the army’s, although efforts were made to conscript from 
areas where men were likely to have sailing experience.27 There was a 
significant problem with conscripts absconding before they reported for 
duty.28 Conscription also had its limitations because it could only follow 
on a decision in the Diet. For that reason, a new form of recruitment 
was introduced in 1623, using a system for the local provision of seamen 
and their upkeep.29 The plan was for four companies of 400 men each: 
one from Uppland (the province just north of Stockholm), one from 
the Åland Islands, and two from Finland. Any peasant who undertook 
to maintain a seaman would pay far less tax, against paying for all the 
seaman’s food and upkeep and finding a replacement if the seaman was 
invalided out or died. The seaman was to be ready in the spring and 
served in the navy for six months. The idea was that he then lived at 
home with ‘his’ peasant in the winter. The logistics of supplying food 
and upkeep were complicated, as it had to be collected in and sent to 
the naval shipyard on Skeppsholmen in Stockholm, and from there to 
the ship where the seaman was serving. The hope was this would be an 
incentive for the peasant to deliver the food—otherwise ‘his’ seaman 
would suffer. The system was cumbersome and never worked properly, 
which was why it was done away with in the late 1620s. The problem 
was that the peasants recruiting the seamen were poor and could not 
provide for them.30 According to a letter from Admiral Claes Fleming 
to the king, the Finnish seamen were so starved when they arrived at 
Skeppsholmen in the spring they could not cope with the food they 
were given by their crewmates, and died.31 Fleming also said many of 
the seamen absconded because they did not receive enough upkeep. In 
the instructions issued by Gustav II Adolf before he left Sweden for the 
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war in April 1628, he underlined how important it was to equip the fleet 
with sufficient provisions and supplies. Crews should have sufficient 
food and drink and not be forced to drink seawater—something which 
in the past had led to so many men ‘falling ill in recent years’.32 Disease 
was a constant problem for the navy—one case of a contagious disease 
on a ship could quickly lead to numerous deaths. There are few reliable 
figures, but in one example 30 people died on a single ship in the autumn 
of 1628.33 It also puts the loss of Vasa in perspective, as a similar number 
died when it sank.

In 1629, a navy allotment system was imposed on Sweden’s towns and 
cities. Each had to undertake to provide a certain number of seamen, to a 
total of 1,200 across the country including Finland. For town burgesses, 
absconding seamen were a problem. In 1631, Stockholm’s burgesses were 
ordered to replace 90 missing seamen (out of 120); impossible, they 
claimed in a letter to the Diet, because they would have to conscript 
mostly from their own ranks. It would end with their wives and children 
forced onto the streets to beg, they said.34 Even after the introduction 
of the navy allotment system, conscription continued for several years, 
although burgesses around Sweden fought back, pleading their poverty 
and that their businesses would suffer.35 There was also a clash of interests 
between the Board of Admiralty and the burgesses. Claes Fleming, who 
worked tirelessly to get more and better seamen, wanted burgesses’ 
sons—young, able men who had something to fight for and a family to 
return to, and therefore should be less inclined to run away. That went 
against everything the burgesses wanted: they needed the young for 
their businesses. Yet it was plain the towns were not finding enough 
seamen. In 1634, it was decided to extend the conscription system to 
coastal areas. There were ten men per allotted ward, and a rotmästare, 
or master of the ward, and his deputy kept discipline and reported any 
deaths. Four peasants together would recruit a seaman and give him 
food and shelter for the winter (and in exchange the seaman worked for 
them). The seaman had money in advance paid by the ten men of the ward 
when he enrolled and a ‘recall payment’ in the autumn. In return, each 
peasant was exempt from conscription along with one farmhand and 
one farmboy. They also had the right to replace one seaman with another 
after five or six years of service. This was an important development, 
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because previously people had been seamen for life. Perhaps it was more 
acceptable to spare a son or a servant if you knew he could come home 
(although it was far from certain because of the high mortality rates). 
In the poorest parishes the requirements were eased somewhat.36 Some 
years later, it was decided to build skiffs—each one for thirty men—to 
transport the seamen to Stockholm (so reducing the direct costs on 
the peasantry).37 The new system seems to have worked relatively well. 
There was no further conscription after 1633 (even though crews doubled 
in the war year of 1645).38 In 1653 it was decided that seamen would be 
provided with a croft and some land, but it was some time before the 
reform was implemented.

After the navy’s dismal performance in the Skåne War (1675–9), it 
was decided it should be reorganized. An ice-free port was needed, so 
the choice for the new naval base fell on Karlskrona in the south. At the 
same time, it was decided that seamen from the north of the country, 
Finland, and all towns other than Stockholm were to move down to the 
Karlskrona area.39 For Finland, that in principle meant the end of the 
navy allotment system.40 The mass relocations which ensued indicated 
how common it was for seamen to be married. The plan was for seamen’s 
families to move with them to Karlskrona, but the decision was made so 
quickly many seamen did not have time to warn their families. When 
the 343 seamen from southern Finland arrived in Kalmar in 1682, only 
85 had their wives with them and 107 children. In subsequent years there 
were several journeys to collect the remaining wives and children, and 
even trips back to Finland to retrieve family belongings. In 1685, the 
head of the navy Hans Wachtmeister reported providing rations for 
journeys by wives and children, and he asked permission to continue 
with the family reunions. Even so, there were families who were never 
reunited. The seamen’s wives who were left behind found themselves in 
a weaker position—neither the burgesses in the towns nor the peasants 
in the countryside were under any obligation to them, and they had to 
make their own way.
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Homes and livelihoods
The literature offers clues about how naval seamen’s families lived. As 
early as 1616, Gustav II Adolf stipulated in the borough privileges for 
the Norrmalm district of Stockholm that ‘His Majesty’s seamen’s wives 
are free from all burdens of the city’, meaning taxes and rates.41 Many of 
the people who worked for the navy or in Stockholm’s shipyard (one of 
Sweden’s largest workplaces) lived in Norrmalm. Apparently, so many 
seamen were married that the king found it worth mentioning their 
wives and their right not to pay taxes and other levies. As will be seen, 
seamen’s wives and their rights were a perennial source of conflict with 
burgesses across the country.

The instructions for the original navy allotment system anticipated 
the seamen’s wives and children playing an important part. A peasant 
might recruit his seaman from among the people on the farm, but 
equally he could choose to serve himself in the summers ‘and leave his 
wife and children to run the farm’.42

At the same time, in the 1620s it seems there was uncertainty about 
the seamen’s housing. Under the allotment system, the principle was that 
seamen would travel home for the winter, but that was not always the case: 
some stayed overseas for the winter in places such as Riga, Elbing, and 
Pillau.43 There was also the unavoidable fact that the Baltic ice melted in 
late spring, so the seamen from Åland and Finland reached Skeppsholmen 
later than was ideal.44 In the winter of 1627–8, it was decided that the 
Finnish seamen should instead be quartered in towns in the provinces 
of Uppland, Västmanland, Södermanland, Närke, and Östergötland, 
because, according to the king, ‘given the nature of the times, we are 
mindful that we lose our Finnish seafarers to Finland for the winter, 
but think it good to have them placed in towns where they are close at 
hand when needed’.45 It was proposed that 1,700 seamen be quartered 
in Sweden’s towns and provided with food and lodging—not only the 
seamen from the eastern half of the country, in other words. Villstrand 
notes that we do not know whether the proposal was implemented: 
32 Finnish seamen were in Elbing that winter, while the seamen from 
the parish of Korpo were at home with ‘their’ peasants.46 That said, 
complaints that winter from the Stockholm burgesses show that at least 
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some seamen had been billeted on them.47 The decisions came thick and 
fast, and must have been difficult to adapt to as a family.

Plainly, the government considered it a problem that seamen spread 
out across the country every winter. To deal with it they tried persuading 
the conscripted seamen to move to Stockholm. Under the conscription 
regulations of 1622, 1627, 1628, 1629, and 1633, seamen were to bring their 
‘wives, children, and possessions’ to Stockholm.48 In the autumn of 
1629, all seamen in Åbo (now Turku) were urged to cross to mainland 
Sweden with their wives and children, where they would receive their 
upkeep from the Crown. A little later that autumn they were again urged 
to move, though this time it was more strongly worded—it seems the 
Governor-General of Finland Nils Bielke was behind it.49 In the late 
1620s, the ambition was that seamen would settle in the Stockholm 
area with their families. It is possible the government changed its mind 
with the introduction of the new navy allotment system. It seems in 
the 1630s many seamen’s families remained in their home districts. 
Villstrand notes that of the 80 men who enlisted in Åbo in 1633, at least 
12 were married.50 Another indication that many had wives at home was 
a set of orders from 1636, which stated that seamen were to have ‘home 
rations’ and ‘travel rations’, though married seamen were not to have 
the home rations. According to Villstrand, in 1650 over half the Åland 
seamen were married.51 Thus it would seem seamen’s families either 
lived in or near Stockholm, or remained at home in the town or parish 
where the seamen had been conscripted. What they did for housing is 
unknown—with luck, a detailed study of the sources will shed some light.

AnnaSara Hammar argues it was well-nigh essential for a seaman 
to be married. Wages were so low and irregular they could not survive 
without the extra income. Seamen’s widows and widowed seamen were 
overrepresented in the records of Stockholm’s Board of Public Order 
among arrests for illegal begging, something Hammar takes as evidence 
that seamen’s households needed two incomes to get by.52 She has found 
one example of a seaman’s wife who was a midwife, but otherwise it 
was common to support themselves by sewing, washing or cleaning, 
or selling small items.

According to a parliamentary decision in 1632, seamen in towns and 
their wives had the right to conduct ‘free trade’ without the town taxing 



‘seamen, wives, and children who wished to go to vaxholm’

37

them.53 However, this was not met with equanimity. The burgesses 
disapproved of their activities and regarded them as unfair competition 
because they operated outside the guilds. It went so far that the linen 
weavers in Stockholm seized the looms of their competitors among 
the seamen’s wives and then turned to the Council of the Realm for 
approval. But the councillors were unmoved by the linen weavers’ 
complaints. Councillor Per Banér said they had no reason to ‘disturb 
the womenfolk’—what the women were doing could not be considered 
illegal work. Councillor Gabriel Oxenstierna agreed with the seamen’s 
wives’ line: the linen weavers worked on the large scale, and the women’s 
meagre 10 or 12 ells at a time could not affect them. The Council decided 
the linen weavers had to return the looms, pay damages, and not bring 
similar cases in future. They even dangled the threat of abolishing the 
guild—they were not serious, but it sent a clear signal even so.54

There is evidence of other conflicts in the sources. In 1632, the citizens 
of Vyborg were warned not to demand dagsverke, or labour service, from 
seamen’s wives in their husbands’ absence. A couple of years later, the 
seamen in Helsinki complained to the Board of Admiralty that their 
wives were being charged city rates, even though their only means of 
support was spinning—they could ‘neither bake nor brew’. They wanted 
written confirmation of their rights and for their wives to be left alone.55 
In Kimito, the seamen complained that parishioners had threatened 
to tear down their houses and did not want them or their wives to live 
anywhere in the area. Claes Fleming heard them out and then ordered 
that they and their wives be left in peace.56

All these examples were from the 1630s. What happened after that? 
Was it accepted that seamen’s wives could make a living without paying 
taxes and rates or was it a continual struggle? The indications are that 
they barely scraped by. According to Gustav Utterström, seamen’s 
children were overrepresented in Stockholm’s orphanage. In the orders 
for a general muster in 1652, the king spoke of his great dissatisfaction 
that seamen discharged from the navy had abandoned their homes 
and their wives and children and made for ports where they signed up 
to crew foreign ships, ‘whereby the abandoned wives and children are 
forced to live by begging.’ Yet Hammar shows there was solidarity too, 
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with families by lending one another money or a helping hand, even 
though they had little to spare.

Life as a naval seaman’s wife
Does what we know of the naval seamen’s situation translate to their 
wives? In the seventeenth century, military service in the navy appealed 
less than the army. The miserable conditions were presumably a factor, 
as we have seen. The navy did offer some career opportunities—there 
were several examples of seamen who rose through the ranks to high 
command.57 Yet equally there were many men who never returned. 
Nils Erik Villstrand has studied the seamen from the parish of Letala 
in south-west Finland. Between 1627 and 1633, one in four seamen 
died, and the majority managed at most 5 or 6 years of service.58 It was 
a profession unlike many others because a wife could not take over in 
her husband’s absence or death. It was thus a more precarious existence 
than some, but probably safer than remaining unmarried, and at least 
there were opportunities to have a home and children and a position 
of sorts in society.

In the 1620s, there seems to have been considerable uncertainty about 
the seamen’s home ports. Demands that seamen spend the winter in 
Stockholm, or that whole families should move there, were both sudden 
and not especially family-friendly. With the introduction of the navy 
allotment system, first in the towns and later in coastal areas, came a 
stability of sorts. One of a navy wife’s most important tasks was to bring 
in extra income to the household, as we have seen. Being married was 
a step up in social status for both men and women in the seventeenth 
century, but what was the wife’s role when it came to the navy? In 
1677, a seaman’s wife was on board the ship Nyckeln, delivering a food 
package to her husband. She had their 18-week-old baby with her. The 
ship came up against some Danish ships, ran aground, exploded, and 
sank, but both mother and child survived.59 In addition to showing 
that even in battle there might be women on board ship—in spite of 
the Navy Articles—it may also have been a sign of something else. As 
we have seen, life in the navy was hard and poorly paid, but food was 
included. Testimony from the 1620s implies there were problems with 
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the rations, and the evidence from 1677 suggests it was still an issue. 
Of course, we do not know whether the new mother on Nyckeln was 
delivering survival rations or something nice to make up for poor food 
and a hard existence. Perhaps a food package could be useful as a gift or 
a bribe, or to help your career? Either way, it indicates how a seaman’s 
wife could help her husband.

Hammar’s thesis contains many other examples of what seamen’s 
wives were prepared to do in the later seventeenth century. When 
seamen from the Roslagen company were posted to Djurgården in the 
east of Stockholm to cut wood, but were left without food (because of 
a communication failure), their wives were the driving force behind 
the protests. Hammar notes that 19 out of the 21 seamen involved were 
married, and were at pains to underline their marital status. They were 
men, not boys, they claimed, and should be paid real wages. Seaman Johan 
Flink declared he needed food for ‘his wife and children’.60 Hammar 
also shows that the wives could act both alongside their husbands and 
as their representatives in the Admiralty Court.

Wives on Vasa and in the community
When Vasa embarked on its maiden voyage in August 1628, there were 
seamen’s wives and children on board. We know two women were among 
the dead, but we do not know how many were on board or what happened 
to them then. We also do not know which seamen were there or what 
happened to those who survived. The Council had planned to hold a 
roll call of survivors, but the muster roll has not survived. The women’s 
very presence and Gabriel Oxenstierna’s explanation—that they wished 
to go as far as Vaxholm—confirms the picture painted by the limited 
research on sailors’ wives in Sweden and abroad. It was fairly common 
for naval seamen to be married, and seamen’s wives were important 
both as part of the household and by speaking for their husbands. To 
survive as seamen, additional income was essential. Ultimately, then, 
seamen’s wives had a hand in maintaining and financing the military 
system. Yet there is also a great deal we do not know about them. What 
were their backgrounds, why did they get married, what did they do for 
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a living? Did their situation change over the course of the seventeenth 
century or was it static?

A study of the primary sources will be needed to answer these ques-
tions. Hammar’s survey of the Admiralty Court records in the 1670s 
demonstrates their value as a source. The briefest of surveys of the court 
records for 1631–3 shows they too have the potential to tell us about the 
everyday lives of seamen’s families—where they lived, how they made 
a living and organized themselves as a group, and how they behaved 
in the face of the law.61 The civil courts can provide similar insights. A 
cursory review of the court records from the island of Gotland shows 
that seamen’s wives often appeared in court, especially accused of 
theft—something that speaks volumes about the group’s vulnerability.62

Another source for analysing the lives of seamen’s wives is the Admi-
ralty correspondence for the period from 1634 onwards. The numerous 
appeals from sick or poor seamen asking to be relieved of their posts 
and from elderly parents asking to keep their children at home on the 
farm make sober reading. Among them are letters from seamen’s widows 
that give an insight into their lives.63

Just as wives’ lives can tell us how naval seamen lived, so naval 
seamen’s lives can tell us how their wives lived. And together they 
can tell us about the navy in the seventeenth century. The studies of 
the human remains found in the wreck of Vasa are invaluable, and 
the same goes for Kronan which sank in 1676. There are also the large 
collections of everyday objects from these wrecks and others, which have 
much to tell us about what people ate, what they took aboard, and how 
they had fun. My hope is to combine these various types of material to 
chart the significance of the family to the seventeenth-century navy. 
Hammar argues that the marriage offered naval seamen a broader 
repertoire of masculinity—they had more than violence to fall back 
on, and could choose a more mature persona as family breadwinners. 
What did marriage offer women? A livelihood and social status? The 
opportunity to have a home and children? Love? These are the questions 
that future research can answer.
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Chapter 2

Hope for sale
Four women’s healing stories

Maria Sjöberg

This essay considers the histories of several women who were part of what 
was probably a large group from the medieval period to the nineteenth 
century, who went by various names, and with no formal medical training 
sold cures and remedies. In the medical history literature—which is very 
extensive—they are referred to as folk healers, wise women, quacks, and 
the like.1 What they shared was a lack of formal medical training, but 
they all still provided healthcare. The medical value of their treatments, 
which was debatable, is not a topic of discussion here. Instead, I will 
address what role they played at a time when healthcare was a private 
expense, not a public concern paid for by the taxpayer.

In recent decades, research has treated the question of unlicensed 
medical practice in terms of its social and cultural ramifications.2 
Considering its history in Sweden, however, the healthcare market 
as a whole has been overlooked. In her book on the medical gaze, the 
historian of ideas Karin Johannisson notes that the market for what is 
today called alternative medicine grew exponentially in the nineteenth 
century.3 However, the Swedish healthcare market did not consist solely 
of unauthorized practitioners; there were some who had a formal medical 
training, among them the official doctors employed by city and provincial 
authorities. These groups too grew in size.

Healthcare was a competitive market. British research shows that 
government healthcare initiatives in England long struggled to compete 
with private healthcare providers. The launch of the UK’s publicly funded 
healthcare service in 1948 was thus far from a foregone conclusion.4 
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There is reason to believe that the same was true of Sweden, which in 
1955 adopted a similar model. What, then, did private care providers 
offer by way of competition? Johannisson, in reflecting on the reasons 
why people in the nineteenth century preferred amateurs over profes-
sionally qualified doctors, suggests a key factor by citing the Polish 
doctor Edmund Biernacki’s view that ‘Medical science has made great 
strides in understanding diseases. But when it comes to curing them, 
none at all.’ The amateur, with his hydrotherapy, electrotherapy, cold 
baths, walks, fresh air, and other miracle cures, may not have had much 
success, but ‘What he sells is not medication, but hope and solace; not 
a cure, but dreams of a cure.’5

Biernacki’s assessment, however unwittingly, may only have applied 
to male healers, but this essay considers several female healers. The 
source material is mainly taken from Svenskt kvinnobiografiskt lexikon 
(SKBL, the National Biographical Dictionary of Swedish Women), 
an online database of biographical articles and data in Swedish and 
English about some 2,000 women from Sweden’s history.6 The creation 
of SKBL in 2018, financed by Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, was intended 
to promote women’s history, a continuing ambition that had been 
articulated particularly strongly in the 1970s and 1980s.7 The work to 
increase the visibility of women’s roles in the past has a far longer history, 
of course. Ellen Fries (1855–1900), Sweden’s first female PhD, worked 
tirelessly to chart the importance of women in the past.8 By studying, 
for example, Ebba Brahe (1596–1674), Fries hoped to draw attention 
to the work and obligations that were the lot of seventeenth-century 
noblewomen.9 She published on women’s history at the turn of the last 
century, but the need to make women’s history visible long outlived her. 
In the hands of Fries’s successors, her subject of choice—women of the 
seventeenth-century social elite—has generated new interpretations of 
the past, where individual stories have been set aside to make way for 
the complexities of society.10

The point of women’s history is not just to plumb the intricacies of 
one period or to bring a fresh accuracy to the historiography, although 
that is justification enough. There are other telling reasons, which 
relate to how historical processes are best understood and explained. 
Compared to the world at large, for example, gender equality is relatively 
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well established in Swedish society today: a situation which is hard to 
understand without due notice being given to women’s struggle for 
political reform in the past. This was one of the key reasons behind the 
creation of SKBL, which largely exists to draw attention to the women 
who in various ways contributed to Sweden’s social reforms and thus 
built a fairer society. By looking at four ostensibly unqualified healers, 
all of them with entries in SKBL, this study sheds new light on one of 
the darker corners of the complicated history of medical care.

Four unlicensed doctors
At Christmas in 1886, readers of the annual Svea: Folk-kalender were 
treated to a story about the goings-on in the waiting room at Mrs Hans-
son’s medical practice. The author was Ernst Ahlgren, the pen name of 
Victoria Benedictsson, who had been seeing Mrs Hansson for treatment 
for some time. In the waiting room were a collection of people hoping 
for help with various ailments. They were mostly poor and had been 
in accidents at work. What could Mrs Hansson do for them? That was 
answered at the start of the story: ‘She did not have a medical diploma, 
our lady doctor in there, but she had a long, successful practice behind 
her, and that, in our—her patients’—eyes was the best diploma.’11

Mrs Hansson and her colleagues made a living by working as doctors, 
without any formal training in the profession. The private medics were a 
mix of women and men, while the public institutions—official provincial 
physicians and hospitals—were initially dominated by men, at least 
when it came to medical care. Male dominance has since waned over the 
years to the point where today women are in the clear majority in most 
medical professions, and just over half of Sweden’s doctors are women.12

Mrs Hansson and her like, both then and now, witness to the changes 
in the gender coding of healthcare. It is a changeability that demonstrates 
that the traditionally female, like the traditionally male, sometimes has a 
shorter history than one might think, and ultimately is not so traditional 
after all. But first, a brief presentation of the four women who worked 
in medical care and are the focus of this essay.

Mrs Elna Hansson, the widow of Hans Månsson, was born in Lund 
in the south of Sweden, but lived and worked in nearby Malmö. Known 
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as Lundakvinnan (the Lund Woman), she specialized in fractures as well 
as wounds and other external diseases. She called herself a bone-setter, 
and lacked formal training, having learnt the skill from her mother—she 
was the fifth generation in her family to work as a healer. From the article 
about her in SKBL by Bo Lindberg, a retired consultant and author of 
several medical history works, it seems she had a large practice with 
patients from across the county of Skåne and even Denmark. She set up 
a small hospital where she admitted patients who required long-term 
care. Her general reputation was high, and she was hired as a company 
doctor by several firms, including Kockums the shipyard’s mechanical 
workshop.13 When she died in 1891, there were obituaries in several 
newspapers. Sydsvenska Dagbladet noted that latterly it was beyond 
her to manage her extensive practice alone, and she had brought in 
her daughter to help.14 She had continued working to the end, while 
practising the same form of mother–daughter knowledge transfer she 
herself had benefitted from.15

Kisa-mor (lit. Kisa Mother) was perhaps the most famous unlicensed 
doctor of the nineteenth century. She came from humble beginnings, 
having been born Maria Jansson in 1788 in the little village of Kvarntorp 
in Närke in central Sweden. Her mother died when she was a little girl 
and her father, Läke-Jan (Healer Jan), single-handedly brought up their 
large family. Pia Höjeberg’s article in SKBL notes that Läke-Jan came 
from a family of healers, but he had no plans to pass on his skills, perhaps 
because of his alcoholism. Maria, however, learnt from him in secret. 
When she married a local farmer, Anders Olsson, she moved to his 
farm, where she continued to treat people. She had a great many patients 
from all levels of provincial society, from the lowest to the highest. It 
was thanks to the good offices of the elite and her successful cures using 
her ‘fire drops’ that she moved south to Horn in Östergötland, where 
she continued to cure physical afflictions. Her specialisms were wound 
treatment and decoctions for gout. Patients from all over Sweden came 
to her practice at the inn in Kisa—hence her nickname Kisa-mor. Later 
in life she was an alcoholic and died from a stroke in 1847. The fact she 
earned a substantial income from her patients was evident from the 
large fortune she left on her death.16
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Maria Lovisa Åhrberg, or Jungfru Åhrberg (Miss Åhrberg) was born 
in 1802 in Uppsala but moved to Stockholm where she entered domestic 
service as a maid.17 She had a sideline in treating physical ailments. 
Like Elna Hansson, she had learnt her medicine from her mother. Her 
specialism was the treatment of various types of wounds. At first her 
patients were poor, but she soon became popular among the better-off, 
and from 1840 she was able to practise medicine full-time. Jungfru 
Åhrberg earned her nickname by remaining unmarried.

Britta Lena Andersson, known as Kungsbackagumman (the Kungs-
backa Beldam), was born in 1824 in Vallby in the south-western county 
of Halland. She came from modest origins, and her circumstances did 
not change much following her marriage to a sailor called Andreas 
Andersson. The couple supported themselves in any way they could, 
which in Britta Lena’s case meant healing. She specialized in curing 
rickets, fractures, and bone infections. She saw patients at their farm in 
Hammerö, just outside Kungsbacka, and she had a practice in Östergatan 
in central Gothenburg. Like Kisa-mor, she also advised patients by letter, 
though she had to be helped with her correspondence because she could 
not read and write. When she died in 1904, one obituary recorded that 
she had practised medicine for sixty years, amassing a fortune that she 
chose to invest by buying up farmland.18

Elna Hansson, Maria Jansson, Maria Lovisa Åhrberg, and Britta Lena 
Andersson all worked as medics in the nineteenth century. Referred to 
retrospectively as amateurs, wise women, or quacks, in their day their 
services were in great demand across Sweden and among all sectors 
of society.19 They had practices in different parts of the country. They 
helped city dwellers and countryfolk, the poor and the wealthy. All 
four women had been born into the lowest echelons of society, but their 
industriousness in the healthcare market meant that by the end of their 
lives they had risen in social status and were relatively wealthy.

Households and relatives
Elna Hansson is the clearest example of how healthcare was a craft 
which, much like the guild system, was passed down through the 
generations, the young gaining experience and practical knowledge 
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under the supervision of their knowledgeable elders. Elna’s knowledge 
was not formally authorized; she worked alongside other more official 
forms of healthcare, which were in effect a closed shop, and included 
barber surgeons, bathers (as in bath attendants), and apothecaries, all 
of whom were organized into guild-like associations and provided a 
variety of medical treatments. However, these occupations were generally 
male, and their transfer of knowledge ran from father to son or from 
master to apprentice. Elna Hansson and Maria Lovisa Åhrberg had 
been taught by other women, while Maria Jansson had learnt secretly 
from her father. How Britta Lena Andersson became skilled in herbs 
and setting bones is unclear, however.

It was the women of the household who answered for its healthcare. 
But not in every family. Elna Hansson had a total of eight children, two 
of whom—a daughter and a son—died in infancy. Of her surviving three 
sons and three daughters, the eldest daughter followed in her mother’s 
footsteps, just as Elna had done—though seven years younger than her 
brother, she had been the eldest of Marna Nilsdotter’s daughters. From 
Ingegerd Wedin’s genealogy, it seems the women in Elna’s family had 
been practising medicine since at least the late seventeenth century. It 
was often the eldest daughter who took over the healthcare business, 
though not always. Elna’s mother, Marna Nilsdotter, for example, had 
an older sister who according to Wedin had some kind of disability, 
which may have been why she was not able to practise medicine.20 
Medicine was as yet not a noticeably female occupation. It had been 
Maria Jansson’s father’s occupation, and in the literature there are other 
examples of male healers.21 Maria herself had two children, but they 
died young and thus never had the chance to try their hand at her job. 
Britta Lena Andersson had a total of eight children, but only the names 
of two sons are known and little otherwise, and it seems none of them 
followed their mother into medicine.

Obviously, unlike licensed medical practitioners, unauthorized 
medical care was open to both women and men. In some instances, it 
is possible to confirm the existence of a mother–daughter knowledge 
transfer within the framework of the household.

The household and relatives were generally the cornerstones of early 
modern society. In the tax records, people were registered by household, 
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while, akin to the medieval doctrine of the three estates, Lutheran 
ideology underscored the importance of the household. The whole social 
order was embodied in the idea the household, ruler and subject alike, 
and each person, man and woman, had a given role. In the nineteenth 
century, there were clear signs that ideological thought of this kind 
was losing ground to a more secularized social order. The household’s 
pervasive importance was still evident in the passing on of medical 
skills, but its significance for the practical side of healthcare seems more 
doubtful. The four women deviated from the long-accepted ideal of the 
wife as her husband’s helpmeet, although in practice even that accorded 
the wife authority and a degree of independence.22

For none of the four was their household the centre of their business, 
where they and their spouse worked together. It is not known what Elna 
Hansson’s husband did for a living: not even Wedin, who has scoured 
the sources in pursuit of the family’s history, is able to say more than 
Hans Månsson was ‘a houseowner and a labourer. Moreover, he was 
reasonably well-off.’23 His personal finances were thus reasonably healthy, 
but whether because of his own work or his wife’s income is not known. 
Whichever the case, there was no sign of his direct involvement in Elna’s 
medical practice.

Maria Lovisa Åhrberg never married and there is no evidence of 
anyone else in her household having a hand in her medical practice. 
Maria Jansson was married, but when she moved to Östergötland she 
left her husband, and after several court cases she even managed to 
obtain a divorce. Her husband cannot be said to have been involved 
in her healthcare business. Like Elna Hansson, Britta Lena Andersson 
was widowed early in life, and again there was no evidence her husband 
had been involved in her medical practice; he was known as a sailor.

The impression is that these female healers ran their own healthcare 
businesses as they saw fit. By all accounts, like all working people, their 
husbands’ livelihoods were organized separately. It is reminiscent of 
the patterns of Stockholm women’s work identified by Sofia Ling in the 
petitions submitted to the central authorities between 1650 and 1750. In 
a thoroughly regulated labour market typical of early modern society, 
unmarried and married women alike made a living selling goods and 
services independently. In some cases, their businesses even eroded 
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the usual boundaries. For example, home baking encroached on the 
operations of the bakers’ guild, but was a reality nevertheless: housewives 
baked bread at home and then sent their household maids out to sell it. 
Independence did not necessarily mean working alone. Women worked 
in the public sphere together with other women, either in pairs or in 
larger ‘monosexual guild-like constellations’. Though the women were 
married, the spouses’ livelihoods were obviously kept separate and they 
largely did their waged work outside the household.24

In practice, then, the household was less decisive for the organization 
and practical business of making a living than might be thought, in 
view of the tax records and Lutheran ideology of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. This was also true of how the legislation was applied. 
While the authorities did indeed try to prosecute banned businesses—and 
because of it there are sources to be tapped for information—it is difficult 
to know how energetically they did so. Obviously, illegalities continued 
unchecked. Whether the household’s dwindling importance for the 
organization of family incomes was an urban phenomenon or a more 
general pattern cannot be determined with any certainty. It nevertheless 
raises questions about the dislocation between the dominant household 
ideology and the reality which people had to cope with. That said, 
gender was evidently a key organizational principle, whether for the 
labour market in Stockholm or, say, the business run by Elna Hansson 
and her daughter in Malmö. Gender was also one of the fundamentals 
for knowledge transfer for both women and men, although the course 
it took might vary, as for the four women considered here.

Tolerated quacks
The four women operated in a market for medical care. Patient demand 
determined the size of their income. Much like the sale of home-baked 
bread in Ling’s study, the medical care they provided was not really legal. 
In fact it was kvacksalveri, quackery, which had been illegal in Sweden 
since the end of the seventeenth century. In a royal decree of 1684, which 
announced the ban, medical ignorance was synonymous with women and 
quacks, and the medical regulations of 1688 further tightened the ban, 
which remained in place until the twentieth century.25 Yet the reasons 
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for the ban varied. In the seventeenth century it was primarily justified 
by the guilds, protecting the privileges of various medical groupings: 
the apothecary existed to make up the medicines prescribed by the 
doctor, the doctor was responsible for prescribing and treating internal 
ailments, while the barber surgeon was responsible for external diseases, 
varicose veins, fractures, and the like. In addition to bathing and shaving 
or trimming beards, bathers and barbers were also allowed to perform 
some of the barber surgeons’ jobs, such as bloodletting, cupping, and 
other simpler medical therapies. The boundaries, which were vague, 
were guarded jealously. The formal end of the guild system in 1846 and 
1864 meant the professions were thrown open to all, but did not mean 
that quackery was allowed. What changed were the arguments used to 
justify the late nineteenth century’s prosecution of quacks. Now it was 
important to protect the populace from dangerous treatments.26

The ban did not prevent a wide range of cure-all pills and potions from 
being retailed in what seemed to be an endlessly expanding healthcare 
market. Electricity and magnetism were some of the more established 
treatments, alongside which was a large number of panaceas. Johannisson 
has picked out some prime examples, including rejuvenation drugs 
for men and assorted miracle cures such as Dr Kidd’s Elixir of Life, 
known in Sweden for its energetic advertising campaign around 1900 
that promised to make the sickly and weak healthy and strong. All the 
hopeful customer had to do was send in a description of their condition 
and a suitable cure would be dispatched to them by return.27

Despite the strictness of the regulations and, in the nineteenth century, 
demands that the legislation against quacks be further tightened, the 
range of cures and remedies was very large. Objectors claimed that 
quackery was on the rise. Given that, the number of convictions for 
the crime of quackery in Ling’s study of the period 1770–1870 must be 
considered on the low side.28 What today would be filed under alternative 
medicine was thus more accepted than the severity of the legislation 
would give us reason to believe. Tolerance was particularly high if the 
unauthorized medical care or medicines were harmless.29 Johannisson 
notes that several of the remedies on the market were ‘mixtures of 
innocuous pharmacological ingredients’.30
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The pattern evident in Ling’s analysis of the number of charges of 
quackery by geographical region indicates that wherever there was a 
larger number of licensed doctors and thus greater competition—in 
urban environments, in other words—there were also more accusations of 
quackery.31 The four women’s stories bear that out to some extent. Maria 
Lovisa Åhrberg, who worked in Stockholm, was accused of quackery 
a couple of times, but the ensuing investigations showed she had been 
operating within the terms of the law. She only used herbal remedies.32 
On the other hand, Maria Jansson, who worked in Kisa, was in trouble 
with the law on several occasions. At the very start of her career she was 
accused of causing a death. The testimony of her patients and others 
who knew her business saw her acquitted, but she was forbidden to treat 
people. Thanks to the influence of several leading figures in the region 
where she practised medicine she was able to continue regardless. Later, 
she was taken to court for drunkenly assaulting the local verger. That 
time too she got off with no repercussions. Britta Lena Andersson, who 
mainly worked in the Kungsbacka area and nearby Gothenburg, escaped 
legal entanglements. Her treatments consisted of herbs and garlic, which 
the authorities saw no reason to worry about, especially as she even 
collaborated with the apothecary in her home town.

The one of the four most subject to accusations of quackery was Elna 
Hansson. When in 1854 Malmö appointed a new official city doctor, 
August Falck, matters came to a head. In his first report, he told the 
Swedish Board of Health what he thought of her: ‘The good she might 
ever do cannot in any way outweigh the harm she inflicts.’33 In 1856, 
she was taken to court to answer Falck’s accusations of quackery. Her 
countermove came the following year: she applied to officially register 
her medical practice, with the support of her former patients and the 
companies that had engaged her services.34 Her application was denied. 
Yet at the same time, it was pointed out that under the decree of 1807 
certain therapies which were part of the bather’s occupation (which was 
not officially open to women at the time), including shaving, cupping, 
and bloodletting, could in exceptional circumstances be ‘entrusted to 
sensible women who had acquired insight and skill in bandaging.’35

The authorities thus refused to give Elna the legal right to practise 
medicine, but at the same time gave the nod to the bather alternative. 
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In order to be authorized as a bather, however, she would have to pass 
an oral exam. Elna, who in her application acknowledged she lacked 
theoretical knowledge but could instead demonstrate how she treated 
fractures, went to Stockholm for the viva. The questions ranged from how 
to draw baths to the correct placement of leeches. Her knowledge was 
found to be deficient and she was failed on no less than three occasions.36 
Despite not being authorized to work as a bather or indeed as a medic, 
Elna continued as before for several more decades. So did the city doctor, 
Falck. Admittedly, he had succeeded in prosecuting Elna for quackery, 
and she did not have the official permits to provide medical care, but 
nevertheless she was able to continue unhindered. In his annual report 
to the Swedish Board of Health, in his answer to the question about the 
occurrence of quackery in his area, he simply stated: ‘Quacks: since I find 
they should be tolerated, they have not been the subject of my attention.’37

Falck was resigned to the fact that legislation was one thing, imple-
mentation was another. Plainly, the authorities’ attitude was that Elna 
Hansson could continue to practise medicine. However, she was not 
officially recognized. In the 1870s came a new charge of quackery, of 
which she was again acquitted. Shortly after, she applied again to be 
authorized, and with the same outcome. This time, though, a petition 
in support of her application arrived: over 5,000 signatures from people 
across the county of Skåne, rich and poor, women and men.38

Despite the evident strength of feeling among those who had used her 
services, she was never licensed. Neither were the other three women. 
Maria Lovisa Åhrberg received royal recognition of a sort in the shape of a 
medal for civic service. She was awarded it in 1852, decades before women 
were counted as full citizens. A different kind of recognition was given in 
Fredrika Bremer’s novel Hertha, where Åhrberg the doctor’s care for the 
poor was singled out for praise, not least because she charged them less 
than her wealthier patients.39 I have already noted the admiration shown 
by Ernst Ahlgren (Victoria Benedictsson) for Elna Hansson, and Maria 
Jansson too was commended in print. Britta Lena Andersson, however, 
went unmentioned; her obituary was perhaps the closest she came to 
public recognition. It explained that even though the wise woman’s 
activities amounted to quackery, it was still the case that she had been 
able to cure people on many occasions ‘when doctors were powerless’.
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From mother to daughter
Unlike the women in Ling’s Stockholm study, Elna Hansson seemingly 
ran her medical practice without any other helpers than her daughter 
Johanna. She was not part of any guild-like association, in other words. 
Johanna went on to marry one Jöns Andersson, taking his surname, 
but he was not involved in his wife’s medical practice either; he had a 
job as a clerk at the Port Authority in Malmö.40 The couple had several 
children in short order between 1861 and 1866, but their firstborn died 
only a couple of months old. Shortly before the birth of their last child, 
Jöns also died, leaving Johanna a widow at 31 with four children to 
support. Sadly, a further three children died very young, and only her 
daughter Hedda survived to adulthood.

Johanna supported herself and her daughter by working at her  mother’s 
medical practice. Her work was not especially well documented, if only 
because she was never subject to legal proceedings. Which of the mother 
and daughter treated whom and for what is not easy to determine. 
Wedin only finds evidence of Johanna providing medical care on one 
occasion: a 4-year-old boy who had sprained his elbow when he was 
knocked down by a sheep. By Wedin’s account, the boy and his parents 
had gone to another woman for help first, but she had not been able to 
do anything for him, and the family turned to Lundakvinnan, as both 
mother and daughter were known, with far better results.41

Johanna Andersson’s medical practice merged with that of her better-
known mother. More certain proof of her success as a bone-setter only 
came much later, for she died a relatively wealthy woman. That fortune 
made it possible for her daughter Hedda to get an education: she was 
Lund University’s first female student and later Sweden’s second female 
doctor.42 Hedda Andersson thus finally received the official authorization 
denied her grandmother and mother. By her own account, at least as 
recorded by the parish priest of Caroli in Malmö, Hagbard Isberg, 
Johanna Andersson had had some formal medical training. She was in 
fact a barber surgeon. However, no evidence survives of her completing 
her training as a barber surgeon—a possibility for women acknowledged 
by the royal decree of 1861. Regardless of whether she did qualify or not, 
the talk of training indicated that formal authorization might be an 
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advantage in the healthcare market where Johanna Andersson worked. 
Patients’ trust was sufficient to ensure the women’s services were in 
demand, but they needed more than that to fend off the authorities and 
their legal proceedings. Elna Hansson learnt that lesson the hard way, 
as did Hedda Andersson, and they were not alone. Yet it was also a time 
of new opportunities in healthcare, of which some, such as nursing, 
were exclusively for women, and others were for both women and men, 
including an occupation which had originally been purely male and 
military, but was now open to women: barber surgeon.

Women as barber surgeons
As a profession, fältskär (lit. feldsher) or barber surgeon is probably best 
known in Sweden because of Zacharias Topelius’ classic work Fältskärns 
berättelser (‘Tales of a Barber surgeon’), which was first published in 
instalments in Helsingfors Tidningar (1851–67). Aside from the heroic 
measures of literary fiction, feldshers, barbers, and barber surgeons 
tended to overlap, all being names for male medics in the armed forces. 
Between 1685 and 1797 they were organized as Kirurgiska Societeten (the 
Surgical Society), a guild-like association responsible for training barber 
surgeons. In addition to cupping, bloodletting, setting bones, and simple 
wound care—in other words, tasks that both bathers and barbers were 
authorized to perform—external medical treatment included things 
which would eventually became surgery, with barber surgeons also 
licensed to preside at complicated births and autopsies. In the eighteenth 
century, barber surgeons tended to specialize in anatomy, surgery, and 
obstetrics.43 Some, though, stuck to traditional barber surgeon’s work.

In 1861 came the royal decree which ran together bathers, barbers, 
and barber surgeons under the common designation of fältskär.44 In 
addition, teeth-pulling was included in the barber surgeon’s remit, which 
now extended to much of what dentists did at the time. Otherwise, 
barber surgeons continued to be the obvious choice for professional 
bloodletting and cupping. The barber surgeons also used ‘Spanish flies’ 
(an extract of dried beetles imported from Spain), applied poultices, gave 
enemas, lanced boils, treated wounds, cared for bunions and ingrown 
nails, applied bandages and hernia belts, and administered fontanelles 
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and moxibustion.45 They were also expected to recognize strangulated 
hernias, treat the ‘senseless’ and those in a ‘stupor’, stop bleeding, and, 
while waiting for a doctor, give first aid for sprains and fractures.

The decree also set down that the official city doctors were responsible 
for examining those who wished to join the profession, in the presence 
of a master barber surgeon, the provincial doctor (or other doctor), and 
a member of the city council. The exam, ‘the right to which may also be 
granted to a woman’, involved a viva, for which minutes were taken. If 
they passed, the candidate received a certificate of competence, ‘or, in the 
case of a woman, proof that she is competent to practise the profession’.

Much of what the four female physicians in this essay did was actually 
barber surgeon work—without being barber surgeons. Apart from Elna 
Hansson, who applied to become a bather, and possibly her daughter, 
Johanna Andersson, none of the four took the chance to qualify in their 
professions. Maria Jansson had died twenty years before the decree of 
1861, Maria Lovisa Åhrberg perhaps considered her royal medal to be 
enough, and for Britta Lena Andersson the sheer number of patients 
may have made it a pointless exercise. However, several other women 
did take the opportunity. A recent survey of female barber surgeons in 
Läkartidningen covers the state of medical provision in Stockholm in 
1905. At that time, women made up one-third of the 30 barber surgeons 
who were officially licensed in the capital.46 They came from a variety 
of backgrounds, but several had come to the profession via Fredrika 
Bremerförbundet (the Fredrika Bremer Association), which encouraged 
its members to become barber surgeons for the betterment of Sweden’s 
healthcare. It even arranged its own barber surgeon courses, administered 
and examined from 1894 by Amelina Sterky.47 However, in 1896, only 
two years after Sterky took the post, the authorities changed their official 
line on the profession and decided to halt all training. As decisions went 
it was not conclusive, though. In his history of surgeons in Sweden, 
Bo Lindberg points out that despite the training courses being shut 
down, barber surgeons continued to practise for several decades into 
the twentieth century. They were responsible for emergency medical 
care and were often contracted by industrial companies to work as first 
responders for workplace accidents. They were also given some scope 
in obtaining medicinal drugs from dispensing chemists and providing 
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local anaesthesia for surgical procedures. As Lindberg notes, ‘In 1922, 
advanced courses were still being offered, taught by the surgeons Herbert 
Olivecrona and Jules Åkerman and others’.48

The point of being visible
Barber surgeons thus continued to operate across Sweden, testifying to 
the robustness and profitability of private healthcare. Yet even so, like 
wise women and the rest, barber surgeons as a profession were on the 
verge of extinction. In view of the procedures described in the 1861 decree 
as being the barber surgeons’ responsibility, there is reason to discuss 
the general level of healthcare. Since to use the treatments listed in the 
decree one had to be licensed by the medical authorities—the National 
Board of Health in its various forms—it underscored how little difference 
there was between the medical care provided by the four women and by 
professionally trained doctors. Why else would Spanish flies, leeches, 
and bloodletting be included in the repertoire of medical treatments?

One reason why Elna Hansson, Maria Lovisa Åhrberg, Maria Jansson, 
and Britta Lena Andersson, with the authorities’ forbearance, were left 
to practise medicine was probably that their herbal decoctions, digestifs, 
and poultices did not endanger life. They were harmless. Another was 
that they were all extremely popular and their services were in high 
demand. Perhaps more importantly, the reality was that medical science 
offered no better cures.

The four women were famous in their day and have not been entirely 
forgotten since. At no stage were they invisible. The point of singling 
them out is to highlight their enterprise in a healthcare market, in which 
government initiatives such as provincial doctors and hospitals also had 
to compete. What it makes visible is not the four women’s individual 
stories but a fuller picture: one in which medical entrepreneurs could 
be women as well as men, while licensed doctors were exclusively men. 
The literature has shown the majority of Swedes had little confidence in 
qualified doctors, who anyway were too few to meet such demand as did 
exist.49 Perhaps it would be fairer to say that the lack of doctors was not 
the main problem. Rather, for doctors it was a lack of successful cures 
and paying patients, and for patients it was a lack of trust. They preferred 
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to go to the Elna Hanssons, Maria Lovisa Åhrbergs, Maria Janssons, 
and Britta Lena Anderssons of this world. Their fervent hopes for a cure 
were—and are—key commodities in a market where both women and 
men operated—and still do, albeit in the guise of alternative medicine.50
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Chapter 3

Revisiting Eva De la Gardie 
in the context of historical 
women’s agripreneurship

Susan Broomhall

This essay explores women’s activities in the agricultural sector in 
eighteenth-century Sweden, as a cohort with some aspects of shared 
experience and as individuals whose activities were at the vanguard of 
innovation and advances in land management. The latter activities are 
often broadly categorized as agricultural entrepreneurship or agripre-
neurship. This essay explores these ideas by revisiting the experiences 
of Eva De la Gardie (1724–1786). De la Gardie is commonly noted as the 
first woman invited into Kungliga Vetenskapsakademien (the Royal 
Swedish Academy of Sciences) in 1748, after she produced a report of 
experiments with a relatively new crop, the potato. She was the first 
woman and the only woman recorded as a member of the Academy until 
1945.1 Analysing De la Gardie’s activities in their contemporary context 
and through the lens of modern scholarly models of entrepreneurship 
helps to identify factors that shaped the attention given to De la Gardie’s 
work, and to explore the suitability of the modern term agripreneurship 
for capturing women’s historical experiences in this sector.

Women’s involvement with land management in Sweden by no 
means began in the eighteenth century. As the work of Svante Norrhem 
has shown, Ebba Brahe (1596–1674), the great-grandmother of Eva 
De la Gardie, successfully managed her family’s properties during her 
married life.2 As widows, elite and middling women such as Agneta 
Wrede (1674–1730) continued to manage estates and even, as did Birgitta 
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Sahlgren (1694–1771), a sugar refining factory.3 Contemporary diaries 
and account books also reveal the specific tasks of women on farms, in a 
range of roles from spouse to servant. The diaries of Christina Charlotta 
Rudbeck (1722–1804), for example, covering the years of her early married 
life, recount her activities with her husband on their estate at Brunna 
1744–1747.4 Women’s interactions with the Academy in the eighteenth 
century thus focuses attention on only a small part of women’s work 
in the agricultural sector, concerning contemporary presentations of 
invention and innovation.

Conceptualizing entrepreneurship
Existing models of entrepreneurship in modern scholarship embed and 
sustain ideas about which individuals should be identified in such terms. 
First developed by the Irish-French business and economic theorist 
Richard Cantillon (1680–1734), whose Essai sur la nature du commerce 
en général was published in 1755, the risk-taking entrepreneur was a 
central part of an economic model based on enterprise that Cantillon 
envisaged at the dawn of the emergent market economy, in which 
he himself participated as a business and banker.5 A for-profit and 
competitive dimension to the entrepreneur’s activities has been crucial 
to theorizations in most economic scholarship. Mark Casson identifies 
judgemental decision-making as a key factor when ‘opportunity to exploit 
a new technology has been identified and a quick decision is required in 
order to pre-empt a rival’.6 Attention to public good appears to contrast the 
aim of entrepreneurship: ‘Information about a profit opportunity has the 
properties of a “public good” because it can easily diffuse to other people. 
An entrepreneur will therefore want to keep his/her information synthesis 
secret until he/she has pre-empted the profit opportunity.’7 However, in 
more recent years, the notion of entrepreneurship has been employed 
to explore individuals and behaviours that attend to social challenges. 
What constitutes ‘success’ changes accordingly, Sarah Alvord, L. David 
Brown, and Christine Letts argue, from ‘the creation of a viable and 
growing business organization’ in business entrepreneurship to ‘change 
in social systems’ for social entrepreneurship.8 Such conceptualizations 
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may offer alternative perspectives for exploring the possibilities of 
entrepreneurship before or at the dawn of the market economy.

Other scholars have argued for the need for sector-specific entre-
preneurial models, including in the agricultural sector.9 Case studies 
documenting farm-level activities have thus pushed new foci within 
entrepreneurship analyses. Thomas Lans, Pieter Seuneke, and Laurens 
Klerkx, for example, observe that a strong family farm dynamic concerned 
with stability and inheritance shapes agricultural entrepreneurship to 
be ‘less driven by ideas of growth and profit maximization’.10 They 
nuance common criteria discussed in entrepreneurship scholarship to 
argue that the decision to exploit entrepreneurial opportunities ‘is not 
due to lack of certain personality traits but due to (the lack) of specific 
competence, experience, and network’, and call for recognition of ‘the 
importance of the broader working environment the entrepreneur 
engages in’.11 Sarah Fitz-Koch, Mattias Nordqvist, Sara Carter, and Erik 
Hunter likewise observe that entrepreneurship within the agricultural 
sector may foreground different features to the traditional model, such 
as agricultural pluriactivity and portfolio entrepreneurship involving 
strategies of on- and off-farm income diversification.12 Bettina B. Bock’s 
work on Dutch women’s rural entrepreneurship demonstrates just such 
a range of active entrepreneurial behaviours involving multitasking 
around existing farm and family obligations.13

To date, these modern analyses have rarely been situated within a 
longer, historical trajectory that might connect to the very large literature 
on the agricultural ‘revolutions’ of the eighteenth century. Best known 
are the entrepreneurial ‘success stories’ of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries.14 We also know far less about the entrepreneurial practices 
of women than men in the past, even though recent analyses of women 
entrepreneurs of the past two hundred years have identified different 
opportunities of education, family environment and experiences likely 
to enable entrepreneurial success as factors shaping women’s activities in 
this domain.15 Nicola Phillips, Hannah Barker, and Alison Kay among 
others have contributed important cohort analyses of the entrepreneurial 
activities of mainly lower-middling women operating in British urban 
environments of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.16 This study of 
Eva de la Gardie and her Swedish contemporaries contributes a further 
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analysis of the important role of gender ideologies, among other identity 
factors, in shaping the perception and activities of individual women 
in land management activities as entrepreneurial.

De la Gardie in her context
De la Gardie was born into Stockholm’s elite in 1724, the daughter of 
marshal of the realm and privy councillor Magnus Julius De la Gardie 
(1674–1741) and of the politically influential Hedvig Catharina Lillie 
(1695–1745), a strong supporter of hattpartiet (the Hat party). At sixteen, 
she married privy councillor Clas Ekeblad the younger (1708–1771), 
creating between them a vast land portfolio that included the castles 
of Mariedal and Lindholm and a manor in Västergötland, as well as 
property in Stockholm.17 Ekeblad’s civil service left De la Gardie, who 
would bear eight children, to manage their estates.18 Evidently, while 
juggling motherhood, the young woman also found time not only to 
conduct experiments related to agricultural innovations, but to document 
them and send the results of these efforts to the Royal Swedish Academy 
of Sciences. In the records of the Academy meeting that took place 
on 4 November 1748, it was recorded that ‘Mrs Countess Ekeblad, the 
councillor, has now, during her stay on her farm Stäket, made several 
new attempts to use potatoes, especially for starch and powder, of 
which samples are sent, together with a description of the method; the 
submitted sample can also be mixed with oats for bread.’19 The Academy 
solicited supporting statements from two members, who returned praise 
for her work, and moved to discuss her membership quickly. In its 1748 
Handlingar (transactions), a report of her experiments with potatoes 
was published and she was duly listed among the Academy members.20

The Academy’s decision to publish De la Gardie’s work and to promote 
her achievements with membership requires further investigation. 
Although De la Gardie was listed among the members of the Academy 
in its transactions until 1785, dying the following year, her inclusion 
occurred without the usual vote, and, as Bengt Hildebrand observes, 
it seems unlikely that her full participation was envisaged, for in the 
minutes of the 18 January 1751 meeting, it was recorded that both Crown 
Prince Adolf Fredrik and ‘Mrs Councillor Ekeblad, by the agreement 
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reached, were not counted among the ordinary members’.21 A closer 
look at the contemporary context in which her report was published 
indicates how De la Gardie and her activities were understood.

De la Gardie was not the first person to bring potatoes to the attention 
of the Swedish public. As Erik Bodensten has explored, the potato had 
been discussed in limited knowledge networks in Sweden since the 
sixteenth century, initially as a matter of botanical interest in terms of its 
flower, later as a culinary novelty.22 From the botanical garden of Uppsala 
University, where it was recorded by the professor of medicine and keen 
botanist, Olof Rudbeck (1630–1702), whose daughter’s diaries offer such 
insights into later estate management, the potato entered the country 
house gardens of an interconnected network of elite political actors, 
including the statesman Magnus Gabriel De la Gardie (1622–1686), the 
brother of Eva’s grandfather, and, as chancellor of Uppsala University, 
Rudbeck’s benefactor.23 By the first half of the eighteenth century, 
potatoes were heralded as a crop with the potential to contribute to 
a desired agricultural revolution that, as Mats Morell has analysed, 
elites in Sweden, and the Academy in particular, were actively involved 
in fostering.24 In the 1740s, the Diet prepared a report on the benefits 
of potatoes.25 While the Swedish kingdom had particular reasons to 
encourage potato cultivation in a period that saw a series of crop failures 
and bad harvests, it was also participating in wider agricultural changes 
that were spreading across the continent, in which potatoes were widely 
promoted for their direct and indirect economic benefits, including their 
nutritious properties that were perceived to sustain a healthy labour 
force.26 In 1764, Adolf Fredrik, now king, issued an edict to encourage 
potato cultivation.27

The Academy played an active part in these contemporary agricultural 
and political endeavours.28 From its inception, the publication of its 
transactions performed an important function in disseminating knowl-
edge that was circulating in the Academy outwards to interested readers. 
De la Gardie’s reports, like those that the Academy regularly published, 
do not readily conform to modern scholarly models of intellectual 
property retention as an economically oriented entrepreneurial act, 
but might be understood as similar to modern social entrepreneurship, 
although the economic effects of such knowledge sharing could be 
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felt at both the collective and the individual level for the enterprising 
farmer who could perceive and act on such advantageous information. 
De la Gardie’s experiments on varied uses of the potato arrived at a 
propitious moment when additional knowledge promoting the value of 
potatoes was welcome. In the preceding year, the transactions, under its 
editor Jonas Alströmer, a strong advocate, published three other reports 
in praise of the potato.29 These suggested that if it were employed as a base 
for products such as alcohol, then grains such as wheat, rye, and barley 
that Sweden produced in limited supply could be deployed elsewhere.30

Publishing De la Gardie’s work mattered not only because it added 
to the growing corpus of knowledge about potatoes, but also precisely 
because she was a woman. The Academy’s proceedings indicated, as 
Sten Lindroth and Hildebrand have observed, that members were 
keen to support publication of her work and involvement with the 
Academy because she might serve as an entrepreneurial role model 
to other women, just as the admittance of the natural philosopher 
and mathematician Émilie du Châtelet (1706–1749) to the Bologna 
Academy in 1746 was a model for the Swedish Academy members’ 
decision-making on De la Gardie’s inclusion.31 Academy member and 
Councillor, Nils Palmstierna (1696–1766), questioned why ‘the academy 
could not call learned ladies members, which had not proved useless 
in foreign societies, such as the marquise de Chatelet in the Bologna 
Academy.’32 Palmstierna’s turn of phrase was telling. The participation 
of women was for him a question of their potential utility, or their ‘not 
uselessness’. To his mind, the value of De la Gardie’s membership in the 
Academy, leaving aside what kind of membership was intended, needed 
particular justification beyond her knowledge. More particularly, she 
could stand as a role model of a kind of entrepreneurship by wives in 
the household. De la Gardie’s management of a household might have 
involved vast estates in practice, but what mattered for Palmstierna 
was that De la Gardie’s inclusion might encourage ‘the whole sex to 
pay closer attention to every aspect of the household.’33 He thereby 
expressed his hope that ‘Mrs Countess Ekeblad … would not fail to 
further contribute all sorts of useful findings at hand’.34 Contemporary 
expectations limited female activities to those deemed appropriate to the 
household. Gender ideologies clearly mattered, informing assumptions 
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that stimulating Swedish housewives’ industry required a catalyst for 
change from among their sex.

Gender ideologies informed whether De la Gardie’s work was published 
and how, but were not the only factor to shape this. Her status as an elite 
woman, her marital relationship with a leading patron of the Academy, 
and her strong political connections all contributed, as Hildebrand 
suggests, to her nomination as a candidate for Academy membership.35 
Modern scholarship highlights the importance of particular networks 
to the entrepreneurial process, ‘where confidential information about 
high-value opportunities is most likely to circulate’, and which ‘confer 
external reputations on their members, especially when only suitably 
qualified people are allowed to join.’36 Elite networks are also understood 
to enhance the modern entrepreneur’s opportunities to synthesize 
information and spot errors—similar to what occurred, as Bodensten 
demonstrates, with the publication in the Academy’s transactions of 
multiple, incrementally different aspects of the potato’s utility in different 
contexts.37 De la Gardie’s elite networks and identity as an influential 
political woman were significant to her experiences with the Academy.

While the nature of De la Gardie’s innovation has been discussed, and 
debated, the rhetorical strategies she deployed to present her initiatives 
have received less attention. Yet these publications fashioned a noteworthy 
sense of ownership and identity, attached to the knowledge they presented. 
Both her publications in the Academy transactions were titled as ‘made 
by Eva De la Gardie’.38 This appears to be the form by which De la Gardie 
referred to herself. As Eva Lenneman has noted, De la Gardie signed her 
letters in this way even after her marriage.39 By contrast, listed annually 
among the Academy members, De la Gardie became ‘Countess Eva 
De la Gardie, Councillor Ekeblad’ in the 1750 entry and thereafter, ‘Mrs 
Countess Eva De la Gardie, Councillor Ekeblad’.40 Palmstierna had 
referred to her as ‘Mrs Councillor Ekeblad’ and the Academy minutes 
too recorded her as ‘Mrs Countess Ekeblad’. De la Gardie was thus 
exceptionally and explicitly understood in relation to her marital status 
and her husband’s reputation, both of which were deemed implicitly 
relevant to the value of her knowledge and its dissemination. This framing 
perhaps also suggested that she participated with her husband’s approval.
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The presentation of De la Gardie’s successful experiments reflected 
different ways of positioning her personal expertise and authority. 
Her first report concerned her ‘experiments to make bread, brandy, 
starch, and powder from potatoes’ in 1748.41 The description suggested 
a hands-on endeavour, but the language around the experiments was 
distinctly passive: ‘In the manufacture of the potato starch, it has been 
carried out in such a way that’, ‘Experiments have also been made to 
parboil potatoes, but nothing has succeeded.’ 42 By contrast, a first-person 
narrative framed her second publication in the transactions, in 1752, 
which described a kind of soap she had devised that was suitable for 
bleaching cotton yarn. Here, De la Gardie’s thoughts and processes were 
rendered visible: ‘From this description, I have myself found that’, ‘For 
bleaching of the cotton yarn, I have made the following experiment’, 
‘the first time I took’.43 De la Gardie’s second report presented her as an 
interlocutor possessing valuable knowledge to share with the Academy 
and its transactions’ readers. The rhetorical presentation of these reports 
suggested a changing perception (her own or that of the Academy) of 
the value of her contributions.

Women’s entrepreneurial engagement
Other female contemporaries also sought to assert agripreneurial 
behaviours in relation to the Academy. De la Gardie was not, in fact, 
the first woman whose experiments were published in the Academy’s 
transactions. In 1741, the transactions published a letter that provided 
a detailed description of a machine to sow grain, one that ‘raises the 
furrow, fertilizes, sows and softens the grain’ as the report, complete 
with nine figures illustrating the machine, elucidated (Fig. 3.1).44 This 
report was the work of a ‘Lotta Triven’, the pseudonym of one of 
eighteenth-century Sweden’s most prolific writers, Charlotta Frölich 
(1698–1770).45 In 1742, the transactions included two more works by 
‘Triven’, one on meadow management and the other on quarry site 
rehabilitation.46 Like De la Gardie, she was born into an elite family, 
her father the Governor-General of Riga. Frölich was also a married 
woman when her works in the Academy were published, the wife of 
Baron Johan Funk, governor of Uppland. She was, similarly, the mother 
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of three children, although each had died within the year of their birth. 
Frölich had married relatively late for her era and had previously spent a 
considerable time managing her own farm and a pig iron blast furnace 
that she had inherited from her mother.47 These experiences of Swedish 
land management shaped her publications in the Academy’s transactions. 

Despite being pseudonymous, Frölich’s first publication presented 
an authoritative voice that foregrounded her personal experience and 
expertise. The report was clearly expressed as her own undertaking: ‘In 
the following I explain my experiment in this’.48 She regularly employed 
the first person: ‘I chose’, ‘I divided the field approximately into three 
lengths’, and, in descriptions of handling the sowing machine, ‘when 
I let begin the driving with the machine’.49 Her second publication, 
on the management of meadowland, employed neutral phrasing in its 
presentation of the information from and for ‘experienced landowners’, 
among whom the author implicitly numbered.50 Her third report returned 
to a first-person narrative: what had ‘brought me’ ‘in the winter of 
1741’, how ‘I had seeds prepared in the following way’, closing with her 

Figure 3.1 The sowing machine documented by Lotta Triven (Charlotta Frölich) 
Kongl. Svenska Vetenskap Academiens Handlingar för år 1741 (Stockholm 1741), 
292.
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analysis, ‘From this I conclude’.51 Although Frölich’s ideas were presented 
pseudonymously, suggesting some degree of perceived reputational risk 
by open engagement in this field, they were nonetheless clearly identified 
as the work of a woman, and as that of the same woman regularly 
contributing the results of her experience. Their rhetorical presentation 
thus displayed features that conveyed the authority of objectivity in some 
aspects and claims of personal innovation in others. The evidence of both 
De la Gardie’s and Frölich’s rhetorical presentation suggest that a voice 
identified as female was not necessarily excluded from participation in 
the knowledge exchange represented by the Academy’s transactions.

Works by women were not simply passively received and published as 
novelties by the Academy. The transactions demonstrated active engage-
ment with these ideas. Frölich’s third report included a commentary 
appended after her letter, noting the conclusions of ‘one of the Royal 
Academy members [who] has likewise experimented sowing Norrland 
barley’.52 Moreover, the Academy’s archive of correspondence indicates 
that Frölich, under the same pseudonym, had written more in these 
years on different topics than was published, including eight pages 
of remarks in 1741 on the writings of Academy member and pastor 
Zacharias Westbeck, regarding the useful promotion of agriculture.53 
Editorial decisions about what was deemed useful to publish were applied 
to women’s work just as to men’s, although gender ideologies perhaps 
influenced the decision to publish Frölich’s report accompanied by a 
commentary from an Academy member, but not to publish her own 
commentary on the work of another.

The content of her texts made clear that ‘Triven’, like De la Gardie, 
must have been a woman of some standing. However, the Academy’s 
records indicate that it was not only elite women who believed they 
had intellectual property that the Academy might deem valuable. In 
1755, a widow from Kalmar, Agatha Schultdze, contacted Pehr Wilhelm 
Wargentin, then secretary of the Academy, offering to demonstrate her 
knowledge of how to process coarse linen into finer cloth, if the costs 
of her travel to Stockholm were paid.54 Household activities with both 
domestic and commercial implications were very much of interest to the 
Academy. De la Gardie’s second report had focused on cotton bleaching 
techniques. Other women also expected the Academy to be interested in 
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their discoveries in this domain, including the pseudonymous ‘Therine’ 
who had written in 1741 to the Academy about techniques for washing 
linen with soap.55 In 1775, Sophia Charlotta Wernschöld, the widow of 
Eric Alm (1713–65), once the huspredikant or family chaplain of Countess 
Hedvig Vilhelmina Oxenstierna (1682–1758), wrote about how flaxseed 
could be prepared to resemble cotton.56 The widow Schultdze perceived 
a financial return for her experiments, at the very least covering the 
costs of her travel to Stockholm. Widowhood may have also driven 
her interest in engaging with the Academy, for financial constraints 
on women could force some into innovative practices. In such ways, 
their life stage could shape people’s capacity for innovation, and/or 
when they might seek to commercialize their knowledge. However, 
Schultdze’s knowledge, unlike that of Frölich and De la Gardie, does 
not appear to have reached the Academy’s transactions. Whatever 
entrepreneurial behaviour she displayed, she did not enjoy access to 
the elite social network that the Academy represented as an institution 
and as a strategic dissemination pathway.

Frölich, ‘Therine’, Schultdze, and Wernschöld, like De la Gardie, 
all turned to the Academy to recognize the value of their individual 
expertise, but they were not all equally successful, particularly when 
seeking to monetize it. The interactions of Maria Christina Bruhn 
(1732–1808) with the Academy offer insights into contemporary attitudes 
to financial recompense for women’s innovations. Bruhn had participated 
in a competition announced by the king in 1773 to create a new kind of 
cartridge to prime cannons that would not catch fire or leave a residue. 
As the entrants’ designs were to be assessed by the Academy, Bruhn 
corresponded over the next decade about her prototypes and progressive 
improvements to her design. When Major Per Gustaf Wagenfelt was 
announced the winner of the prize in 1781, however, Bruhn recognized 
the description as that of her own design. She repeatedly petitioned the 
Academy and the king, who launched an investigation.57 In August 1786, 
she was declared the winner of the competition, and finally, in May 1787, 
was paid half the value of the originally advertised prize money.58 Bruhn 
had identified the value of her invention and was prepared (and able) 
to insist on her intellectual property. She was not of the elite status of 
De la Gardie; her father had been a Stockholm printer. This may have 



gender, materiality, and politics

74

driven her to seek financial recompense but also to be able to do so in 
a way that would have been seen as inappropriate for elite women who 
were expected to share their knowledge for the public good. Bruhn’s 
example takes us away from agricultural innovation, but helps to reveal 
some of the ways women experienced challenges in promoting their 
innovations in their dealings with the Academy and in monetizing 
their intellectual property.

Other women also corresponded with the Academy, but chose 
to bypass its dissemination pathways.59 One was Elsa Beata Wrede 
(1734–1819), wife of Academy member and politician Count Sven Bunge 
(1731–1801).60 In 1803, she published a 52-page pamphlet on how to 
cultivate grapevines, which addressed the botanical dimensions and 
consideration of the necessary economic outlay and potential returns, 
as the work’s title indicated: ‘the way to plant vines at the lowest cost 
in Sweden and to cultivate them to abundant fertility, early and full 
maturity’.61 Interestingly, both this work and a subsequent pamphlet on 
the pruning of grapevines publicly positioned Wrede within international 
knowledge networks, such as, in her 1806 pamphlet, that of the Scottish 
horticulturalist William Forsyth (1737–1804), a founding member of 
Britain’s Royal Horticultural Society: Description of the pruning of vines 
according to the instructions of nature herself, together with a new way of 
raising their branches invented by the Englishman [sic] Mr. M. W. Forsyth 
… published by Elsa Beate Wrede.62 These titles left little doubt about her 
own role in identifying new methods, and her skill in recognizing the 
talents of others that she could bring to public attention in conversation 
with her. Wrede’s publications once again demonstrated that women 
were engaged with contemporary agricultural developments and sought 
to respond with their own ideas.

Conclusions
This essay has sought to consider Eva De la Gardie as an agripreneur, 
locating her both in the broader context of her day and in the context 
of experiences of other women presenting related contributions to 
agricultural innovation in eighteenth-century Sweden. Modern models 
of the entrepreneurial process can be useful in identifying how these 
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women were involved in what are categorized as different aspects of 
entrepreneurship such as project identification, specification, develop-
ment, and implementation.63

Yet most modern definitions struggle to account for specific historical 
contexts and more general sociocultural constraints such as gender, class, 
and political persuasion, which played a role in how eighteenth-century 
women could identify and present innovations to the Royal Swedish 
Academy of the Sciences. Entrepreneurship has recently been described 
as ‘a theory of success. Success is not purely a matter of luck. It stems 
from good judgement, which is individual-specific.’ 64 This essay suggests 
that intersectional identity factors likely limited the ability of many men 
as well as most women to act entrepreneurially.

The Academy’s transactions provide evidence that high-status 
women could present themselves as possessing individual expertise 
and agricultural authority. However, gender assumptions shaped the 
experience of even the most elite women such as De la Gardie, and 
gave attention to them in particular ways that were not always in their 
own control, and which limited their ability to act entrepreneurially. 
Women engaged with the notion of profit in relation to their agricultural 
innovations in different ways, according to their needs and interests. 
While the Academy afforded space to some women’s innovations, it 
appeared to do little to support women who sought a financial return on 
their inventions. Such limitations were not only contemporary but have 
also been enacted through historical writing. In the 1864 Anteckningar 
om svenska kvinnor (‘Notes on Swedish Women’), as Svante Norrhem 
has observed, Eva De la Gardie was singled out for her generosity and 
consideration of those less fortunate on her estates.65 These long-held 
ideas about appropriate behaviour for women have profoundly shaped 
what we can now know about women’s activities that we might consider 
as agripreneurial. If these qualities and expectations render them ‘failures’ 
by the terms of modern entrepreneurial scholarship, then we need 
more studies of historical failures as well as the so-called successes 
of entrepreneurship to fully understand and integrate the diversity of 
human experiences in this domain.
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Chapter 4

Women’s work in Oxford and 
its invisibility, 1860–1914

Anne Laurence

The invisibility of much women’s work has taxed historians to come up 
with ways of making it visible. This essay is a study of women’s work in 
Oxford between 1860 and 1918. In the nineteenth century, Oxford was 
a market town with an ancient collegiate university. Admission to the 
university was confined to men. Predictably, the city’s industries were 
lodging, tailoring and printing for the university, small scale commerce, 
and work in hospitals, schools, and other institutions. Within institutions 
such as the prison and workhouses a good deal of unrecorded and 
unrewarded work took place. Adjacent to the city boundaries (which 
changed several times over the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries) 
were a number of villages, close enough to the city for children to 
attend city schools, for adults to work in the city, and for residents of 
the city to work in rural occupations. After 1918, with the opening of 
the Morris Motors assembly plant, the city became an industrial town 
with a university.

Three quite distinct approaches have been developed to identify 
and measure women’s work, which to some extent reflect the different 
histories and surviving records of the countries where the research has 
taken place. However, as past workshops and seminars on early modern 
women’s work have shown, there is much that is more broadly applicable 
to other places and times.1

The Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social 
Structure’s project, The Occupational Structure of Britain 1379–1911, has, 
in the tradition of the group’s earlier work on population history, focused 
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on developing large data sets using a variety of sources, especially, from 
1851, the decennial census. In 1851 and 1861 the census had a category 
‘Rank, profession or occupation’; in 1871 and 1881 this became ‘Rank, 
profession or OCCUPATION [sic!]’. In 1891 and 1901 it became ‘Profession 
or occupation’, and in 1891 columns were added to indicate ‘employer’, 
‘employed’, and ‘neither employer nor employed’. In 1901 information 
was elicited on whether ‘employer, worker or own account’, with a 
further column to indicate whether the work took place at home. In 
1911 information was sought, under the general category of ‘Profession 
or occupation’, on ‘Personal occupation’, ‘Industry or service’, whether 
‘employer, worker or working on own account’, and whether the work 
took place at home.

Edward Higgs and others have discussed the reliability of occupational 
data derived from the census, especially in relation to women’s work. 
Because censuses were designed to collect information on economic 
participation, they largely excluded women’s work in the home, part-
time, seasonal and occasional work, and multiple occupations.2 The 
prevalence of the idea of the male breadwinner meant that married 
women’s work was often not recorded.3 For the censuses of 1851–1901 
what survive are the books filled in by enumerators from individual 
household returns. Enumerators often had their own ideas about if and 
how women’s work should be recorded. For 1911 we have the forms filled 
in by householders themselves. From 1851 householders were instructed 
to record the occupations of women employed from home or at home 
‘in any but domestic duties’, though from 1851 to 1871 women married to 
men in certain occupations (notably lodging-house keeper, innkeeper, 
shopkeeper or farmer) were recognized as contributing work.4 The 
blurring of the line between the social or family relationship with the 
head of household on the one hand, and women’s occupations in the 
market economy on the other has dogged studies of women’s work. 
However, in a reconsideration of his 1987 article, Higgs notes that in 
regions where there was specialized women’s work (as, for example, 
in Lancashire textile towns) a significant proportion of their work 
was recorded.5 He and his co-author believe that the census is a better 
record of women’s employment than its detractors claim, and that the 
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under-recording of part-time, occasional, and seasonal work affects 
men as well as women.6

Dutch research has focused on women’s labour force participation.7 
The Netherlands displayed to a higher degree than other European 
countries ‘early urbanisation, economic specialization, early proletari-
anization, and the western European marriage pattern’.8 This research 
concentrates on identifying and measuring the extent to which women 
were active participants in both the labour market and the market 
economy, and whether the Dutch experience was markedly different from 
that of other western European countries. Contrary to the idea that the 
Netherlands was the first male breadwinner economy, historians have 
established that women and children’s work was important until at least 
the late nineteenth century.9 Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk concludes it 
is difficult to distinguish between ‘assisting labor, subsisting labor and 
housework’.10 Xuesheng You’s work on England and Wales shows that 
demand for labour determined women’s labour force participation and 
that agricultural districts had the least demand for labour, followed by 
areas where professional services were important economically.11

The Swedish project Gender and Work, developing a methodology 
used by Sheilagh Ogilvie, uses what the researchers call the ‘verb 
approach’.12 Rather than looking at occupational designations, this 
project concentrates on how women spent their time. Witness statements 
and depositions in church and civil law courts (normally taken down by 
male clerks), religious testimonies, and confessions provide information 
on where women were and what they were doing at a particular moment.

In addition to these projects and methodologies, late nineteenth- and 
early twentieth-century Britain was the subject of numerous statistical 
and what we would now call sociological studies of the working popula-
tion. Charles Booth, B. Seebohm Rowntree, and Sidney and Beatrice Webb 
all wrote about poverty, work, child health, diet and living conditions. 
Other researchers extended Rowntree’s study of poverty in York to other 
towns with very different patterns of employment from one another, 
demonstrating that different industries led not only to variations in male 
employment, but also in the work available to women and children.13

Oxford was the subject of two studies. The first, by C. Violet Butler, 
on social conditions in Oxford, was inspired by Rowntree’s work and 
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reflected her own preoccupations with housing and with employment 
opportunities for school leavers and women.14 The second, though not 
exclusively about Oxford, contained many examples from the counties 
of Oxfordshire and Berkshire (Berkshire’s county border abutted the 
City of Oxford). Unable to obtain information about wage rates, as 
Rowntree had been able to do in York, he and his co-author May Kendall 
investigated household budgets and provided ten for Oxfordshire and four 
for Berkshire.15 In the rural area around Oxford, wages for agricultural 
work were amongst the lowest in the country and there were very few 
alternative occupations.

The most visible female occupations in Oxford, though not necessarily 
the most numerous, were in teaching, domestic service, hospitality, needle 
trades, laundry, and retail work. The reason that such work is visible is 
that they were frequently entered as women’s occupations in the census.

Census occupations
The occupations entered in censuses were used to produce government 
statistics.16 Most were full-time, or a substantial source of household 
income. However, relatively little of this labour took place in dedicated 
workplaces. Some teachers were governesses teaching children at home. 
Much domestic service took place in private houses, but institutions 
such a colleges employed women domestics. In both cases the women’s 
remuneration was often partly in the form of board and lodging. Laundry 
took place in a variety of places: the number of commercial laundries 
increased, but much laundry was done in laundresses’ homes or laun-
dresses did the washing in other people’s homes. Much of what we now 
call hospitality (pubs, hotels, cafés, lodging houses) involved the work of 
women resident on the premises: widows running a business or female 
relatives of the male householder. Needle trades were distinctive because, 
as in all British cities, many women earned their livings as dressmakers, 
but the only female workers in the printing industry, a very important 
source of employment for men in Oxford, was sewing for bookbinding. 
Many women shopworkers worked in family businesses, in general 
stores rather than specialist retailers.
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It is only with the 1911 Census that we can begin to make finer distinc-
tions between different kinds of homeworking. There were people who 
worked at home for themselves (as self-employed laundresses or assisting 
in family-run pubs and shops), people who lived in someone’s house 
and worked for its residents (as domestic servants, monthly nurses and 
governesses), and people who worked at home to produce something 
that went to a supplier who usually paid piece rates (shirt making, 
some kinds of tailoring). In this section we will look at the commonest 
women’s occupations that appear in the census.

A comparison between women’s occupations as entered in the census 
in 1901 and 1911 reveals a decline in the proportion of women working in 
domestic service and laundry, but an increase in the proportion working 
in teaching, hospitality and printing and allied trades, suggesting a slight 
change in the balance of women’s occupations (Table 4.1). However, the 
increase in the population of Oxford meant that the absolute numbers of 
women working in laundry rose. The marked decline in domestic service 
and the marked increase in work in hospitality suggests that there also 
may have been some change in the way these occupations were defined.

Table 4.1 Women’s occupations in Oxford 1901 and 1911, per 10,000 [number].

Census
(Female population 
of County Borough of 
Oxford over age 10)

Teaching Domestic 
service

Laundry Tailoresses, 
dress makers, 
milliners, 
staymakers, 
shirtmakers

Hospitality Retail Printing, 
book
sellers 
etc. 

1901
(22,799)

175
[400]

1719
[3920]

281
[640]

686
[1565]

204
[473]

97
[221]

52
[119]

1911
(29,636)

189
[560]

1259
[3731]

245
[720]

581
[1722]

376
[1114]

Classification 
changed

67
[198]

Sources: Census of England and Wales 1901, Summary Tables (London 1903), Table XLB 
‘Grouped occupations of females aged 10 years and upwards’, 232–3; Census of England 
and Wales 1911, Summary Tables (London 1915), 238–9.
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Teaching
The 1901 Census revealed 400 women (5 per cent of the waged women 
in the city) working in education: as university tutors, schoolteachers 
at all levels, and governesses.17 Until the 1860s women could not study 
at the university. In the 1870s the Association for Promoting the Higher 
Education of Women founded several women’s halls or colleges where 
women students could live, but they were not granted degrees until 1920. 
Because the decennial census was usually taken during the university 
vacation, few of the college fellows (the teaching staff) were in residence. 
Male, non-resident college servants at men’s colleges were laid off in the 
vacations, but identified themselves as college servants. Female college 
servants resident in the women’s colleges and teacher training colleges 
seem to have been kept on all the year round.

Elementary schoolteachers were recruited from school pupils who 
became pupil teachers (in effect, apprentices for five years). They taught 
in school from the age of 12 and studied part-time, passing on to a 
place in a training college.18 The need for teachers increased greatly 
with the introduction of the 1870 Education Act, which provided for 
public elementary education in England for children from the age of 5 
to 10 years, to be regulated by local bye-laws, strengthened by further 
legislation in 1876 and 1880.19 Between 1870 and 1897 the average length 
of time a child spent at school increased from 2.5 years to 7 years.20 In 
1880 school attendance was made compulsory and in 1893 the school 
leaving age was raised from 10 to 11. Both of these measures increased 
the need for teachers. Between 1881 and 1911 the number of both female 
and male teachers increased by 67 per cent, the proportion of women 
remaining constant at 73 per cent.

In the 1880s a change in policy away from providing payments to 
paupers living in their own homes increased the numbers of children at 
‘industrial’ schools.21 There was a large residential industrial school which 
took children who would otherwise have been in the workhouse and 
a second, a day school, which took children regarded as too disruptive 
to remain in ordinary schools.

There were also many small private schools for girls in the city, 
establishments set up by one or two women taking a few pupils, some 
of whom boarded. Some of these were ephemeral. Miss Pratt’s boarding 
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school, widely advertised in the local newspapers between April and 
December 1885, leaves no further trace; six years later we find Miss Pratt 
keeping house for her widowed father in Leicester.22 Women working 
in these small schools often referred to themselves as governesses, a 
term more commonly associated with women who worked in private 
households teaching girls and young boys: private governesses were not 
domestic servants, neither were they the social equals of their employers.

Domestic service
In 1901 almost 50 per cent (4,000 of 8,800) of employed women over the 
age of 15 in England and Wales were in some form of domestic service, 43 
per cent of them wives and widows.23 Nationally, the censuses between 
1881 and 1911 recorded roughly similar numbers of women working in 
private domestic service; the great increase was in women working in 
hotels, lodgings, and eating houses.24 In Oxford in 1901 nearly 4,000 
women worked in domestic service, though this had declined slightly 
by 1911.

Domestic service covered a multitude of different kinds of activity. 
Much domestic service was live-in: cooking, cleaning, carrying coal 
and water, looking after children and invalids in private houses. There 
were fine gradations of work: cooks, parlour maids, kitchen maids, 
ladies’ maids, and nursemaids all identified themselves as such. But the 
commonest designation was simply domestic servant, and of these a 
great many were non-resident. The lowest designation was charwomen: 
women who went out to do rough cleaning in other people’s houses. In 
a poor Oxford suburb, of the 175 women who specified an occupation in 
1911, 29 (17 per cent) were in some form of domestic service, 13 of them 
living-in (three worked at the vicarage). In richer parts of the city the 
number of live-in servants was much higher. Some of these were very 
young, but only a poor household would employ a 13- or 14-year-old 
girl, despite the pressure on large families to find residential positions 
for their young daughters. Many institutions such as colleges, schools, 
hospitals, hotels, workhouses, and residential homes for reforming young 
women employed staff who were referred to as servants.
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Laundry
The 1911 Census tells us whether people were employees or self-employed, 
and whether they worked at home. Many of the laundresses who did 
washing at home described themselves as workers (in other words, 
employees), but we do not know who employed them. Elizabeth Keeler, 
for example, a 61-year-old spinster, lived in one room as a lodger and 
described herself as a laundress, a worker, at home: she was employed 
by someone else but apparently did the washing in her landlord’s house: 
the remaining six rooms of the premises were occupied by a family with 
three young daughters.

Self-employed laundresses often worked with other members of the 
family. Louisa Ward, wife of a printer, worked as a laundress with her 
daughter in 1881. In 1911, still unmarried, the daughter was living with 
her father and working as a self-employed laundress. The Coppock sisters 
worked as laundresses for someone else in 1901 and 1911. In 1901 there 
were five other laundresses in the same street. Sarah Elizabeth Soundy 
and her 34-year-old daughter were employed as laundresses at home in 
1911. They lived in one house, while in the next street lived her husband 
and another laundress daughter. In 1901 she and two daughters were 
laundresses, and her husband a ‘clothes cleaner’ working on his own 
account, all in the same house. We do not know whether his wife and 
daughters considered themselves the husband’s employees. Some of 
these laundresses may have had contracts with colleges and their work 
fluctuated with term time. Some institutions, such as the industrial school 
and Abingdon Workhouse, which housed a number of Oxford residents, 
employed a laundress. Nationally, the numbers of women working in 
laundry remained much the same over the period (1881–1911), but the 
number of male laundry workers increased fourfold, almost certainly 
because of the greater use of commercial laundries.

Doing laundry involved a good deal of undescribed work. Laundresses 
lived all over the city including in places where water was not piped into 
their houses: it was drawn from a well or a pump connected to a well, 
or from a standpipe or tap in the street. By 1884 piped and filtered water 
was supplied to most houses in the city. Even so, landlords in St Ebbe’s 
were given notice in 1899 to provide houses with a proper water supply, 
and pumps in various parts of the city were still being disconnected in 
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1905.25 So washing clothes and linen involved carrying water as well as 
coal to heat the water.

Hospitality
Instructions for filling in the census before 1881 presumed that the wives 
of innkeepers and lodging-house keepers were employed in the business. 
After 1881 they were not regarded as part of the labour force.26 In 1901, 
473 Oxford women were listed as working in coffee, eating, and lodging 
houses, in 1911 the number would appear to have risen to over 1,000.

Kelly’s Trade Directory for 1911 lists 229 lodging houses in Oxford, of 
which all but two seem to have been university lodging houses, that is 
to say registered with the university Delegacy of Lodgings and subject 
to university regulations. Of these, 110 were kept by women, of whom 
44 were single and 40 widowed. Of the 115 male lodging-house keepers, 
24 were college servants: they probably leased the house from their 
college. There were actually many more lodging houses, though not 
licensed to take university students, as well as numerous apartments 
and boarding houses.

According to the 1911 Census, the head of the household at the Farri-
er’s Arms in Abingdon Road, Albert Revell, was a butcher, as was his 
21-year-old son, while his wife and 16-year-old daughter appear with no 
occupation. In Kelly’s Directory for 1911, however, Albert Revell is listed 
as a beer retailer. So who poured the beer? Likewise, Edmund Ilsley, at 
the nearby Fox and Hounds, appears in the 1911 Census as a rollerman 
in a flour mill, his wife with no occupation; in Kelly’s Directory he, too, 
appears as a beer retailer. We learn a bit more about him during the First 
World War, when he claimed exemption from conscription. In 1916 he 
said he had been a coal merchant since about 1910, while his wife ran 
the pub.27 He also had an eight-and-a-half acre smallholding, with a 
piggery and a vegetable garden, most of which he worked himself. 28 The 
interest here lies not just in an example of someone who, as we would 
say now, had a portfolio career, but that it would have been impossible 
without his wife’s work which is nowhere recorded except en passant.

In the 1911 Census, Fred Alder gave his occupation as college servant 
and his wife had no occupation, but in Kelly’s Directory he is listed as the 
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keeper of a university lodging house. In the previous census he is listed 
as a college servant and his wife as lodging-house keeper. As the house 
consisted of 13 rooms it seems improbable that Fred was doing all the 
work himself, or that by 1911 his wife had given up housekeeping for the 
lodgers. Adrian Kay, also listed in Kelly’s as a university lodging-house 
keeper was, according to the census, manager of a boot shop, his wife 
with no occupation, though both the 1901 and the 1911 censuses record 
boarders living in their eight-room house.29

Needle trades
Like laundry, many of the needle trades—dressmaking, tailoring, shirt 
making, millinery—could take place at home or in a dedicated workshop. 
Workers could be self-employed, employees, or do piecework. Much 
girls’ education was concerned with teaching girls to sew. Of the 175 
women of the suburb of New Hinksey who listed their employment 
in the 1911 Census, 55 worked in needle trades, 22 of them at home. 
A good many of the homeworkers were working for someone else as 
tailors’ finishers and machinists, probably doing piecework. As well as 
homeworking there were two clothing factories in the centre of the city. 
These employed girls straight out of school as well as pieceworkers. There 
were also dressmakers who worked in drapery stores, and in dress and 
hat shops. Workers in needle trades made up 18 per cent of the employed 
women in Oxford; if women working in book binding are added, the 
proportion rises to 19 per cent.30 The clothing factories, bookbinders, 
and the paperworks on the outskirts of Oxford, where women worked 
as rag sorters, provided the only factory work in the city.

Retail
It is difficult to compute the numbers of women working in retail trades 
as the census conflates workshops and shops, so a man might work as 
a bootmaker and his wife sell boots without any record being made. 
General stores and food retailers were often run as family businesses, 
but women’s work in the shop is only sometimes recorded as ‘assisting 
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in the business’. Drapers’ shops were the only retail businesses that 
consistently employed women.

Labour force participation and the ‘verb’ approach
The term ‘labour force participation’ is usually used of work that involves 
participation in the labour market in the sense of trading labour and in 
the sense of participation in the market as a producer and consumer. 
But a great deal of women’s work did not take place directly in the 
labour market. One instance was where women facilitated the work 
of the male breadwinner. As we have seen, women worked in family 
businesses. The normal run of keeping a household going: obtaining 
and preparing food; cleaning; caring for children and infirm members 
of the household; fetching fuel and water in places where water was not 
piped into houses all made an invisible economic contribution.

The second instance refers to work done by women outside the 
labour market for the benefit of a larger body of people than their 
immediate family and dependants. This work was not without monetary 
value, but the value often accrued to the institution rather than the 
individual worker. In most cases the work done was not captured by 
census designations, and we learn about it from other sources such as 
prison governors’ reports, the annual reviews of workhouses, and local 
newspaper reports of the magistrates’ courts. In these we learn with 
what activities women passed the time rather than how they earned a 
living. Work in prisons and workhouses was deemed to have a moral 
value and was a condition of being there.

Prison
Women made up between 12 and 20 per cent of the prison population 
of England and Wales.31 Most were in local prisons, serving sentences of 
only a few days, the great majority serving under three months. Oxford 
Gaol was largely occupied by these short-term prisoners and there were 
rarely more than ten women prisoners at any one time. A few, sentenced 
to longer terms, spent the first part of their term there before going to 
one of the large convict prisons.
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In 1880 Fanny Fisher, aged 21, was charged with being drunk and 
assaulting one George Seeley. She had been before the Magistrates’ Bench 
several times before as a drunken prostitute and was sentenced to seven 
days imprisonment with hard labour. The first sign of her in the court 
reports is in 1877 when, described as a prostitute, she was found guilty 
of being drunk and disorderly and breaking a window.32 Harriet Louch, 
an illiterate laundress, was found guilty in 1880 of stealing a gold ring, 
and was sentenced to a month with hard labour.33 Emily Ellen Webb, 
who had stolen two pairs of trousers and a jacket, waistcoat, and silver 
pin from her brother and four sheets, a coat, and a vest from her father 
(she lived with them both) got six weeks’ hard labour.34

What was hard labour for women? For men it was usually stone-
breaking, the capstan, the treadwheel (often used for pumping water into 
the prison), and oakum picking (dismantling old rope to make caulking 
material). In Oxford, oakum picking was the chief form of labour for 
women in the prison, apart from cleaning and laundry. Women did not 
work on treadwheels. Once prisoners started to be issued with uniforms, 
women prisoners were responsible for their laundry and repair.35 In June 
1861, the seven women in Oxford Gaol were cleaning (one), doing laundry 
(one), knitting (two), and mending clothing (three).36 In 1871, women 
prisoners in Oxford were doing washing, ironing, making and mending 
prison linen, and knitting.37 In 1890 they were knitting and sewing.38

These tasks had a value. The governor of Oxford Gaol reported in 1879 
that men had commenced ‘remunerative or industrial labour’ making 
mats. Until then men had done building work, cleaning, cooking, and 
the treadwheel. A daily average of four women did washing, ironing, 
knitting, and needlework for the prison, valued at £80 in a year.39 The 
following year it was reported that one man and two women did knitting 
and sewing to a value of £58 6s. 3d., all the cooking and nursing was 
done by men, but six women washed prisoners’ clothing, work valued 
at £116 12s. 6d.40 This restriction of women’s work in prison to knitting 
and sewing and washing prisoners’ clothing seems to have continued. In 
1883 the governor reported that a daily average of two female prisoners 
did knitting and sewing ‘manufactures’ worth 4s., and one woman 
contributed to the tailoring bringing in £11 11s.41 Repairing clothing, done 
by both men and women, was classed as work ‘in the ordinary service 
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of the prison’ and was nevertheless given a value of £32 17s. 6d., as was 
washing prisoners’ clothing (done by both men and women) at £62 10s., 
and cleaning the prison buildings (both men and women) at £179 13s. 9d. 
No women baked, cooked, nursed sick prisoners, and repaired shoes, 
utensils, or books.42 For a period in the 1880s, women were employed 
whitewashing the buildings as well as in cleaning, laundry, and sewing. 
Oakum picking for women seems to have ended in the 1890s.43 From 1898 
no unproductive work was carried out in the prison: men who would 
otherwise have worked on the crank or treadwheel were transferred to 
sorting peas, making mailbags and socks, and chopping wood.44

There were women working in prisons as matrons and warders. 
Prison officers were civil servants and were normally supplied with 
accommodation, a graduated pay scale, and a pension.45 On the night of 
the 1861 Census, Oxford Gaol had a resident female matron and assistant 
and three female prisoners. The matron was the governor of the female 
prisoners and staff, and subsordinate to the male governor (and was often 
his wife).46 In 1871, in addition to the matron and her deputy, there was 
a female warder and four female prisoners. By 1881, the matron had an 
assistant, three female servants, three laundresses, a needlewoman, and 
three women described as labourers. As no female prisoners are listed, 
it seems likely that several of these women were actually prisoners. In 
1901 there was a matron, her assistant, and 15 women prisoners. Many 
of the prison staff had come to Oxford from other parts of the country. 
Female prison officers were often regarded as unworthy of reforming 
female prisoners because of their low social status.47 There was also a 
lady visitor who was said in 1886 to have been ‘the means of reclaiming 
many young females from a life of sin and vice’.48

Workhouses
There were workhouses in Cowley, Headington, and Abingdon to which 
residents of Oxford and its suburbs might be sent, together affording 
accommodation for over a thousand people, women outnumbering 
men. Normally, women over the age of 60 and women with disabilities 
were not expected to work. Many of the remainder were only in the 
workhouse for periods of a few months. Although Oxford Workhouse 
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employed a matron (who was the superintendent of the women inmates 
and usually the wife of the master), a nurse, and an assistant, the cooking, 
cleaning, laundry, knitting, and making and mending of clothes were 
all done by inmates.49 Clothing was supplied to inmates and leaving 
wearing workhouse clothing could lead to a charge of theft. The longer-
term women residents in 1867 at Abingdon did domestic work and 
in Headington they did washing, housework, and needlework and 
occasionally oakum picking. In 1880, Leah Harker, pauper inmate of 
Abingdon Workhouse, appeared before the Petty Sessions for refusing 
to work: the women’s superintendent had called on her to accompany 
her to the men’s bedroom and help empty the flock mattresses from two 
beds. Leah repeatedly refused, saying she was ill. She was remanded for 
a month to see if her behaviour improved.50 In contrast, the industrial 
school in Oxford, where pauper children were housed, employed a cook 
and a laundress as well as schoolmistresses, an industrial trainer, and 
a sewing mistress.51

The casual wards where people stayed for a couple of nights had 
different regimes in the three workhouses. In Abingdon Workhouse 
in 1864, the female casual poor (no more than two at a time) worked 
cleaning the casual wards; in Headington no work was expected of 
casual poor women; in Oxford women had to pick 1 lb of oakum.52 Such 
income as workhouses made from inmates’ work was largely from selling 
oakum. Occasional payments for the supply of oakum continued until 
as late as 1911, when the demand for it must have been much reduced 
with metal ships.53

Work in the workhouse was not intended as a punishment; rather 
it was both recompense for food and lodging and to keep the residents 
occupied. However, some inmates certainly regarded it as punishment. 
In 1871, two girls who neglected their task of picking oakum in Abingdon 
Workhouse appeared before the magistrates saying they had been 
recently vaccinated. The Bench gave them the benefit of the doubt for a 
month.54 Mary Ann Barrett was charged with breaking a window and 
some furniture and having to be restrained by the workhouse master after 
refusing to work. She got a month in gaol because she had ‘a very bad 
record’.55 In 1874, two women from Oxford Workhouse were sentenced 
to 21 days’ hard labour in gaol for breaking windows, and a third got 
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7 days’ hard labour for destroying clothing.56 Vagrants, desperate for 
accommodation, sometimes smashed windows so that they would be 
sent to the prison or workhouse.

There was a revolving door between the prison and the workhouse, 
especially the casual ward. The government recognized the connection 
and began to collect statistics for the number of prisoners who had been 
born, brought up, or lived as adults in workhouses. In 1874 a national 
census of people committed to prison from the workhouse found no 
women from the Abingdon or Headington workhouses in gaol, but 
in Oxford two women inmates, Lucy Packwood and Dorcas Ayres, 
found guilty of breaking windows and sentenced to 21 days in gaol 
with hard labour, and one woman, Catherine Phillips, from the casual 
ward, found guilty of destroying clothing, sentenced to 7 days’ hard 
labour.57 Lucy Packwood, once described as ‘an incorrigible pauper’, 
made over 20 appearances in court, often for being drunk. She worked 
as a laundress at home and in the prison and workhouse. Dorcas Ayres 
was also well-known in the court as a prostitute. She, too, was often 
drunk and moved between workhouse and prison. When 73-year-old 
Lucy Shaw, found sleeping in a doorway, was asked by a policeman if 
she would go to the workhouse, she replied with an emphatic ‘No’ and 
said she would sooner go to prison.58 In 1904 the governor of the prison 
reported that there had been a considerable increase in the number of 
people committed for workhouse offences who said that it was not good 
enough to work for bread and water.59

Nationally, the number of women employed in the Poor Law service 
increased from just over 3,000 women in 1881 to over 17,000 in 1911, 
while over the same period there was a reduction in the number of men 
employed.60 For much of the 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s Oxford Workhouse 
employed nine people, of whom four were women, with other women 
employed occasionally.61 By 1900, staff numbers had increased to eighteen, 
of whom eight were women, and numbers continued to rise thereafter. 
The Board of Guardians noted in 1910 that there had been a considerable 
turnover in staff, and that during the previous seven years there had 
been eight laundresses and eight cooks, and that there was friction 
between the staff: the head laundress refused to take orders from the 
matron’s assistant. One of the attractions of the work was that it carried 
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a pension: Ann Taman, who had been matron of Oxford Workhouse, 
received a £20 annual pension for at least 15 years.62

The working lives of women
In the period covered by this essay women’s working lives changed in 
a number of respects. They started at an older age, as a result of the 
enforcement of a higher school-leaving age. The introduction of pensions 
and superannuation schemes made a difference to the end of women’s 
working lives. Nationally, the censuses recorded a great increase in the 
number of female clerks, from just over 5,000 in 1881 to over 117,000 
in 1911; by comparison, the number of male clerks merely doubled in 
that period. Numbers of women telephone and telegraph operators also 
increased greatly. Numbers of female domestic servants did not start to 
decline significantly until after the First World War. Increasing numbers 
of women were employed in the prisons and workhouses, and had roles 
as prison visitors and members of boards of guardians. This profes-
sionalization offered more work to middle-class women as charitable 
professionals able to wield moral authority over fallen women. In Oxford, 
apart from the growing numbers of teachers, the enforcement of school 
attendance and the appointment of health and sanitary inspectors by 
the City Council provided women with a greater variety of occupations. 
During the First World War, the university largely closed down, and 
although women were employed in munitions factories and in many 
occupations substituting for men, domestic service remained the most 
important source of female employment. The university reopened after 
the War and in the 1920s an influx of labour for the Morris Motors’ 
car assembly plant transformed the city, but offered few employment 
opportunities for women except for office work.

To return to where we began, the different approaches to studying 
women’s work: to waged, full-time work, to occupational designations, 
to time spent on work, and to work that evades official description. Little 
of the work that women did, however it was described, was particular to 
Oxford, but unlike other towns (with the exception of Cambridge) a good 
deal of women’s work depended on a seasonal cycle that had nothing 
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to do with agriculture. This has been an attempt to make more visible 
the work done by women in the city and in its prisons and workhouses.
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Chapter 5

The wealth of the 
Swedish nobility

The case of never-married 
women, 1850–1910

Elise M. Dermineur

In the nineteenth century, legislation on property rights was passed in 
several Western countries to reflect new social and economic conditions.1 
In theory, this new legal framework greatly expanded women’s property 
rights. In Sweden, these legal changes were enforced progressively, and 
two of them stand out. The first was the equal division of the parental 
estate among children regardless of sex, enacted in 1846: in law, women 
could inherit from their parents on the same footing as their brothers 
from this point on. The second was the guardianship of unmarried 
women, which was restricted and then progressively abolished by several 
laws between 1858 and 1884.

Amidst all these legal changes, how were women’s lives affected? 
What did women do with their assets? Did women become wealthier? To 
answer these questions, this essay focuses on the never-married women 
of the Swedish nobility.2 Spinsters constitute a group of interest because 
they could manage their assets and property without male guardians 
after the legal reforms of the late nineteenth century; and spinsters of 
noble lineage were traditionally bequeathed more wealth.

This study concentrates on two benchmark years, 1850 and 1910, 
before the legal reforms regarding guardianship and after.3 An analysis 
of aristocratic spinsters’ wealth and financial agency has been gauged by 
a survey of the probate inventories held in the archives of Svea Hovrätt 
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and Göta Hovrätt, where they were usually deposited. In total, 240 
probate inventories have been consulted for the two years, of which 38 
(15.8%) pertained to spinsters.

There is little research on women and their wealth in general.4 Scholars 
have focused a great deal on wealth and inequality in the Western 
past.5 In particular, variables such as age, socio-professional categories, 
or regional disparities have received a lot of attention.6 Scholars have 
shown that upper-class women played an active role in both public and 
private investments.7 But the gender variable has remained difficult to 
grasp. Archival materials used to estimate and study wealth usually 
assess the household’s wealth and rarely the wealth of an individual. 
Probate inventories, for example, do not distinguish between the assets 
of a married couple. Therefore, it is impossible to estimate the wealth of 
married women or married men separately.8 To some extent, it is also 
difficult to know what belonged to a widow, what was usufruct on her 
late husband’s property, and which investments that featured in her 
inventory were her own or from her late husband. Spinsters’ probate 
inventories, on the other hand, give us a more accurate picture of their 
wealth—but they have not received the attention they deserve.9 This essay 
thus examines the wealth and agency of never-married noblewomen 
at a time of great change in Sweden. It first highlights their status and 
rights before turning to a detailed examination of their wealth.

Status and rights
The Swedish nobility has always been a small group. In 1750, it amounted 
to 9,000 individuals, a little less than 0.50% of the total population.10 In 
1820, they were about 10,000. In the 1890s, at 13,000 individuals, they did 
not exceed 0.26% of the population.11 In general, never-married women 
were numerous in pre-industrial Sweden. In the eighteenth century, it is 
estimated that about 11–13% of women in their forties remained unmar-
ried.12 In the nineteenth century, this proportion gradually increased to 
the point where 25% of adult women in their forties were unwed. Scholars 
even nicknamed Stockholm the ‘maids’ capital’.13 At the beginning of 
the twentieth century, however, this trend was reversed. Between 1911 
and 1920, only 10% of women in their forties remained unmarried.14 
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Class-specific statistics from the first half of the nineteenth century 
indicate that it was more common for noblewomen to remain unmarried 
than women of the bourgeoisie, farmers’ daughters, and those from the 
lowest classes.15 Among noblewomen born between 1780 and 1860, about 
a third remained unwed (see Figure 5.1). In this group, the daughters 
of the landed and titled nobility were more likely to be married than 
the daughters of the untitled nobility.16 Perhaps because these women 
inherited part of the family’s estate and assets, they could support 
themselves without entering matrimony. Similarly, some may have 
remained unwed to avoid capital dispersion and the payment of a large 
dowry. Sten Carlsson argues that some might have remained single 
because there was no suitable match available within the nobility; these 
were women who according to him would not risk a mesalliance.17

Nineteenth-century Sweden was an inegalitarian society in which 
women had fewer rights and prerogatives than men. In fact, both the 
legal framework and the weight of the patriarchy hampered women’s 
economic activities for most of the period. The legal framework defined 
how women could inherit and manage property and assets. This property 
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regime, regulating their scope for action, was progressively altered. In 
1846, the inheritance law theoretically made it possible for children of 
either sex to inherit equally. Women could then claim their share of the 
parental estate. In practice, families often favoured sons over daughters, 
especially in the countryside and within the nobility.18 Farm division, 
for instance, could prove difficult, as families wanted to avoid the 
fragmentation of their property. One heir, often male, had to buy out his 
siblings to keep the farm intact. Women, then, were often compensated 
(though not without difficulties) with other assets.19

As women could inherit lineage property, the management of their 
assets was closely supervised, principally by their father or husband. On 
marriage, the husband assumed the management of his wife’s assets on 
her behalf; it was only when widowed that she in theory would come 
into full control of her assets and properties. Widowhood automatically 
conferred majority status. In practice, however, rural widows were often 
flanked by a male relative where contracts were concerned.20

Until the second half of the nineteenth century, a male guardian 
supervised the administration of an unmarried women’s property. If 
alive, the father fulfilled this role, and in his absence it fell to a male 
relative.21 Guardianship was believed to help protect and preserve women’s 
inheritance and lineage property.22 Unmarried women’s ownership of 
property, not least land, could to some extent be viewed as a parenthesis 
between two male owners, her father and the brother or nephew who 
inherited from her.23 One should note, nonetheless, that it was possible 
for unmarried women to apply to the authorities to be recognized as 
being of age, and with that majority status to get rid of her guardian 
and take full control of her property.24 Most spinsters generally had 
to live with the inconvenience of being under guardianship, however; 
the whole process was expensive and cumbersome, and it is estimated 
that only 4% of the unmarried women who could apply actually did.25 
Between 1858 and 1863, guardianship over spinsters was progressively 
abolished until it was lifted automatically at the age of 25. From 1884 
on, spinsters could manage their assets on their own once they attained 
majority at 21.26

The Swedish property regime applied to both commoners and nobility 
with one exception. The practice of fideikommiss or entailment applied 
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only to noble estates. Introduced in the eighteenth century as a means 
to bypass the law of succession, especially in the case of estates with 
extensive lands and large residences, a fideikommiss ensured it was 
transferred to the eldest son of the family in its entirety, according to 
the principle of male primogeniture, while his siblings were deprived of 
any claim.27 Today, Sweden is the only country in the world where this 
particular inegalitarian practice is allowed to continue.

Inheriting substantial wealth from their parents, some women could 
choose not to marry. It is difficult to estimate if their wealth was the 
determining factor in their decision, but the proportion of unmarried 
women within the nobility indicates that it could have played a role. 
Women who did not marry and inherited substantial wealth could live 
off their dividends. Many of them did not have to work to make a living.

The sources in 1850 and 1910
Women of the bourgeoisie and nobility often left memoirs and other 
ego documents.28 But in order to get a comprehensive view of women’s 
financial situation and activities, probate inventories are useful sources.29 
In Sweden, probate inventories became mandatory in 1734 and had to 
be registered with the authorities. A probate inventory provided an 
exhaustive list of the wealth, assets, and property of the deceased’s 
household at the time of her death. Real property, movables, cash, 
livestock, stocks, financial claims, and other assets were carefully listed. 
Debts and funeral fees were deducted from the gross wealth. Probate 
inventories thus offer an interesting picture of the ownership of wealth.30

Probate inventories, nonetheless, have their drawbacks.31 First, the 
age distribution of the deceased is problematic, as they tended to be 
older than the living population. As such, their households might have 
accumulated more wealth. Or the deceased might have already given 
their assets to their heirs for various reasons. Age could also affect their 
capacity to invest, and to borrow and lend money. In the present sample, 
the mean age of never-married women in 1850 was 66; by 1910, it had 
jumped to 75. Never-married women’s age distribution is comparable to 
that of widows where probate was granted. In 1850, aristocratic widows 
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died on average at 72 and married noblewomen at 47; in 1910, it was 76 
and 61 respectively.

In general, probate inventories facilitated the division of the deceased’s 
estate among their legal heirs and the reimbursement of any creditors. 
Not everyone in pre-industrial Sweden had property worth inventorying, 
but though that was standard among the lower classes, it was a negligible 
problem for the nobility. Among the wealthiest in the country, aristocrats 
usually dutifully completed the registration of probate inventories, 
giving us an often exhaustive picture of their wealth.

Because probate inventories listed the property and assets of the 
household rather than the individual, they are usually not very revealing 
for married women and widows.32 For never-married women, on the 
other hand, the picture is more accurate because their wealth was never 
merged with a spouse’s.33 If not under guardianship, we can assume that 
financial decisions regarding their assets were theirs.

Finally, economic historians have argued that property, and in 
particular land, was usually undervalued until the 1860s because of 
taxation.34 The nobility were probably richer than what was reported 
in their probate inventories because of their large estates.

I have selected two benchmark years, 1850 and 1910. For these two 
years, I have gathered all the probate inventories lodged by families of 
members of the nobility regardless of sex. In 1850, there was a total of 109 
probate inventories and for 1910, 131. Spinsters represented 12.84% of the 
deceased nobility in 1850 and 18.32% in 1910. Their probate inventories, 
compared with others, give a picture of their wealth.

Wealth over time
Evaluating spinsters’ wealth presents several specific challenges. First, 
most of the women were quite old when they died—a cohort similar 
that of widows. As such, spinsters’ wealth could be either positively or 
negatively affected by their age, meaning they could have been wealthier 
than younger individuals because of a positive correlation between 
wealth accumulation and age, yet their advanced age might have eroded 
productive investments. Second, elderly spinsters might have already 
given some of their wealth to relatives in exchange for housing and care, 
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a practice common among rural households. The proportion of these 
inter vivos transfers is difficult to estimate. A comparison with other 
individuals with different marital status highlights some particularities.

In 1850, the mean net wealth of never-married women equalled 
SEK 10,441 (see Table 5.1).35 Comparing this with other aristocratic estates 
probated the same year, widows left double, and married couples triple, 
the amount left by spinsters. To put these numbers in perspective, in 
Stockholm in 1855 commoners’ net wealth was SEK 1,274 per adult of 
either sex but SEK 432 in the case of unmarried women.36

The poorest aristocratic spinster in 1850 was Beata Bäfverfeldt, who 
died at the age of 94 on the estate of Trästa with negative wealth, after 
deducting the money she owed to her two domestics.37 It is likely she 
had donated her assets before her death as her probate document was 
terse. The richest, by contrast, was 37-year-old Amalia Klingspor, whose 
net wealth was just over SEK 60,000.38 In comparison, the most valuable 
estate granted probate that year, registered with Svea Hovrätt, was 
that of baron Salomon Löfvenskiöld (1764–1850), a military officer, a 
senior civil servant, and ‘en av rikets herrar’, an honorary title of high 
distinction, whose net wealth was over SEK 750,000.39 In 1850, spinsters 
were therefore among the least wealthy of the nobility.

In 1910, the net wealth of never-married women averaged SEK 89,249, 
a net progression in 60 years. Their wealth was now almost three times 
greater than the wealth of the widows, and slightly ahead of the married 
noble couples. If we consider the median, more robust against extreme 
values, the conclusions remain the same. Never-married women were 
richer than the rest (other than certain outliers among the widowers). 
The richest of all the nobles in 1910 was the spinster Hedvig Elisabeth 
Hierta (1834–1910) with a net wealth of over SEK 1,555,000. Her father, 
Lars Hierta (1801–1872), a captain of industry and a politician, had 

Table 5.1 Net wealth of never-married noblewomen in 1850 and 1910.

Count Mean Median Sum Minimum Maximum

1850 14 10,441.75 5,314.20 146,184.45 –9.17 60,442.89

1910 24 89,249.76 13,734.07 2,141,994.21 –266.85 1,558,559.72
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founded the newspaper Aftonbladet; her mother, Wilhelmina Fröding 
(1805–1878), was the rich heiress of a Gothenburg merchant and had 
a large dowry. Hedvig Elisabeth was the firstborn of five sisters. The 
family lived in Stockholm, where she continued to live throughout 
her life. She owned an opulent apartment in the Scheffler Mansion in 
Drottninggatan, she owned oil paintings, watercolours, and lithographs 
and had a large collection of books and wines. She also seems to have 
been quite fond of jewellery.40 

Discrepancies in wealth existed among spinsters. While some were 
extremely wealthy like Hedvig Hierta, others had only modest means. 
Several spinsters in the sample died in debt or with close to nothing. 
Fredrika Sofia Hildegard (Hilda) Nordenstierna was born in Ystad in 
1829. The daughter of the military officer Henrik Nordenstierna and 
Ulrika Unge, she had six siblings. She owned Böle in Ryssby, a small 
farm close to Kalmar, but no trace of this is left in her meagre inventory 
in 1910, which after paying the funeral fees was in the red.41 Josephina 
Ehrenström also left very little when she died at 81.42 A broken gold 
watch, some cash, a few pieces of furniture for her bedroom with sheets 
and seven coffee porcelain cups. At her death she was probably living 
with one of her siblings or their children.

Despite this discrepancy, spinsters’ wealth did increase overall between 
1850 and 1910—an improvement which was the consequence of several 
factors. First, it resulted from a general trend in nineteenth-century 
Sweden. Between 1750 and 1850, the Swedish economy stagnated, but 
between 1873 and 1913 the annual growth rate was an impressive 4.6% 
thanks to industrialization and improvements in agriculture. This led to 
a general increase of wealth per capita.43 The Swedish nobility benefited 
from this increase, even though the average wealth of other groups such 
as the bourgeoisie grew even faster.44 In 1900, 50% of the nobles for whom 
probate was granted were among the richest 10% of the population, and 
20% among the richest 1%.45 The wealth of the aristocracy was still based 
on land, which saw sharp inflation, but it was also increasingly based on 
novel financial investments.46 As a result, in the early twentieth century, 
aristocrats remained wealthier than the rest.

Second, the changes pertaining to women’s legal capacity in the 
second half of the nineteenth century may have had a positive effect 
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on their wealth in general and on spinsters’ wealth in particular. The 
general increase in aristocratic spinsters’ wealth has also been noted for 
commoners.47 The changes pertaining to guardianship were interesting 
here. Spinsters in 1850 had to have a guardian and might very well have 
been constrained in their financial possibilities. Guardians, liable for any 
loss, would have been wise to adopt a conservative, prudent approach to 
investing their wards’ assets. But by 1910, spinsters could manage their 
assets and properties on their own. 

Tangible property
A look at the nature of noble spinsters’ wealth highlights some of their 
investment strategies (Table 5.2). In 1850, the majority were composed of 
financial claims which constituted about 73% of the value of their gross 
assets. Land constituted only 12% of their wealth and movables only 
10.45%. In comparison, the gross value of a married couple’s wealth was 
slightly more balanced and was made up of 41% land, 13.5% movables, 
and 33.6% financial claims. A widow’s gross wealth was made up of 
26.4% land, 11.2% movables, and 50.6% financial assets. 

Table 5.2 Share of the gross wealth of the nobility in per cent.

1850 Spinsters Married couples Widows

Real estate 12.00 41.05 26.44

Movables 10.45 13.50 11.19

Claims 73.09 33.65 50.64

Stocks and bonds  0  7.29  9.62

1910 Spinsters Married couples Widows

Real estate 21.79 33.65 23.61

Movables  2.31  4.51  6.55

Claims  8.70 13.99 26.73

Stocks and bonds 66.56 44.31 42.19

Source: Author’s dataset.



gender, materiality, and politics

110

In 1910, the patrimony value of never-married women was composed 
of 22% land and a stunning 66.5% in stocks (although some outliers skew 
the results). Only 8.7% of their assets remained in the form of financial 
claims. In contrast, married couples had 33.6% of their gross wealth in 
land, 14% in financial claims, and 44.3% in stocks and bonds. Widows 
had 23.6% of their wealth invested in land, 26.7% in claims, and 42.2% 
in stocks and bonds. One of the most striking changes was the increase 
in stocks and bonds in spinsters’ probate inventories. A closer look at 
the main source of their wealth highlights this shift. 

Only a handful of women in the sample owned land. As stated 
above, noble families were cautious and sought to pass on land and 
properties to their sons, either via preferential inheritance or via the 
system of fideikommiss to keep manors and farms intact. But sons were 
also privileged because land was usually the commonest source of a 
household’s wealth, and concomitant with the nobility’s traditional 
identity.48 In fact, a taxation list from 1845 shows that 46 of the 53 largest 
landowners in Sweden were nobles.49

In 1850, only 21.4% of spinsters had land listed in their probate 
inventories. In 1910, 20.8% of spinsters owned land for a mean value of 
SEK 20,080. In comparison, married noble couples owned about twice as 
much in value. Land was usually the main source of wealth for the nobility 
before the nineteenth century. Helena Olivecreutz (1825–1909) inherited 
the family’s large manor of Attorp together with her sister Mariana on 
their father’s death in 1836. Their four brothers also received land and 
various houses. The income from her farm might have been enough 
to ensure her a comfortable living. Similarly, Jacobina Stjernstedt also 
owned a large farm in Östergötland. But these two women had inherited 
farms whose rental value was questionable, and they were both heavily 
indebted at their deaths. Jacobina Stjernstedt had mortgaged her farm 
on several different occasions to borrow a total of SEK 20,000 from the 
banks. As industrialization and commercialization came to Sweden, it 
might have been challenging for these women to transform land into 
profitable capitalist enterprises.
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Financial assets
Apart from land, noble spinsters’ financial assets were key. Before the 
advent of commercial banks in the mid nineteenth century, the allocation 
and deployment of capital was mainly ensured by private lenders as 
peer-to-peer lending.50 In the absence of banks and faced with a frequent 
lack of cash, households financed investment in land, livestock, stocks, 
or even international trade via the allocation of capital from their peers. 
They also made ends meet, paid their taxes, and fed their families via 
deferred payments and small loans from family members, friends, and 
neighbours. The peer-to-peer credit market was a place where savings 
were usually invested, and such transactions were therefore ubiquitous. 
Commoners and nobility alike used the system.

The most common financial instrument was the promissory note 
(often called a revers). A private written contract acknowledging a debt 
between two parties, it stipulated the transfer of capital from one to 
another secured by a pledge, which in rural areas was often a piece of 
land. A promissory note was fungible and transmissible, and as such 
could circulate as a form of currency. But perhaps more importantly 
here, a promissory note attracted interest, a form of compensation for 
the immobilized capital. In general, the interest rate oscillated around 
5–6%.51 Maria Elisabeth Kuylenstierna from Växjö, for example, lent 
SEK 100 to Gottfrid Bratt, a local priest, using a promissory note. The 
purpose of the transaction is unknown, as is the relationship between 
the creditor and the borrower. By contrast, she also lent money to one 
G. Hagelberg on two occasions in 1904 and again in 1906 at 4% interest, 
a preferential rate since the borrower was her nephew.52 Little is known 
about the purpose of these loans. But it was a means for spinsters to 
invest their savings or inheritance and get an annual return.

Looking specifically at the list of debtors who are featured in probate 
inventories, most of the claims held by spinsters were in fact promissory 
notes (69.5% by number). Ulrika Gyllencreutz died at 52 and left little 
but claims. One was significant. Her brother Carl Johan Gyllencreutz 
owed her SEK 3,969 via a promissory note. The spinster received annual 
interest on it. It is likely that her brother inherited the family estate and 
that she and her two other sisters received monetary compensation from 
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him for their share of the parental inheritance.53 And it is likely he could 
not compensate her all at once. A promissory note would have been a 
useful solution. Similarly, Sophia Charlotta Åkerhielm, who died in 
1910, also had a claim worth SEK 20,700 with 5% interest on her brother 
baron Albert Åkerhielm. Helena Olivecreutz was another who held a 
promissory note worth SEK 8,300, owed by her brother the politician 
Wilhelm Casimir Olivecreutz.54 Baroness Maria Charlotta Cronstedt 
from the town Västerås died in 1850 with claims as her main source of 
wealth. In fact, two different individuals owed her about SEK 19,000, one 
her brother-in-law and the other a nephew. She drew up the promissory 
notes in 1842 (SEK 15,800) and 1849 (SEK 2,178 and SEK 1,341) respectively. 
At 6% annual interest, she could count on a small dividend every year. 

In 1850, financial claims constituted the main source of wealth, and 
possible revenue, for aristocratic spinsters, amounting on average to 
SEK 8,050 per person. By contrast, the mean for all nobles in 1850 was 
twice that. But spinsters’ claims were worth almost six times the value 
of claims of unmarried women in Stockholm for the same period.55

In 1910, the worth of spinsters’ average claims remained unchanged. 
But, by contrast, only 8.7% of their assets were in the form of financial 
claims (see Table 5.2). In comparison, among the nobility, married 
couples that year owned more than twice as much, and widows’ claims 
were worth SEK 11,444 on average.

Besides promissory notes, banking instruments are of significance. A 
financial revolution occurred in Sweden in the mid nineteenth century. 
Until the 1860s, the financial markets were dominated by peer-to-peer 
lending. After that, commercial banks extended the scope of their 
activities, increasingly interested in cultivating private customers. In the 
1830s, banks were mainly focused on note issuance, but mid century they 
gradually turned to deposits, especially, at first, large ones. As a result, 
the total amount of deposits grew exponentially between 1834 and 1913 
from SEK 2.4 million to SEK 400 million.56 Despite legal restrictions 
on their financial autonomy, female savers held a significant proportion 
of the deposit accounts.57

Deposit and savings accounts were listed under financial claims 
in the probate inventories. In 1850, none of the deceased had a bank 
account in their inventories, but by 1910, 19 out 24 spinsters had at least 
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one deposit account, if not several. Emilia Sparre from Stockholm 
had a savings account at Aktiebolaget, Stockholm’s Handelsbanken.58 
Henrietta Lillie Af Aspenäs, by contrast, had nine deposit accounts in 
four different banks. For each of these accounts, the depositor earned 
4–6% annually.59 The fact that many aristocratic spinsters went over 
to using banks highlights at least two trends. First, for these women, 
choosing to place their savings in a bank rather than depending on 
the peer-to-peer lending market might have meant fewer transaction 
costs and fewer difficulties in extracting payment. Spinsters might have 
preferred the security of a regular dividend on their deposit as opposed 
to uncertainties of transactions with private individuals. Secondly, banks 
might have targeted individuals with capital to offer their services. 
In this respect, savings banks accepted depositors from the age of 15, 
regardless of their legal capacity.60

Embracing novel financial instruments
Just as spinsters rapidly adopted banking services, they also embraced 
new financial instruments, such as joint-stock company shares and 
government bonds. Brita Ribbing was born in 1817 in a large country 
house close to Jönköping.61 Her father was a judge and a politician from 
an old noble family. Her mother, Catherina Wilhelmina Rappe, was a 
baroness from a wealthy lineage. She had four siblings, all of whom 
went on to marry. Her eldest brother was Sigurd Ribbing (1816–1899), a 
philosopher, politician, and chancellor of Uppsala University. Her parents 
died young and by the age of 10 she was an orphan. She might have 
found some comfort as a member of a secular convent that supported 
unmarried girls and women from the nobility, notably by providing them 
with education and financial aid. It is unclear if she received any money. 
Her parents, and especially her mother, had left their children well-off.

Brita Ribbing had a guardian overseeing her assets on her behalf for 
almost half of her life. But in 1863, when the law changed, she no longer 
needed a guardian. It seemed that she made investments on her own 
thereafter. We do not know how wealthy she was at that point, or what 
form it took, but at the end of the century, an old woman, she purchased 
bonds in several railway companies. These bonds had a yearly return 



gender, materiality, and politics

114

of 4.5% and 5%. In 1903, she bought some shares in a mill returning 5% 
annually. She invested in banking securities as well. At some point, 
possibly around 1880, she purchased a farm with a 12-room house built 
in 1796, in Skareda in Småland, worth SEK 33,000, the equivalent of 
what she owned in shares and bonds.62 It is difficult to know if Brita 
Ribbing made those investments based on her own financial acumen 
and literacy or if someone had suggested them to her. Interestingly, in 
her brother’s inventory, we find railway shares he bought in 1899, several 
years after his sister bought hers.

Like Brita Ribbing, aristocratic spinsters could be first adopters of 
financial products such as stocks and bonds.63 In 1863, the Stockholm 
Stock Exchange was founded.64 Gradually, as industrialization took off, 
new corporations issued shares to a growing group of investors. The 
Swedish bond market also emerged in the mid nineteenth century. In 
the 1870s, some 200 joint-stock companies were founded every year, and 
by 1910, about 800.65 Investments in the stock market realized in the 
nineteenth century generally performed very well over the long term. A 
stock investment of SEK 100 in 1901 would have been worth SEK 44,200 
in 2012 if the dividends were reinvested for growth and only SEK 900 
if taken as income.66

Women either inherited shares in joint-stock companies and govern-
ment bonds or purchased them. Such investments returned regular 
dividends. Bank securities and canal and railway bonds were among 
the most privileged.67 This enthusiasm was not limited to Sweden: in 
Britain the proportion of women investors in government securities 
reached almost 50% in the mid nineteenth century, suggesting that half 
of all public creditors were women.68

In 1850, the Swedish spinsters did not own any stocks. In comparison, 
only 11% of widows had shares and bonds in their probate inventories 
that year, but by 1910, securities and bonds constituted 66.5% of the 
spinsters’ wealth, surpassing any other assets they owned. And 41% of 
them owned stocks. One of the outliers in this group was Hedvig Elisabeth 
Hierta. She had a stock portfolio worth over SEK 1.2 million, 77.7% of 
the value of her entire gross wealth. Her investment in stocks was spread 
over twenty different companies. She also had legal obligations in ten 
other companies. Most of this investment, inherited from her father, 



the wealth of the swedish nobility

115

brought her a comfortable return every year. At 5% annual return, she 
could expect over SEK 60,000 in dividends every year.69 With that kind 
of money, she could live very comfortably and still reinvest some of it.

Just like Hedvig Elisabeth Hierta, the nobility increasingly turned 
to the stock market for investment. Erik Bengtsson has shown that the 
lower nobility, who owned less land than the titled nobility, had more 
incentive to invest in the new financial products.70 But commoners also 
invested heavily in government bonds and securities. From the late 
1850s until the late 1870s, collective estimates of all private investments 
in shares and bonds in Stockholm soared from SEK 5 million to SEK 74 
million.71 Spinsters were part of this and adopted these new financial 
products en masse.

Concluding remarks
The new property laws enacted in the second half of the nineteenth 
century granted women more freedom and responsibility in the manage-
ment of their assets. These legal changes may have helped make well-off 
women wealthier. In the present study, aristocratic spinsters certainly 
grew richer between 1850 and 1910.

These women did not necessarily inherit land, the traditional asset 
of the male nobility. But their adoption of new financial products in 
the form of securities, bonds, and savings accounts proved to be a 
successful change, assuring them regular dividends. Unmarried noble-
women inherited financial assets, promissory notes, cash, and shares in 
joint-stock companies from their parents. Their brothers, who retained 
property from the parental estate to avoid fragmentation, compensated 
their sisters with regular payments, enabling them to remain unmarried 
and in some cases to reinject this money into new financial products.

In 1850, aristocratic spinsters’ wealth was constituted mainly of 
financial claims. They seemed to lend money to people in their immediate 
circle, which prompts the question of forced loans. They were not the 
wealthiest among the nobility—indeed, they ranked at the bottom—but 
they remained significantly richer than commoners. In 1910, by contrast, 
freed of male guardianship, spinsters turned to saving with banks and 
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investing in stocks and bonds rather than peer-to-peer lending. They 
became richer than other groups in the nobility.

While the sample for this study is small, the results indicate that 
women did benefit from a change in the nineteenth century. The legal 
innovations certainly played a role. But other factors such as economic 
growth in general and the financial revolution in particular also had an 
impact on their wealth. Freed of guardianship, they embraced banking 
and financial products enthusiastically. While the women’s economic 
and financial agency remains to be determined, they did retain deci-
sion-making powers in writing their wills. A further analysis of wills 
alongside the probate inventories would certainly tell us more about 
women’s financial agency, conceptions of property, and wealth.

Notes
 1 I would like to acknowledge the generous support of the Riksbankens Jubileumsfond 

in the form of a Pro Futura Scientia fellowship and the Jan Wallanders och Tom 
Hedelius stiftelse (grant P17-0040). I would like to thank Robert Eklund for his 
help with the source material.

   Livio Di Matteo, ‘Women, Wealth and Economic Change: An Assessment of 
the Impact of Women’s Property Law in Wentworth County, Ontario, 1872–1927’, 
Explorations in Economic History 50/2 (2013), 285–307.

 2 I use the terms never-married and unmarried woman and spinster interchangeably. 
 3 For 1850, see Landskarivet i Vadstena (Regional State Archives in Vadstena) (VaLA), 

Göta hovrätt EXIBA:184; VaLA, Göta hovrätt EXIBA:185; Riksarkivet (Swedish 
National Archives), Stockholm (RA), Svea Hovrätt EXIB:280. For 1910, see VaLA, 
Göta Hovrätt EXIB:273; RA, Svea Hovrätt EXIB:385; RA, Svea Hovrätt EXIB:155; 
RA, Svea Hovrätt EXIB:386. Hereafter, the dataset.

 4 Teresa Earenfight, Women and Wealth in Late Medieval Europe: The New Middle Ages 
(Basingstoke 2010); Sheilagh Ogilvie, A Bitter Living: Women, Markets, and Social 
Capital in Early Modern Germany (Oxford 2003); Alice Hanson Jones & Boris 
Simkovich, ‘The Wealth of Women, 1774’, in Claudia Goldin & Hugh Rockoff (eds), 
Strategic Factors in Nineteenth Century American Economic History: A Volume to 
Honor Robert W. Fogel (Chicago 1992), 243–63.

 5 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, tr. Arthur Goldhammer 
(Cambridge, MA, 2018); Daniel Waldenström, ‘Wealth-Income Ratios in a Small, 
Developing Economy: Sweden, 1810–2014’, Journal of Economic History 77/01 (2017), 
285–313; Erik Bengtsson et al., ‘Wealth Inequality in Sweden, 1750–1900’, Economic 
History Review 71/3 (2018), 772–94.

 6 Giovanni Federico, Alessandro Nuvolari & Michelangelo Vasta, ‘Inequality in Pre-In-
dustrial Europe (1260–1850): New Evidence from the Labor Share’, Review of Income 
& Wealth (2021), doi.org/10.1111/roiw.12562; Erik Bengtsson, ‘Inequality and the 



the wealth of the swedish nobility

117

Working Class in Scandinavia 1800–1910: Workers’ Share of Growing Incomes’, 
Investigaciones de Historia Económica (2017), 180–89; Alfonso Díez-Minguela & M. 
Teresa Sanchis Llopis, ‘Regional Income Inequality in France 1860–1954: Methods 
and Findings’, Historical Methods: A Journal of Quantitative & Interdisciplinary 
History 52/1 (2019), 1–14; Erik Bengtsson et al., ‘Aristocratic Wealth and Inequality 
in a Changing Society: Sweden, 1750–1900’, Scandinavian Journal of History 44/1 
(2019), 27–52.

 7 David R. Green & Alastair Owens, ‘Gentlewomanly Capitalism? Spinsters, Widows, 
and Wealth Holding in England and Wales, c.1800–1860’, Economic History Review 
56/3 (2003), 510–36.

 8 Matteo Pompermaier, ‘A Complicated Puzzle: Spinsters, Widows and Credit in Sweden 
(1790–1910)’, Financial History Review (2021), 1–23.

 9 Sten Carlsson, Fröknar, mamseller, jungfrur och pigor: Ogifta kvinnor i det svenska 
ståndssamhället (Uppsala 1977); Anders Perlinge, ‘Female Financial Agency in 
Stockholm 1855–1880: Unequal Road to Democratization’, paper at the 13th Swedish 
Economic History Meeting, Uppsala, 2019.

 10 In 2004 there were about 619 noble families extant in Sweden with some 28,000 
members.

 11 Magnus Mörner, ‘The Evolution of Swedish Society, 1620–1920, as Reflected in the 
History of a Noble Family’, Scandinavian Studies 52/4 (1980), 381–413.

 12 Carlsson 1977, 12.
 13 Anders Perlinge, ‘Private Wealth Accumulation in Eighteenth Century Scandia: 

Intergenerational Credit Businesses and Rural Debt Logic in Oppmanna’, Scandia: 
Tidskrift för Historisk Forskning 86/1 (2020).

 14 Carlsson 1977, 16.
 15 Carlsson 1977, 27.
 16 Carlsson 1977, Table 9.
 17 Carlsson 1977.
 18 Maria Ågren, Domestic Secrets: Women and Property in Sweden, 1600–1857 (Chapel 

Hill 2009); Maria Ågren, ‘“His Estate”—or Hers? Three Chapters in the History of 
Married Women’s Property Rights in Sweden, 1350–1850’, Gender & History 25/2 
(2013), 211–29.

 19 Ågren 2009.
 20 Rosemarie Fiebranz, Jord, linne eller träkol? Genusordning och hushållsstrategier, 

Bjuråker 1750–1850 (Uppsala 2002)‚ 240–50.
 21 Eva Helen Ulvros, Fruar och Mamseller: Kvinnor inom sydsvensk borgerlighet 1790–1870 

(Lund 1997), 211.
 22 Monica Boëthius, Kvinnovärld i Vardande: Tolv uppsatser i kvinnofrågor utgivna 

till Fredrika Bremer-Förbundets sjuttiofemårsjubileum (Stockholm 1959), 93.
 23 Britt Liljewall, ‘Mig Själv och mitt gods förvalta’: 1800-talskvinnor i kamp om 

myndighet (Stockholm 2013); Fiebranz 2002, 249.
 24 Liljewall 2013, 195.
 25 Boëthius 1959, 93; Perlinge 2019, 6.
 26 Liljewall 2013, 23.
 27 Kathryn Gary & Mats Olsson, ‘Business as Usual: Nobility and Landed Estates in 

Sweden’, Essays in Economic & Business History 35/1 (2017), 151–73, at 155.



gender, materiality, and politics

118

 28 Eva Haettner Aurelius, Lisbeth Larsson & Christina Sjöblad, Kvinnors självbio-
grafier och dagböcker i Sverige 1650–1989: En bibliografi (Lund 1991); Märta Helena 
Reenstierna, Gunnar Broman & Sigurd Erixon, Årstadagboken: Journaler från åren 
1793–1839, ii: 1813–1825 (Stockholm 1949).

 29 Tom Arkell, When Death Do Us Part: Understanding and Interpreting the Probate 
Records of Early Modern England (Oxford 2000); Livio Di Matteo, ‘Wealth Accu-
mulation Motives: Evidence from the Probate Records of Ontario, 1892 and 1902’, 
Cliometrica 2/2 (2008), 143–71; Johan Fourie, ‘The Remarkable Wealth of the Dutch 
Cape Colony: Measurements from Eighteenth‐century Probate Inventories’, Economic 
History Review 66/2 (2013), 419–48; Jan Kuuse, ‘The Probate Inventory as a Source 
for Economic and Social History’, Scandinavian Economic History Review 22/1 
(1974), 22–31; Erkki Markkanen, ‘The Use of Probate Inventories as Indicators of 
Personal Wealth during the Period of Industrialization: The Financial Resources 
of the Finnish Rural Population 1850–1911’, Scandinavian Economic History Review 
26/1 (1978), 66–83.

 30 Bengtsson et al. 2018.
 31 Håkan Lindgren, ‘The Modernization of Swedish Credit Markets, 1840–1905: Evidence 

from Probate Records’, Journal of Economic History 62/3 (2002), 810–32; Anders 
Perlinge, Sockenbankirerna. Kreditrelationer och tidig bankverksamhet: Vånga socken 
i Skåne 1840–1900 (Stockholm 2005); Elise M. Dermineur, ‘The Evolution of Credit 
Networks in Pre-Industrial Finland’, Scandinavian Economic History Review 70/1 
(2022), 51–86.

 32 Pompermaier 2021.
 33 Beatrice Moring, ‘The Standard of Living of Widows: Inventories as an Indicator of 

the Economic Situation of Widows’, History of the Family 12/4 (2007), 233–49.
 34 Sofia Murhem et al., ‘Undervaluation in Probate Inventories Probate Inventory 

Values and Auction Protocol Market Prices in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century 
Sweden’, History of Retailing & Consumption (2019), 1–24.

 35 All values have been adjusted for inflation (1914=CPI 100).
 36 Perlinge 2019, 16.
 37 RA, Svea Hovrätt EXIB:280 nr 50.
 38 VaLA, Göta Hovrätt EXIBA:184 nr 17.
 39 RA, Svea Hovrätt EXIB:280 nr 31.
 40 RA, Svea Hovrätt EXIB:385 nr 18.
 41 http://runeberg.org/adelskal/1905/0793.html; VaLA, Göta Hovrätt EXIBA:273 nr 

51.
 42 RA, Svea Hovrätt EXIB:385 nr 3.
 43 Anders Ögren, The Swedish Financial Revolution (Basingstoke 2010), 9.
 44 Bengtsson et al. 2018. 
 45 Bengtsson et al. 2018, 786.
 46 Ögren 2010; Erik Bengtsson & Patrick Svensson, ‘The Wealth of the Swedish Peasant 

Farmer Class (1750–1900): Composition and Distribution’, Rural History 30/2 (2019), 
129–45 at 132.

 47 Pompermaier 2021; Perlinge 2020.
 48 Dominic Lieven, The Aristocracy in Europe, 1815–1914 (Basingstoke 1992); Anthony 

L. Cardoza, Aristocrats in Bourgeois Italy: The Piedmontese Nobility, 1861–1930 
(Cambridge 1998).



the wealth of the swedish nobility

119

 49 Bengtsson et al. 2018, 776.
 50 Dermineur 2022; Lindgren, 2002; Håkan Lindgren, ‘Parish Banking in Informal 

Credit Markets: The Business of Private Lending in Early Nineteenth-Century 
Sweden’, Financial History Review 24/1 (2017), 83–102.

 51 In 1864, the interest-rate ceiling was abolished. In practice, however, individuals did 
not seem to charge more than 6%.

 52 VaLA, Göta Hovrätt EXIBA:273 nr 48.
 53 The probate inventories for her sisters, Charlotte Gyllencreutz (VaLA, Göta Hovrätt 

EXIBA:219 nr 57, 1872), and Christina Gyllencreutz (VaLA, Göta Hovrätt EXIBA:234 
nr 13, 1884), mention similar-sized claims, but do not have the detailed list of debtors.

 54 VaLA, Göta Hovrätt EXIBA:273 nr 18.
 55 Perlinge 2019, 16.
 56 Kristina Lilja, ‘The Deposit Market Revolution in Sweden’, in Ögren 2010, 41–63 at 

42.
 57 Ibid. 49.
 58 RA, Svea Hovrätt EXIB:155 nr 33.
 59 VaLA, Göta Hovrätt EXIBA:273 nr 5.
 60 Tom Petersson, ‘Women, Money and the Financial Revolution: A Gender Perspective 

on the Development of the Swedish Financial System, c.1860–1920’, in Anne Laurence, 
Josephine Maltby & Janette Rutterford (eds), Women and their money 1700–1950: 
Essays on Women and Finance (London 2009), 268.

 61 A säteri was a rural property, usually a farm, where the land was not taxable. Until 
1810, a säteri could only be owned by a noble. 

 62 Riksarkivet, Brandförsäkringsverket, vol. 40651-40700. RA, Svea Hovrätt Adelns 
bouppteckningar EIXb:361, 1899, probate inventory of Sigurd Ribbing.

 63 Perlinge 2019, 10.
 64 Daniel Waldenström, Swedish Stock and Bond Returns, 1856–2012 (9 June 2014). 

IFN Working Paper No. 1027, Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2543476
 65 Oskar Broberg, Konsten att skapa pengar: Aktiebolagens genombrott och finansiell 

modernisering kring sekelskiftet 1900 (Gothenburg 2006).
 66 Waldenström 2014.
 67 Perlinge 2019, 23.
 68 Green & Owens 2003.
 69 Waldenström 2014, 34.
 70 Bengtsson et al. 2019.
 71 Perlinge 2019, 19.





121

Chapter 6

The emergence of 
women’s history

Daniel Nyström

Women’s history was one of several new branches of knowledge in 
post-war Swedish academia. The university world was changed beyond 
recognition by the rise of new disciplines, widening access to education, 
and increased funding for research.1 While the changes mounted up in 
the decades after the Second World War, they had already long kept pace 
with the societal transformation of industrial Sweden.

History as an academic discipline evolved in several directions. 
In the early twentieth century, it had been professionalized by the 
requirements of the new, far stricter methodologies.2 Mid century, the 
discipline fractionalized as, for example, economic history established 
itself as an independent discipline after a protracted struggle to break 
free in 1930–1960.3

New scholarly orientations emerged. Over the course of the twentieth 
century, it became common to study modern history, meaning the period 
starting in the nineteenth century. The quantity of sources was on a 
different scale, the sheer amount of documents, notes, prints, and the 
like being so extensive. What was studied took on a new complexion, 
as industrial society grew with the advent of social movements and 
the retreat of Sweden’s traditional four-estate hierarchy. At the most 
general level, this brought a greater focus on the social and economic 
facets of history.4

Women’s history was one of the new socioeconomic aspects of the 
discipline. As a choice of subject it was long overdue—historical research 
had until then paid very little attention to women’s lives—and was in part 
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driven by feminist objectives. Female academics saw the connections 
between the marginalization of women at universities and the lack of 
women’s representation in the historiography.5

How was the emergence of women’s history received at Swedish 
universities? The purpose of this essay is to discuss women’s history in 
its early stages, the directions it took, and the balance struck between 
scholarly norms and feminist ambitions. In addressing the tensions that 
plainly exist in the historiography of women’s history research, I will 
alternate between the intradisciplinary discourse and external responses.

Background
It is not straightforward to pin down a start date for women’s history in 
Sweden. At the end of the nineteenth century, the country’s first PhD in 
history, Ellen Fries, wrote a two-volume work on prominent women in 
history.6 In the 1930s Lydia Wahlström, a feminist activist with a PhD 
in history, wrote about her own movement.7 And starting in the 1960s, 
there was a significant number of women’s history theses, the first three 
of which were Gunnar Qvist’s Kvinnofrågan i Sverige 1809–1846 (1960, 
‘Women’s rights in Sweden, 1809–1846’); Karin Westman Berg’s Studier i 
C. J. L. Almqvists kvinnouppfattning (1962, ‘Studies in C. J. L. Almqvist’s 
views on women’); and Eva Åsbrink’s Studier i den svenska kyrkans 
syn på kvinnans ställning i samhället (1962, ‘Studies in the Church of 
Sweden’s view on women’s position in society’).8

The rise of women’s history was linked to women’s emancipation and 
the reforms of 1873—access to higher education—and 1918 and 1925—the 
right to hold public office. The marginalization and vulnerability of 
early female academics led them to organize in various ways, such as 
the Uppsala kvinnliga studentförening (Uppsala Women’s Student 
Association) founded in 1892 and the national Akademiskt bildade 
kvinnors förening (Association of Women University Graduates) founded 
in 1904.9 Later in the twentieth century, the founding in 1958 of the 
Kvinnohistoriskt arkiv och bibliotek (Women’s History Archive and 
Library) in Gothenburg was a significant step, because of its mission to 
collect primary sources relevant to women’s history, to support female 
researchers and women’s research, and issue its own learned publications. 
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A chair of women’s history was founded in 1984, again in Gothenburg, 
which was first held by Gunhild Kyle. In the late 1970s, a number of 
Forum för kvinnliga forskare och kvinnoforskning (Forums for Women 
Researchers and Women’s Research) were founded across Sweden, which 
brought together women researchers and channelled support.10

As the historian Christina Florin has pointed out, women’s entry 
into the country’s universities can be described as a success story, but 
also as a fraught encounter with a deeply traditional, hierarchical, male 
environment.11 Admittedly, women’s presence was normalized relatively 
quickly, and today they constitute a clear majority of undergraduates, 
yet this success came at a high price for a large number of individual 
women, and the proportion of female professors remains low. The further 
up the hierarchy the women reach, the fiercer the resistance.

The documentary Pionjärer inom svensk kvinnoforskning (1987, 
‘Pioneers in Swedish women’s research’) introduced two of the founders 
of the Women’s History Archive, Asta Ekenvall and Rosa Malmström, 
and the author of one of the earliest theses in Swedish about women’s 
history, Karin Westman Berg.12 They spoke of their undergraduate days 
and how they became involved in women’s research. They mentioned 
the author Elin Wägner as a crucial source of inspiration, especially the 
passage from her Väckarklocka (1941, Alarm Clock) in which she wrote 
that ‘Men’s and women’s history is as intertwined as a fabric’s warp 
and weft. But they have succeeded in making a story out of the weft 
alone.’13 Prompted by the lack of women in academia and the absence of 
women’s perspectives from the historiography, their solution was to do 
the work themselves. As Westman Berg says in the documentary, ‘I was 
so enraged that I thought I really will have to do something about it.’14

In light of the exposed position female academics found themselves 
in, the question of how their choice to study women or apply a women’s 
perspective was initially received is a pertinent one. Universities are 
not only workplaces where people compete for advancement, they are 
also the sites of turf wars over what is accounted academic knowledge. 
Michel Foucault defines the emergence of new scholarly orientations as 
‘the entry of forces; it is their eruption, the leap from the wings to center 
stage, each in its youthful strength.’15 With this in mind, I will focus on 
the academic environment of the 1960s and Qvist’s, Westman Berg’s, 
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and Åsbrink’s theses. What happened when women’s history made its 
‘leap from the wings to center stage’?16

The first three theses
Two of the three theses, all of which were published in book form as 
is the norm in Sweden, were well reviewed in both the daily press and 
academic journals. Qvist’s Kvinnofrågan of 1960 was described by the 
external examiner and newspaper reviewers as an exemplary piece of 
research, while Westman Berg’s Almqvists kvinnouppfattning of 1962 
was hailed by critics as a fresh and convincing picture of the famous 
Swedish author.17 Åsbrink’s Kyrkans syn of 1962, though, was judged 
to be more problematic. The thesis viva alone took seven hours. The 
external examiner felt her topic, while important and interesting, was 
not well served by a doctoral candidate overly keen to fit the contem-
porary ecclesiastical view of women into a predetermined interpretive 
framework.18 He called her selection of primary sources tendentious and 
her account of the past anachronistic. The most swingeing criticism, 
however, was reserved not for its content, but for the fact that the thesis 
was perceived as a partisan feminist tract. One reviewer described 
Åsbrink as an example of ‘pathos, impudence, and a lack of scholarly 
rigour in an unhappy combination’ and said the study ‘aims to show 
how disadvantaged and neglected womankind has been’.19

The thesis was passed in the end, despite, as Åsbrink told Swedish 
Radio, opposition from theologians at the universities of Uppsala and 
Lund.20 By her account, she had finished writing her thesis several years 
earlier, but she had not received the necessary approval from the chair 
of the department to submit it for examination. She said that various 
members of the theology departments, including the external examiner, 
believed the topic was not worthwhile and dismissed her study as based 
on a truism.

Åsbrink’s testimony about her treatment in academia and her 
unusually long thesis defence led some commentators to sympathize, 
regardless of the thesis’s qualities. One of them said the accusations of 
anachronism were astonishing given that the situation of women was 
recognized as one of the central social issues even in the past.21 He went 
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on to say that the thesis was neither better nor worse than the average. 
Åsbrink’s fellow women’s historian Qvist said that viewed another way, 
the weaker points in the thesis could be put down to ‘the nerve-wracking 
conditions’ she had had to work under.22 The well-known philosopher 
and critic of religion Ingemar Hedenius argued that the opposition to 
Åsbrink followed on from the debate about female priests, which had 
been decided in the 1950s.23

Qvist’s and Westman Berg’s theses may have met with a more positive 
response, but they too faced comments about the connection between 
their topics and feminism. It was just as well Qvist was a man, said 
the historian Erik Lönnroth, because his study could not be so readily 
dismissed as ‘special pleading’; while the external examiner, in one 
of his few objections, said Qvist had painted too bleak a picture of 
male-dominated society.24 In reviewing Westman Berg, one critic noted 
that her thesis reflected ‘the time in which it was written’, and it was no 
coincidence it examined ‘issues that in recent decades have been central 
to the modern women’s movement.’25

The view of knowledge conveyed in these early studies was broadly 
speaking cumulative. All three theses addressed the same historical 
situation—the ‘social question’ of the nineteenth century—and they 
even referred to one another. Qvist, though the first to finish his thesis, 
could nevertheless cite Westman Berg and Åsbrink, who had published 
licentiate theses in the 1950s.26 Their cross-references were approving: 
each noted politely that they had relied on the others’ studies and 
enlarged on their work.27

It is safe to say women’s history attracted considerable attention in 
its initial stages. A well-known author’s and the Church of Sweden’s 
views on women and women’s emancipation were all topics linked to 
women’s aspirations in the present. As the reactions to Åsbrink’s study 
showed, the very choice of subject could be considered challenging and 
controversial. The claim that it was just as well that Qvist was a man 
suggests that the gender of the researcher mattered. The same was true 
of the accusations of anachronism levelled at Åsbrink. 
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Problematizing the situation of women
This cumulative view of knowledge suffered a blow only a few years 
later when Qvist presented the results of his new research project on 
Fredrika Bremer (Bremer being one of the pioneers of the Swedish 
women’s movement, acclaimed by her contemporaries and idolized after 
her death).28 Qvist had set out to investigate whether Bremer’s thinking 
was original for its day, and whether her classic novel Hertha had had 
any effect on the outcome of the 1858 debate about allowing women 
freedom from their male guardians. To both of these questions Qvist’s 
answer was no. Bremer effectively mirrored her time, but when it came 
to emancipation she dragged behind rather than being in the vanguard.

He met with a storm of criticism. In Hertha, the newsletter of Fredrika 
Bremer-förbundet (the Fredrika Bremer Association), Westman Berg 
wrote that it was impossible to study fiction using measurable factors, 
and in this case greater consideration should have been given to more 
subtle influences.29 She said Qvist’s study, though useful, suffered from 
his misjudgement in not taking ‘the situation of women’ into account, 
meaning he had overlooked the subordinate position from which Bremer 
as a woman had had to operate, though so successfully that she had 
been a significant voice in her day. Westman Berg continued that ‘If 
one ignores that it savours of misogyny, one can read Qvist’s new work 
with great interest.’30 Qvist was baffled by Westman Berg’s and the other 
reviewers’ criticisms. He countered there were no value judgements 
about his conclusions, because that would run counter to his demands 
for objectivity. To his mind, he had only answered the research questions 
he had set himself. ‘What is so misogynistic about that?’ was his feeling.31

Westman Berg had said Qvist failed to take into account the situation 
of women—an interesting formulation, because it would crop up in later 
discussions about women’s research. The prime example in the Swedish 
context was the appointment of the second person to hold the chair 
of women’s history at the University of Gothenburg in 1987.32 The two 
applicants for the position were Christer Winberg and Yvonne Hirdman, 
both of whom were historians: Winberg had written a demographic thesis 
on nineteenth-century population growth and proletarianization and 
had gone on to research topics at the intersection of family history and 



the emergence of women’s history

127

labour history; Hirdman’s thesis was about the Swedish Communist 
Party, and she had gone on to publish a history of the labour move-
ment. Things became complicated because Winberg was considered 
the better-qualified researcher while Hirdman was acknowledged to 
have the women’s history credentials. After two of three of the hiring 
board’s experts had put Winberg first, the university decided the position 
should go to Winberg. That was not the end, though. Hirdman appealed 
to the Minister of Education, and after female academics and feminist 
organizations came together in protest, the government felt obliged to 
intervene to reverse the university’s decision. Hirdman was named the 
new professor of women’s history.

The outgoing professor, Gunhild Kyle, who as one of the hiring 
board’s experts had placed Hirdman first, stated that a ‘problematization 
of the situation of women’ was required for research to be counted 
as women’s history. In practice, this meant Winberg’s demographic 
family studies ruled him out. As the historian Gro Hagemann pointed 
out, the term ‘problematization of the situation of women’ flagged up a 
more theoretically alert historical research that embraced both gender 
structures and power relations.33 By referring to the situation of women, 
it underscored that a study was not automatically woman’s history simply 
because it concerned women, family, marriage, or childbirth.

The new chair was appointed in the late 1980s. It is, however, inter-
esting to note that even in the 1960s Qvist was attracting criticism for 
not taking sufficient account of the situation of women in his research. 
This is not to judge whether his research should be considered women’s 
history or not, but rather an observation that the discussions about power 
perspectives began early. This is historiographically relevant because it 
nuances the picture of the early stages of this research.

Historiographical critique
When writing history, it is common to use periodizations. This is nothing 
new, of course: we all grew up hearing about antiquity, the Middle Ages, 
the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and the modern period. We may 
even have learnt to view such divisions with a critical eye. Surely the 
Middle Ages is a disparaging term? Did women experience a renaissance? 
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Was the eighteenth century a period of Enlightenment for the slaves on 
the cotton plantations?

The leading periodization of women’s history can be traced to the 
historian Joan W. Scott’s article ‘Women in History: The Modern Period’ 
(1983), in which she divides women’s historiography into three stages: 
herstory (the rediscovery of prominent women in history), additive 
history (social history with a focus on women), and gender history (a 
focus on gender relations and difference-making). The drawback of 
Scott’s model is that it is too didactic for its own good. Despite her efforts 
to show that the various stages were not homogeneous and historical 
developments were not linear, this is exactly how her thematization has 
come to be understood and used.

In Sweden, Hirdman launched a Scott-influenced historiographical 
model based on the formula ‘And, how, why’.34 ‘And’ history was a variant 
of herstory, the phase in which women were added to an otherwise 
male-dominated historiography. According to Hirdman, the issue 
with this type of women’s history was that women, with a few notable 
exceptions, were universally marginalized in society; it was simply 
too difficult to find female counterparts to the usual great men. ‘How’ 
history was used to reach beyond the eras and events of male-dominated 
historiography in order to tell other stories centred on women’s lives 
and work. It was an important empirical step, as there was a great deal 
of evidence available with which to describe women’s lives. However, 
as a study of power relations it had its limitations, as all it did was make 
oppression visible—without explaining it. This led to the development of 
‘why’ history, a strand of women’s history occupied with the questions of 
why women were subordinate to men in the past, how their subordination 
changed over time, and why it took the form it did in any given period. 
It became a matter of studying power relations in the past. 

The application of Scott’s three-stage model can be better gauged 
using Clare Hemmings’ historiographical studies. Hemmings is critical 
of this type of developmental narrative. She studies the history of feminist 
theory and notices a tendency to construct a decade-specific narrative 
when telling the story of its development. As she says,
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Western feminist theory tells its own story as a developmental narrative, 
where we move from a preoccupation with unity and sameness, through 
identity and diversity, and on to difference and fragmentation. These 
shifts are broadly conceived of as corresponding to the decades of the 
1970s, 1980s and 1990s respectively, and to a move from liberal, socialist 
and radical feminist thought to postmodern gender theory.35

Hemmings demonstrates that the periodization of feminist theory has 
taken on a life of its own. It is repeated in articles, reference works, and 
lectures with few, if any, references or empirical evidence.

The type of periodization that Hemmings is uncomfortable with 
is called ‘descriptions of a time period’ by the historian Ludmilla 
Jordanova.36 When we talk about periods or years (think 1789, 1968, or 
1989) it may seem to us that we are describing the past in a neutral fashion; 
Jordanova counters that we instead tend to attribute our periodizations 
with significance. In that sense, references to, say, 1989 not only invoke 
the events of that year, but also their aftermath and symbolic significance; 
the year is not reducible to what happened in 1989, but rather is part of 
a broader narrative. 

To Hemmings’ mind, something similar happened to the periodi-
zation of feminist theory. By privileging a model divided into decades, 
we conjure up specific associations when we hear someone refer to 
women’s research in the 1970s, which, she suggests, can be summarized 
as follows: if you think of its development as progress, your mind goes 
to ‘the naïve, essentialist seventies’; if you think of its development as 
regression, it is instead ‘the politicized, unified early second wave’.37 

The question is whether the same thing has happened in the applica-
tion of Scott’s three-stage model. In Hirdman’s version, surprisingly few 
examples are given of research at each of the three stages; it operates on 
a conceptual level. Moreover, it is a conceptualization which implicitly 
rates newer research more highly than earlier research. It is open to 
question, naturally, but I would say it matters that this type of model 
mixes empirical observations with strategic positionings.
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Feminist ambitions
The ‘problematization of the situation of women’ was expected of women’s 
history from the very first. As the reviews of the early theses showed, this 
problematization was set against the claims of scientificity. Qvist and 
Westman Berg were judged to have managed the balancing act where 
Åsbrink failed. The subtext was that using a feminist perspective to go 
up against the scholarly norms of the day came with certain risks. It 
certainly made it easier for the research to be dismissed for gender bias.

For the individual researcher, as in Åsbrink’s case, hostile reviews 
could make it difficult to have an academic career. For female academics 
who rallied round, the accusation of gender bias was laughable. Surely, 
they asked, it was the other way round. Women had been excluded 
from universities for hundreds of years, leaving men to develop the 
academic method and decide what would be considered scholarship, 
and what might be important to study. Since women were neither the 
researchers nor the subjects of research at the universities, was it not 
the men’s research that was partisan?

In the volume Gråt inte—forska! (1978, ‘Don’t cry—research!) Westman 
Berg and the literary scholar Åsa Stenwall formulated the matter in their 
own distinctive way,

Men have… succeeded in making themselves representatives of human-
kind. In their scholarly world, the other half of humanity, women, have 
been forgotten, largely deliberately. If ever they featured as research 
subjects, it was as something less significant or as an exception to ‘the 
normal’. They have been described and valued using stereotypical female 
clichés. … Researchers have worked on the premise that it is sufficient 
to study the males of Homo sapiens, since man is the same as human 
and thus represents both genders. This androcentric view has left us 
with a very skewed, diminished picture of humanity and the world, 
where a myriad of important lives have not been seen.38

Gråt inte—forska! is a classic of Swedish women’s research. Its authors 
mull over what women’s research is and should be. The title is a paraphrase 
of the Swedish-born trade union activist Joe Hill’s exhortation, ‘Don’t 
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mourn—organize!’ When Gråt inte—forska! was published, women’s 
research was on the brink of a more systematic institutionalization: the 
founding of the Forum for Women Researchers in Lund in 1978; the 
academic journal of women’s studies and later gender studies, Kvin-
novetenskaplig Tidskrift, now Genusvetenskaplig Tidskrift, in 1980; the 
chair in women’s history in 1984. Hill had been encouraging a comrade 
not to mourn his death, but to continue the class struggle; in Westman 
Berg and Stenwall’s case, I take their paraphrase to mean that rather than 
despairing, female researchers should continue to work for their rightful 
place in society, despite women’s precarious situation past and present. 

Westman Berg and Stenwall’s opinions were coloured by the time 
when they were writing. Although the position of women at Sweden’s 
universities was better in the 1970s than it had ever been, it was still 
uncertain, and women’s research was far from established. Hemmings’ 
historiographical critique, like the tendency to portray older research 
as less advanced, leads me to wonder whether what has changed is the 
contemporary context rather than the research objective (to problematize 
the situation of women). As Sweden has become a more equal country, 
researchers engaged in women’s research have had to change how they 
describe the situation: it is no longer thought appropriate or correct to 
pit women against men in the way Westman Berg does. Yet a change in 
direction does not necessarily entail a change in objective.

In the early 2000s, another paraphrase, this time ‘Gråt gärna—men 
forska’ (‘Feel free to cry—but do research’) was coined in conference 
proceedings which included four essays on the status and state of 
women’s and gender research.39 The contrast to Westman Berg’s account 
is dramatic, to say the least. Now the Nordic countries are described 
as spearheading gender equality, and women’s research as successfully 
influencing politics. As one of the contributors sums it up, ‘In the Nordic 
countries, we have widespread support for women/gender research and 
relations with representatives of “state feminism” are good’.40 Another 
stated that the bottom-up perspective of early women’s research, like its 
focus on patriarchy, is no longer a priority, as research now concentrates 
on ‘kjønn-som-relasjon’ (‘gender as a relationship’).41 They find it difficult 
to pin down what is left to study, or what ought to be studied. One 
contributor stresses how important it is to think of women in the plural, 
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another that the situation in the Nordic countries must be compared 
with the rest of the world, and a third that the necessary combination 
of movement, research, and politics is a strength—but a critical distance 
must be maintained.

In the twenty-first century, this analysis of the situation has in turn 
been subject to criticism. Satisfaction with the ground won for gender 
equality and women’s and gender research has been seen as a mark of 
the researchers’ privileged position. The gender scholar Mia Liinason 
has called the academic feminists ‘self-righteous’ and the economic 
historian Paulina de los Reyes and sociologist Diana Mulinari have 
dismissed their attitude as ‘hegemonic feminism’.42 The criticism can 
be summarized as follows: it is inappropriate for women and gender 
researchers to rest on their laurels when there is still so much injustice 
to investigate, theorize, and combat, from neoliberal political reform, 
the problems of integration and segregation, to the handling of Sweden’s 
colonial and racist past.

What conclusions can be drawn from this? Certainly, each new 
generation of researchers positions themselves against their predecessors, 
and in women’s research whether their forerunners’ analysis of power 
has proved fruitful or not. I would suggest that such critiques of older 
research tend to be misleading. The fundamental driving force in women’s 
research of any vintage has always been to problematize power relations, 
but how that is done reflects the currents in the researchers’ own day.

Final reflections
How was women’s history received in its early stages? The discussions 
about women’s history are a mark of its complex reality. Åsbrink’s seven-
hour-long viva and the harsh reviews of her thesis is an illustrative 
example of the clash between scholarly norms and feminist ambitions. 
Yet the strength of reaction to Åsbrink’s study was the exception rather 
than the rule; minor objections were usually the order of the day. The 
external examiner may have said of Qvist’s thesis that the impression it 
gave of male-dominated society was too dark, but it was a passing remark 
that did not affect an otherwise positive judgement. From a sociological 
point of view, it was not unimportant that Åsbrink was a woman and 
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Qvist a man. As Lönnroth said in his review, Qvist as a man was not open 
to accusations of special pleading. If there was anything in Lönnroth’s 
words, it meant the opposite was also true—that it could be to a woman’s 
disadvantage to be a female researcher studying women’s history.

Another feature of women’s history in its early stages was intradisci-
plinary exchange. The business of drawing demarcation lines was soon 
underway. Westman Berg wrote in her review of Qvist’s Fredrika Bremer 
study that he had failed to take into account the situation of women. This 
objection has continued to feature prominently in discussions among 
women’s historians. The most famous instance was the appointment 
to the chair of women’s history, when the outgoing professor Gunhild 
Kyle said the problematization of the situation of women should be the 
decider in whether research counted as women’s history. In surveying 
the reviews in daily press and academic journals from the period, I 
found this very formulation used by Westman Berg as early as the 1960s.

It is worth reflecting on how, in differentiating between older and 
newer research, academics venture opinions of the quality of the research. 
Given Hemmings’ historiographical critique, we should be alert to the 
strategic uses of how we tell the history of historical research. As we 
consider Scott’s stages and similar periodizations, we should ask ourselves 
what empirical evidence each model is based on and what implicit values 
it communicates. Naturally, over time there have always been qualitative 
differences in research, and studies which take into account the content 
and historical context can successfully explain those differences.

What exactly does it mean to problematize the situation of women? I 
would argue it is inevitably contingent on the context. In the volume Gråt 
inte—forska! the analysis of power reflected the still uncertain situation 
for female researchers and women’s history at Sweden’s universities in 
the 1970s. The exclusion of women and the pronounced male bias in 
research were always going to be important. By the end of the century, 
when Sweden as a country was more equal and the Nordic region was 
held up as a success, the opposition between women and men was 
toned down and the talk instead was of ‘gender as a relationship’. This 
description of the situation has since come under fire for what it says 
about academics’ privileged position and their obliviousness to new 
and remaining injustices.
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Chapter 7

‘Begetting offspring’
Marital duty and ambiguous gender 

in the early eighteenth century
Åsa Karlsson Sjögren

In June 1714, Johan Helin, the parish priest of Nöbbele in southern 
Sweden, wrote to the cathedral chapter in Växjö. He had tried to do 
his pastoral duty by persuading a married couple, a tailor called Johan 
Jonsson and his wife Ingrid Fridtzdotter, to overcome their differences. 
However, after questioning both husband and wife, Helin said he was 
‘sensible’ to something else behind their dispute, and he concluded 
the reason was that the husband could not do his marital duty, as he 
was, as Helin put it, ‘wholly incapable’. The priest added that he saw no 
prospect of the couple being persuaded to ‘build a marriage with each 
other’, and therefore was submitting the matter to the cathedral chapter 
for their consideration.1 In this essay, we will become acquainted with 
the couple and the reasons for their marital discord, the ecclesiastical 
and secular authorities’ responses, and the question of whether they 
should be allowed to divorce.

In Sweden it was not forbidden to divorce at the time: there were 
legal reasons such as adultery, deliberate abandonment, or an inability 
to have sex, while other reasons, such as the ‘unreasonable behaviour’ 
that later became common, were not in themselves grounds for divorce. 
The Church did its utmost to persuade unhappy couples, once married, 
to forgive each other and reconcile.

Complex cases might make their way up to the King in Council and 
Justitierevisionen (the Council sitting as the Supreme Court), as this 
case did after it had been heard by the cathedral chapter in Växjö. It 
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emerged that the husband suspected his wife of adultery, which was the 
most common grounds for divorce, but it could not be proved. What 
complicated things was that the couple had been married for six years 
before their marital problems came to the attention of the authorities, 
and the man was thought to be a ‘hermaphrodite’ or ‘androgyne’.

Besides the Växjö cathedral chapter’s pronouncement, the Supreme 
Court prepared to hear the case by soliciting the opinions of the Royal 
Consistory and the Stockholm Consistory. In the end, the Supreme Court 
sent the case back down the legal hierarchy to the Göta Court of Appeal 
and Växjö cathedral chapter for new hearings and judicial decisions. The 
questions were whether the couple should be allowed to divorce, and 
whether they were to be punished for having wed, even though they knew 
about the husband’s incapacity before the marriage. The context in which 
these questions were asked was one where marriage was a fundamental 
social institution that had to be protected from undesirable behaviour 
of any kind, and where different societal interests met: the Church 
had an interest in church weddings being the legal basis for marriage, 
and thus for consent, while the secular arm was more concerned with 
uniting property and kin and less about the individuals’ wishes. At this 
time, childbearing was still fundamental to the legal ramifications of 
marriage.2 The question of the husband being a hermaphrodite thus had 
to be addressed. In the sources it was described as an ‘unusual case’. In 
the literature there are a few empirical cases where one spouse’s sex was 
said to be ambiguous or unclear. With the present case study, another 
piece of the puzzle is added to our knowledge of Sweden’s history of 
marriage and gender.

In legal terms, it was Johan’s alleged inability to have sex within 
marriage which could be grounds for divorce. In Swedish law, sexual 
incapacity was a legal reason for divorce in the seventeenth century, but 
an unusual one. In her study of marriage and divorce in the southern 
province of Småland, Malin Lennartsson gives a clear example of how 
sexual incapacity did not constitute the direct basis for divorce—the 
circumstances had to be right for it to be a valid reason. Difficulties that 
arose since the couple wed were not sufficient ground, unless at the first 
attempt at intercourse.3 Hanne Marie Johansen notes that in Norway 
in this period, although the legislation was clear that impotence, like 
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adultery and abandonment, was grounds for divorce, it was unusual 
for a marriage to be ended for that reason. In the example she gives, 
the wife said her husband was ‘uncomfortable with marriage’, but also 
had a ‘secret illness’—something which was also grounds for divorce, 
had he had the illness when they wed.4 Similarly, in the Scottish legal 
tradition, marital incapacity was rarely grounds for divorce; instead, 
adultery was commonest, with abandonment in second place.5 Of the 
late seventeenth-century Scottish cases considered in more detail in Leah 
Leneman’s survey, some included statements indicating they concerned 
men with feminine features. In one example, the couple had been married 
for 15 years and never had intercourse. The husband was described as 
beardless, he spoke in a light voice ‘like a woman’, and on inspection 
his genitals were found to be incomplete and without testicles.6

Unlike Protestant societies, where adultery and abandonment were 
the leading reasons, in Catholic Spain the justification for divorce, or 
rather annulment, was different. Despite the Catholic Church’s ban 
on divorce, couples still separated. A marriage could also be annulled, 
which equated to a full divorce. The valid basis for annulling a marriage 
was an inability to have intercourse, which applied for both women and 
men. It is interesting to note the cases that came before the courts were 
not brought by the couples themselves or by reason of their partner’s 
incapacity; instead, it was usually when a priest tried to force a couple 
who had separated to live together that the problems appeared. It was 
not an easy matter to handle legally, especially not for the individuals. 
Years might have to pass between wedding and separation, and even 
longer for an annulment.7

‘Wholly incapable of marriage’
In the Nöbbele case it was the husband’s sexual incapacity which inval-
idated the marriage and could constitute grounds for divorce. How was 
his condition described? In the legal opinions about Johan Jonsson and 
Ingrid Fridtzdotter’s divorce case, various terms were used to describe 
what it meant. Inevitably, the husband was described as ‘impotent’. 
There was talk of ‘the hermaphrodite’ being ‘incompetent’, and that it 
was forbidden for someone ‘wholly incapable of the fulfilment of his 
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duty’ to consent to marriage. The term ‘unamenability’ was contrasted 
with what was expected of individuals entering into marriage, which 
presupposed their ‘amenability to marriage’ (amenable in the sense of 
capable).8 Thus the language was one of ability—the person was not able 
to fulfil their marital duties. When referring to the husband’s impotence 
it was not necessary to mention intercourse; it was spoken of in terms of 
the marriage. The question was whether ‘hermaphrodites were capable of 
marriage or not’.9 There could be no doubt that marriage was predicated 
on a functioning sex life.

Most opinions about Johan’s ‘incapacity’ were given not by the 
couple, but by the secular and religious authorities when describing 
the situation. At one point, Johan himself commented on his situation. 
When questioned by the cathedral chapter, he was asked if he had ‘had 
intercourse with her’ since they were wed, to which he answered ‘no’, 
and that he could not have either.10

When Ingrid was asked to confirm her husband was ‘incapable of 
marital duties’, she replied that she did not ‘wish to speak of it’.11 In 
subsequent questioning, she said she had wanted to separate for other 
reasons, but she was forced to seek a divorce because her husband’s ‘fault’ 
had been discovered.12 Describing the situation on a later occasion, she 
said Johan was ‘incapable’.13 She went no further than that.

The couple’s reluctance to discuss their sex life was something they 
were held accountable for under the law. Ingrid’s responsibility in 
particular was spelled out. She should not have married Johan, and 
once married she had said nothing. They had lived together for a full 
six years without the authorities hearing a word about their situation. 
This was in many ways deceitful, but the Stockholm Consistory noted 
a mitigating circumstance: the husband could not bring himself to be 
naked, and that and the wife’s modesty meant others had no opportunity 
to discover what was amiss.14

The sources did not go into the specifics of why Johan was incapable 
of marriage. There was talk of something ‘wrong’, ‘nature’s fault’, and 
his ‘constitution’, and it was evidently something to do with his genitals, 
but there was no further information about what exactly.15 The case 
had begun with their parish priest’s letter to the cathedral chapter in 
Växjö, in which he described the husband as ‘wholly incapable’, but 
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said nothing explicit about the suspicions he was a hermaphrodite. It 
was only at the hearing by the cathedral chapter that the question was 
put directly, and answered.

‘More sexu feminino than masculino’
In the late seventeenth century, there was great interest in Europe 
in hermaphroditism, which became a subject of scientific research. 
In Sweden too there was curiosity about hermaphrodites, both as a 
figure of thought and in reality.16 Maja Bondestam refers to a married 
couple at the end of the seventeenth century where the wife was a 
hermaphrodite, in a case the authorities postponed and seem not to 
have resolved. Other cases relating to physical defects or difficulties in 
exercising conjugal rights were difficult to assess and were postponed, 
according to Bondestam.17 In Johan Jonsson and Ingrid Fridtzdotter’s 
case the opposite was true; it was brought before various ecclesiastical 
and secular instances, the couple were questioned several times, and 
he underwent physical examinations twice.

Hermaphrodite was the term used most frequently to describe 
Johan’s ‘constitution’, but ‘hermaphrodite or androgyne’ were used 
occasionally, and once ‘androgyne’ on its own.18 The terms may have 
been thought synonymous, but equally the ‘or’ might have been a sign of 
their uncertainty about what was ‘wrong’ with the husband. It is worth 
noting that it was on the last occasion, after Johan had been examined 
by two surgeons, that the court clerk noted in the margin that he was 
an ‘androgyne’.19

At the hearing by Växjö cathedral chapter, the couple were closely 
questioned about where the husband had been christened and by whom, 
what had been said at their betrothal, where the banns had been called 
and by whom, and who had performed their marriage.20 The subtext was 
the husband should have been examined before the wedding, which the 
cathedral chapter noted had been missed: he should have undergone 
an ‘inspection’ to see if he was ‘capable of marriage or not, and which 
sex prevailed in him’.21

After his physical examination it was recorded that Johan ‘resembled 
more sexu feminino than masculino’.22 There was no question of inves-
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tigating or genderizing his behaviour or appearance, nor was there any 
indication he behaved in an unmasculine or feminine manner. Instead, 
the only concern was his genital, sexual capabilities: that was what the 
authorities wanted to determine.

At the cathedral chapter hearing in Växjö, Johan had been examined 
by a surgeon, but the Stockholm Consistory said that was not sufficient 
basis for a decision and the professional opinion of two surgeons was 
needed. It was said to be necessary because the case was so unusual, 
but also, since both wanted a divorce because they were tired of each 
other, there was a suspicion they had colluded in inventing an excuse.23 
Bondestam, referring to a handful of legal cases between the late seven-
teenth century and the nineteenth century, argues that statements by 
midwives or local priests were increasingly thought insufficient, and 
medically trained experts were brought in to give their opinion. There 
were few cases, though, and there are only rudimentary descriptions of 
the early ones in particular.24 The present case study represents a shift 
in chronology, as it shows that in the early eighteenth century experts 
were already being consulted in divorce cases (in the highest courts, at 
least) to judge whether one of the parties was a hermaphrodite or not.

An important factor in how Johan’s case was handled, bearing out 
the literature, was that the Stockholm Consistory found that being 
a hermaphrodite was not a crime per se. Further, it found it was not 
criminal for a hermaphrodite to marry; under certain circumstances 
it should be allowed, and for that reason no one involved could be 
considered criminal.25

The literature has examples of people apparently left to determine 
their own gender or switch between genders, and that this was tolerated 
by the community.26 The Royal Consistory’s legal opinion included an 
interesting passage about its views on the possibility of changing sex. 
At an earlier hearing in Växjö, questions had been asked about Johan’s 
age. He was then 26 and so would have been about 20 when they wed.27 
The Royal Consistory said that since he was ‘somewhat advanced in 
years, there is no hope in sight that he can later acquire a greater resem-
blance to sexu masculino than feminino.’28 This implied they thought a 
young person could acquire male genitalia as they developed physically. 
Bondestam gives an example where there seems to have been a view 
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of sex and gender as open to change: a woman who over the years had 
increasingly become a man, in a gender shift that seems to have been 
accepted by those around her.29

A central issue in deciding Johan and Ingrid’s divorce was whether 
they had entered into marriage voluntarily and she had been aware 
of his impotence before they married. The Växjö cathedral chapter 
concluded that was indeed the case, and thus their punishment ought 
to be remaining bound by marriage, so they would not be granted a 
divorce.30 However, according to the Stockholm Consistory there was a 
flaw in that argument, and, in arguing that the couple should be allowed 
a divorce, it made much of the wife’s need for an ‘enjoyable’ marriage. If 
she were not allowed a divorce, ‘the pleasures of the sinful flesh’ would 
be kindled, and she would face ‘temptations and anguish.’31 It seems in 
this case they did not even consider there could be attraction or a sexual 
relationship between Ingrid and Johan, because he was predominantly 
‘sexu feminino’. Instead, Ingrid would have to resort to having sex with 
another man, or abstain completely.

Since Johan was otherwise considered a man, there seems to have 
been no notion that the couple might have a same-sex relationship. 
There are examples in the literature of women apparently in same-sex 
relationships in the early modern period. Women had relationships 
with women; women in the guise of men married women. In Sweden, 
the courts were not interested in whether there were erotic motives 
behind such marriages; in their sentencing they concentrated on other 
factors, such as bigamy, deception, and the women ‘making a mockery 
of the marriage ceremony’. What had to be protected was marriage 
as an institution.32 The approach was to remain silent, and same-sex 
sexuality went largely unremarked, following the dictum that it was 
better to handle cases individually as they appeared in the courts than 
to legislate against ‘the sins of Sodom’ and so spread knowledge of their 
existence. It was ‘better to silence’ them.33
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‘Illegal carnal intercourse before the wedding’
The Stockholm Consistory said that to punish Ingrid for entering into 
marriage despite knowing about Johan’s ‘constitution’ was to admit 
that betrothed couples should have sex before marriage. Even though 
Ingrid, when questioned, had finally admitted she knew about Johan 
before they married, if she were punished it would be a reason ‘to excuse 
illegal carnal intercourse between the betrothed before the wedding.’34

Procreation was still fundamental to marriage. The authorities 
asserted it was a church wedding and not sexual intercourse which 
constituted a legally binding marriage, and although the Church could 
not shut its eyes to people having sex before marriage, at least once they 
were engaged, equally it did not want to encourage such behaviour.

 ‘A mockery of the married state’
It was not Johan and Ingrid who took their case to court on the basis 
of his sexual incapacity, however; it was their marital strife which 
persuaded their parish priest to act, in accordance with the Church’s 
mission to mediate between spouses and try to ensure that they lived 
according to the rules of society and the biblical commandments. 
However, compared to the other grounds for divorce, sexual incapacity 
was rare. It might have been that sexual incapacity or lack of desire lay 
behind the more usual adultery, but, if so, adultery was still the focus, 
and even then forgiveness, not divorce, was what was expected. Even 
in cases of abandonment, sexual incapacity could be the reason. In the 
present case there were accusations of adultery—that the wife had been 
unfaithful with other men, and that was what had triggered the couple’s 
estrangement. However, as long as it could not be proved, it was not a 
valid reason. There was a high burden of proof in all the courts which 
heard adultery cases.35

Marriage was a contract, and for the Church consent was central. 
Even in an arranged marriage, the woman had agency and in theory 
entered into the relationship voluntarily. Once married, spouses were 
responsible for working on their marriage and building a functioning 
life together.36
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The consistories’ legal opinions were harsh verdicts on the couple’s 
behaviour. Views differed on the question of whether Ingrid and Johan 
should be granted a divorce and whether punishment was called for. The 
consistories allocated responsibility differently too. The Royal Consis-
tory commented that it was forbidden to consent to something on false 
premises; consent under such circumstances was criminal, because of 
the deception. The couple had intentionally ‘abused God’s word’ at their 
wedding: they had ‘made a mockery of marriage’, ‘frustrated … the pastoral 
office’, and ‘vexed’ the parish, and therefore ought to be punished.37

 Växjö cathedral chapter said that by entering into marriage, the 
couple had consented to live together, but that they had abused God’s 
word at the wedding ‘because they allowed wishes for offspring’. They 
had angered the parish and failed themselves and especially the pastoral 
office. The greatest betrayal though, according to the chapter, was the 
wife’s.38 Although the Stockholm Consistory also underlined the ‘vicious 
abuse, deceit, and vexation that has followed on this worthless marriage’, 
it downplayed the wife’s responsibility. The wife had based her consent 
on the hope that their marriage would be ‘enjoyable’, but did so out of 
‘innocent ignorance’ of what her husband’s ‘constitution’ really was. She 
had thus not given her consent out of ‘intentional anger and deceit, but 
out of simple ignorance in such a rare case’.39

‘She promised to live content with him’
If it was the case that Ingrid knew Johan did not have the same sexual 
capacity as other men, we may ask why she chose to marry him anyway. 
The answers she gave were tailored to the circumstances and presented 
her in the best light possible. At first, she denied knowing before the 
wedding that her husband could not have intercourse. When asked a 
direct question at one of the original hearings in Växjö, she told the 
cathedral chapter he had not said anything about it. It was only later, 
after it was proved to the contrary, that she admitted she knew how 
things stood even before the wedding.40 According to witnesses, at their 
betrothal she had first said she only ‘perhaps’ wanted him because he was 
not ‘capable of marriage’, but when confronted by the local regimental 
clerk Ingerman’s view that it were best to go their separate ways, because 
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they would have difficulties later, she had insisted that ‘it had to happen’. 
The witnesses to the betrothal were two lay judges, and they admitted 
the situation was known—‘there was gossip’—but they did not take any 
responsibility, referring to the fact it was Ingrid’s choice not to ‘receive 
the gifts, if she was not happy with him’.41

When Ingrid made her case for a divorce, it was her husband’s behav-
iour she gave as the main reason, not his inability to have intercourse. 
At the first cathedral chapter hearing, she was asked if ‘Johan Jonsson 
was incapable of marriage’, and according to the court record she had 
answered evasively ‘that she did not wish to speak of it’. Instead, she 
singled out his constant bickering as the reason she wanted ‘to be quit of 
him’.42 It was his daily behaviour that Ingrid returned to whenever she 
was asked why she wanted a divorce; that, and he had started to drink 
heavily.43 We may ask why she did not argue his sexual incapacity was 
grounds for divorce. That, after all, was what the cathedral chapter homed 
in on as the reason for their investigation. Quarrels and drunkenness 
were not sufficient grounds for a divorce, and even though Ingrid may 
not have known it herself, she surely knew impotence was a valid reason 
and could have made it her key argument. Perhaps she feared Johan’s 
accusations that she had been unfaithful would attract attention if she 
spoke up about their difficulties in their sex life.

Several times during the hearings it was said Ingrid did not view her 
husband’s sexual incapacity as a problem per se, that she could live ‘content’ 
with him despite it, and that she wanted to ‘put up with him’. To the direct 
question of whether, if they were divorced, she would marry someone 
else, she equivocated—‘I leave it in God’s hands’—and later at the same 
hearing said she would be ‘content’ even if she remained unmarried.44

Little more is forthcoming about Ingrid. There is no mention of her 
parents or relatives in the court records. When she met Johan, she was 
working as a maid for a Captain Rosenbielke, who played a mediating 
role when the couple married. In this period, a bride still had to have a 
giftoman (marriage guardian) to arrange the marriage and give her away, 
and in the absence of parents an employer could stand in. Rosenbielke 
was said to have ‘advised’ Johan to ‘take her’. Rosenbielke himself tried 
to play down the part he played, however, and when questioned he 
explained the case as he saw it: the couple had fallen out when Johan 
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suspected she was unfaithful.45 It is interesting to note that Ingrid was 
generally called ‘the woman’ rather than ‘the wife’ in the documents, 
a sign that her social position was low.46 Perhaps there were already 
strong, if unproven, suspicions that Ingrid had been unfaithful to Johan.

‘Now she has clothes on her back’
Johan was not communicative about why he had wanted to marry 
Ingrid. He said at one point the reason was ‘he would have her help’ 
and that he did it on his own initiative, despite his family’s opposition. 
Johan was a tailor and may have needed a wife by his side to run his 
business and household.

As we have seen, much of the concern at the hearings was with what 
Johan had told Ingrid before the wedding. Johan claimed Ingrid had 
wanted to marry him, even though she knew of his ‘natural faults’, and 
it was because she ‘was poor’.47 He had given her gifts which she had 
accepted, and she would not have needed to if she did not want him. 
He also claimed he had tried to dissuade her, but she ‘said she wanted 
to kill herself, if he did not want to consummate marriage with her.’ 48 
Johan’s godmother Lisbet Håkansdotter supposedly tried to dissuade 
Ingrid from marrying him.49

No doubt they both had strong materialistic reasons to marry, and 
nowhere in the sources is there any indication of any particular depth 
of feeling between them when they married. Once they had fallen out, 
Johan’s statements reeked of bitterness at having been exploited: she had 
married him because she was poor and knew that his craft would provide 
an income, ‘but now she has clothes on her back, she spurns him’.50

Both Johan and Ingrid were asked about their motives at the Växjö 
hearing, but when the cathedral chapter concluded they could not decide 
the matter and had to refer it to the King in Council and the Supreme 
Court, it was Ingrid alone who was the priority:

Whereas the woman Ingrid now plainly confessed to knowledge of 
Johan’s constitution before the wedding, and even so claimed marriage 
to him; therefore the matter is humbly referred to His Majesty’s Supreme 
Court.51
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 ‘Aught prejudicial in these proceedings’
The case of the tailor Johan Jonsson and Ingrid Fridtzdotter’s marriage 
had gone from the parish priest reporting their problems, via witness 
statements and hearings by the cathedral chapter in Växjö and later 
the Supreme Court, which in addition to the Växjö cathedral chapter’s 
pronouncement took up legal opinions from the Royal Consistory and 
the Stockholm Consistory before passing judgement. The legal opinions 
differed on the appropriate consequences for the couple: divorce or 
not, one party punished or both, or no punishment. The Växjö cathe-
dral chapter was inclined to hold the wife more accountable, both for 
having entered into marriage and for not raising the alarm when it 
was evident their sex life was not working, and the cathedral chapter 
could envisage the couple remaining married as punishment. The 
Stockholm Consistory considered they should be allowed to divorce, 
but disagreed on whether further punishment was appropriate: there 
were mitigating circumstances, and a danger associated with making 
the wife criminally accountable, especially given the consequences of 
the Church encouraging sex before marriage.

The wording of the Supreme Court’s records can be taken to mean 
they found it a difficult decision. It was noted some of its members were 
not present at the sitting, and there were to be further investigations 
to check if there was ‘aught prejudicial in these proceedings’. However, 
the record stated that the Supreme Court, instead of deciding or letting 
the case drop, referred the matter of the divorce back to the cathedral 
chapter. First, however, a decision was required about whether to punish 
the husband, and that fell to a secular court. The Supreme Court, which 
judged it was the husband who should be punished—‘for how he disap-
pointed this woman’—therefore referred it to the Göta Court of Appeal, 
which was asked to ensure the case was heard and that the husband was 
examined by two surgeons.52

The records of the Göta Court of Appeal note this was done and that 
the district court dealt with the case.53 The surgeons confirmed what had 
been found at previous hearings—the husband had ‘more resemblance 
to sexu feminino than masculino’—and the district court found that 
the wife would have known about this at the wedding. At the district 
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court hearing, new information was presented which changed the 
complexion of the case and overturned the previous decisions. According 
to the records of the Court of Appeal, it turned out the couple had had 
some form of sexual intercourse, and the ‘4 times they had intercourse 
together, she said she was satisfied’. The husband had thus believed he 
could fulfil his marital duties. Further, it was noted he had been given a 
male name at the font and ‘every day has been taken for a male person’. 
Thus, the district court said, it could not be concluded that the husband 
had ‘misled his wife Ingrid Fridtzdotter into an unseemly marriage’. 
Nor, it ruled, was there any reason to punish the husband for abusing 
God’s word or for contempt for the clergy.

Further new information had emerged about Ingrid. She was said 
to be pregnant, having ‘practised carnal intercourse’ with a farmhand 
named Nils Hane. Although Hane admitted he had had intercourse 
with her, he denied being the child’s father, and at the very least wanted 
to wait until the child was born to see if the birthday tallied with the 
‘date of fornication’. As it was a case of simple adultery, the district court 
postponed the matter until the next opportunity, the summer sitting. 
Due to the wife’s alleged adultery, there was reason for a divorce on 
legal grounds, and so most of the previous discussions about whether 
the couple should be allowed to divorce were redundant, even though 
it was such a long time since they had married.

The Court of Appeal confirmed the district court’s judgement, and 
decided that ‘the tailor Johan Jonsson in this case is acquitted from 
punishment’. The surgeons who examined his genitals seem to have 
come to the same conclusion as the previous examination, but as Johan 
was now known to have been unaware he might be thought anything 
other than a man, and not least because he and Ingrid had sex on 
several occasions, he was acquitted. It is interesting to note the Court 
of Appeal now chose the term ‘androgyne’ over ‘hermaphrodite’. The 
name of the case was given in the margins of the court record as ‘Johan 
Jonsson and his wife Ingrid Fridtzdotter about discord in marriage, 
that he is an androgyne.’54 That may have been the wording because it 
was now judged his genitalia were more feminine than masculine, but 
in everything else Johan behaved like a man, and was thought of by 
himself and others as a man.
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‘There was gossip’
In this essay, we have become acquainted with a divorce case from rural 
Sweden, which passed through several ecclesiastical and secular courts. 
Each had difficulty handling the case within the existing legal framework 
for marriage and divorce, and therefore came to different conclusions 
about whether the couple should be granted a divorce and whether one 
or both should be punished or not. As a case study, it confirms what 
the literature argues: that in the event of ‘sexual incapacity’ affecting 
a marriage, it was rare for the couple to take their case to court, and 
it was other factors which made their difficulties with sex and having 
children public. In the Nöbbele case, the focus was on the husband 
and his genital ‘capacity’, not his behaviour or general appearance. 
Hermaphroditism was known of, and as it was not criminal it was not 
obvious it was the husband who was at fault. The wife’s responsibility 
was at least as great if not greater than her husband’s; something seized 
on by the lower courts, where the spouses’ social status may also have 
played into the courts’ findings.

The wife was suspected of adultery, which according to the husband 
had created the rift between them. Adultery ultimately decided the 
case. It is possible his suspicions were shared by the community and 
the cathedral chapter and other courts, as they were mentioned in the 
court record and legal opinions, even though they could not be proven 
by witnesses. Ingrid Fridtzdotter was often referred to as ‘the woman’, 
and there are other indications her social position was weak: no parents 
or relatives were mentioned and she was said to have married because she 
was ‘poor’. When, because of her pregnancy, it was finally determined 
she was guilty of adultery, the matter was settled. She was the guilty 
party, and as it was adultery she could never remarry, though she could 
live as a divorcee with her illegitimate child.

Johan Jonsson may not have belonged to the social elite, but his 
position seems to have been stronger than Ingrid’s. As a tailor he had 
an occupation, there were references to his relatives in the court record, 
and he behaved throughout as the man he was thought to be, even 
though ‘there was gossip’. At the Växjö cathedral chapter hearing, Johan 
had been asked his views on the ban on remarriage if the divorce were 
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granted. His reply was that he did not want to marry again, ever. As it 
turned out, he was to be granted a divorce as the innocent party, and it 
is not known what happened next. The well-wishers at their wedding 
had hoped in vain for ‘offspring’, and it seems highly unlikely Johan 
could have children of his own. Yet, as was said during the proceedings, 
it was not forbidden for ‘hermaphrodites’ to marry, so it is conceivable 
that a new marriage beckoned for Johan, if he so wished. 
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Chapter 8

Into the wild and back again
Pornographic discourse and sexual 

liberation in Sweden, 1954–1986
Jens Rydström

This essay will discuss how queer expressions took up more and more 
space in straight pornographic magazines in Sweden in the 1950s, only 
to disappear again in the 1980s.1 How did the editors motivate their 
publication of male nudes? What reactions from the readership did 
it provoke? How did text and images change over time? Inspired by 
Jack Halberstam’s metaphor of ‘The Wild’—a disorderly realm outside 
the heteronormative matrix—I argue that the hidden networks of 
homosexuals, fetishists, trans people, animal lovers, and others who 
became visible during the ‘sexual revolution’ represented a wild mix of 
practices and pleasures, previously only accessible via closed networks 
in big cities.2 Much of this hitherto hidden sexual undergrowth went 
on to become invisible again, whereas other stigmatized practices and 
expressions were to be conditionally recognized as part of the sexual, 
gendered diversity of an enlightened and tolerant society.

The sexual revolution must be seen in the context of a wider protest 
culture in the 1960s, when young men and women questioned the morals 
and politics of their elders. In Sweden, the sexual liberation movement, 
demanding free abortion, a lower age of consent for same-sex relations, 
and the legalization of pornography, peaked in the first half of the 1960s, 
but led to lasting change through the reforms it inspired.3 Pornography 
was legalized in 1971, abortion became a matter of the woman’s own 
choice in 1974, and the age of consent for same-sex relations was dropped 
to that for different-sex relations in 1978. Even before pornography was 
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legalized, however, porn markets had expanded considerably, and the 
legal boundaries for what was considered to ‘offend public decency’ 
were increasingly contested.4 As the law was challenged, a multitude 
of ‘indecent’ expressions appeared in the open, many of which were in 
opposition to post-war heteronormative values. As a result, polymor-
phously perverse cultural expressions also flourished in supposedly 
straight pornography magazines for a brief period of time, before new 
sexual codes were established and new boundaries were drawn.

Research on twentieth-century pornography has dealt with censor-
ship, the burgeoning porn market, or gay erotic publications, but there 
are no previous studies of the rich flora of unstraight sexual expressions 
in publications aimed primarily at heterosexual audiences. In a Nordic 
context, Curth Hson’s publishing business was unique in opening for 
such inclusive and diverse pornographic expressions.5

Piff, a different porn magazine
Kurt Hugo Nilson (1924–1988), better known as Curth Hson (pronounced 
Haw-son), set up his own publishing house in 1947, and two years later 
edited Brinnande blomma (‘Burning Flower’), a novel about a homosexual 
teacher in love with a student. It was written by Jan Hogan, a pseudonym 
for Nils Hallbeck, who became one of the most prolific gay authors in 
Sweden in the 1950s, and also Hson’s adviser on male homosexuality.6 
Hson continued to produce books with a wide variety of erotic themes 
and soon moved on to producing pornographic magazines. Hson’s 
best-known magazines, and the ones that made him rich, were Piff 
(1954–1986), Raff (1957–1982), and Paff (1962–1984). All three were printed 
in a small format, slightly larger than A5, which was convenient for 
handling, hiding, and discreet distribution from vending machines.7

When Hson’s flagship Piff was launched in 1954, it was marketed as 
‘The magazine that is different’, and indeed it did introduce something 
new to the Swedish porn market. Instead of the older boulevard journals’ 
larger format, celebrity gossip, and focus on lightly dressed women in 
alluring poses, the new magazine offered a mixture of more explicit 
erotica and articles on crime and violence. There were reports about 
exotic places and people, often presented with an inherently racist and 
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fetishist gaze, but also about hyper-masculine men in the US. Sweden’s 
post-war admiration for everything American was endless, and Piff 
featured a steady flow of articles about cowboys, professional boxers, 
FBI agents, and all sorts of overseas daredevils. In these contexts, many 
men were portrayed, but none of them naked.8

The new magazine seemingly attracted the attention of a broader 
readership than straight men, and Piff soon ran material on a number 
of queer practices. In only the fourth issue of 1954, it published an article 
about a trans man in England.9 This first article with a trans theme was 
sensationalist and exoticizing, but in time more and more readers wrote 
in to share their trans experiences, one of them even calling Curth Hson 
the transvestites’ ‘best friend’.10 In 1956, Piff encouraged its readers to 
send in demands for topics they wanted covered in the magazine, and 
subsequently published a series of articles on such varied topics as trans 
experience, male homosexuality, lesbianism, voyeurism, masturbation, 
and sadomasochism, and it opened its columns for a lively debate about 
the joys of spanking and the value of an ‘old-fashioned upbringing’.11 In 
1957 the magazine introduced a special section called ‘Toffelhjältarnas 
vrå’ (‘Dominated husbands’ corner’), where male readers could complain 
about or praise their female partners’ dominating manner.12

Much of the material was presented facetiously, mirroring the readers’ 
sexual fantasies, but Piff also provided space for serious counselling. In 
December 1956 a concerned mother wrote about her worries:

I have a son who is 17 years old. He is crazy about women’s clothes. 
Once my husband and I surprised him dressed in my underwear. He 
was given a good hiding by my husband and had to promise not to do 
such a silly thing again. Now I wonder if it is dangerous. I hope there 
is no risk it will make him a homosexual?13

The Piff counsellor assured her there was no risk her son would become 
a homosexual by this practice, but that there was a possibility he had 
been one since he was born. ‘For the urge to dress in female attire is 
often connected to homosexuality. It is not dangerous but very innocent. 
Give him understanding instead of a beating!’14
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Male nudity
Two years after the start, Piff published its first photo of a male model. 
A muscular man in extremely brief silk shorts and a pencil moustache 
appeared together with two women, one of them wearing a sash saying 
‘Miss France 1955’, the other in a loose flannel skirt and blouse, both 
ostensibly admiring the male model’s rippling muscles.15 This first 
publication of male nudity, however, provoked a reaction. A reader 
complained that the magazine’s attempt to ‘satisfy certain strata in your 
readership’ merely gave the impression that the editors did not take it 
seriously enough.16

No, give us healthier, sounder men than the rather disgusting type you 
presented in your last issue. If I may give you some words of advice I 
would suggest that you study the American physique magazines. Their 
content is a bit mixed, but there are also very agreeable things. I would 
especially argue for my special favourites, namely Jerry Ross, Richard 
Alan, Glenn Bishop and Steve Reeves.17

This reader displayed a remarkable knowledge of American physique 
magazines’ models, who often appeared in sexually alluring poses. In 
David Johnson’s study Buying Gay, one of his informants even thought 
Richard Alan and Glenn Bishop were a couple, since they appeared 
together so often. Be that as it may, but Richard Alan in fact denounced 
his thousands of queer fans in 1958, when he said in an interview that 
most of them ‘were of the element that is giving weight training its 
biggest black eye—homosexuals’.18

The editors of Piff soon began to publish male nudity more frequently. 
The first completely naked man appeared in December 1956: an open-air, 
nudist scene with a happily smiling naked man on a beach with the 
sea behind him. He points his right finger to the ground and raises his 
left arm to the sky, his hair blowing in the wind—although suitably 
pomaded according to the fashion—and seems to be taking one step 
forward. He appears to be between 30 and 40, his body smooth and 
hairless except for tuffs of hair in his armpits and around his genitals, 
and his moderately sized penis is limp.19
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Personal ads
The magazine’s interest in what we today would call queer sexual desire 
and gender expressions seemingly attracted queer readers, and in January 
1956, the first same-sex personal ad appeared among all those looking 
for different-sex partners.

Ample female Piff-reader, 40 years old, looking for intimate letter 
exchange with cultivated woman interested in literature and photography. 
Reply to ‘Lesbos’.20

This lesbian pioneer opened the door for other readers seeking a partner 
of the same sex. Some months later, Piff published its first—rather 
timid—advertisement from a man seeking a man:

Young man, 22 years old, feeling lonely, wants experienced gentleman 
as penfriend. Reply to ‘The Friend’.21

This was soon followed by a more daring request:

Oslo-man, 55 years old, seeking contact with young Oslo boy, 18–20, who 
wants old-fashioned strict education. Letter exchange with experienced 
men and women also of interest. Reply to ‘Carrot and Stick’.22

Apart from illustrating that Piff had a Scandinavian readership, this 
ad from a Norwegian man is an example of many readers’ bisexual 
tastes. The growing presence of people with trans experiences was also 
manifested in several personal ads:

Young man, partial transvestite, seeking letter exchange or personal 
contact w. modern lady who also likes high heels and refined feminine 
clothing. Reply to ‘Refinement’.23

The personal ads, however, did not go unnoticed by the public prosecutor. 
Soon after they were introduced, Piff was charged for publishing material 
that ‘offended public decency’, since the advertisers were obviously 
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looking for sexual partners, and the prosecutor duly noted that requests 
mentioning ‘education’ signalled that some of them had a ‘proclivity for 
masochism’. The choice of adverts targeted by the prosecutor indicates 
that the ads susceptible to legal action were those looking for unorthodox 
sex, such as advertisers looking for couples, women looking for women, 
or men or women looking for dominance and submission. Curth Hson 
was sentenced to a fine of SEK 600 (about $900 today) and the magazines 
were seized by the police.24

Raff, a more decent publication?
The year after the trial, in 1957, Curth Hson launched his second publi-
cation, Raff, subtitled Mannens Månads Magasin (‘The man’s monthly 
magazine’), at first exclusively aimed at a male straight audience. It did 
not offer male nudity, had no personal ads, counselling columns, or 
letters to the editor, but classical female nudes and heterosexual erotic 
short stories. While Piff was presented as a ‘different’ journal, Raff was 
said to offer ‘readings of lasting value’.25 When the socialist author and 
columnist Jan Myrdal attacked the ‘speculation in profitable sadism’ 
of Hson’s pornographic magazines, he responded by pointing to the 
counselling service in Piff and the publication of classic erotica in Raff, 
as he had recently published texts by authors such as Voltaire, Balzac, 
Guy de Maupassant, and Plato.26

But even if Raff at first was aimed at heterosexual men, queer content 
little by little began featuring in its columns. From the start, there were 
advertisements for gay novels, as Bertil Seebach’s Pojke i profil (‘Boy 
in Profile’), published by Hson, describing the life of a rent boy in 
Stockholm.27 In one of the subsequent issues, the pseudonymous Nore 
Hell discussed the effects of the ‘Sexual revolution’:

We now know that the sexual drive is not a one-way phenomenon. We 
know that inside every human being there are tendencies to variation. 
We are all both heterosexual and homosexual, and more or less sadists 
and masochists, exhibitionists and voyeurs. And who is not a little bit 
of a fetishist? One author has likened our sexual drive to a harp. The 
more beautifully you can play it the happier you become. For the one 
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who only has feelings for a lady’s shoe, the joy becomes scantier than 
for the one who loves every part of the girl.28

Ten years later, Raff was just as full of male nudity, homoerotic stories, 
and discussions about trans identities as Piff.29 Any ambitions that Hson 
may have had to create distinct target audiences for his publications 
had failed, probably because he sought to maximize his profits by 
appealing to as many readers as possible, coupled with the insight that 
there was a growing demand for erotic fantasies that had been taboo 
only a decade earlier.

Nudism galore in Piff
There was an increasing number of nudist pictures in Piff, and in 1957 
it introduced a separate section, ‘Nudism in words and images’, with 
images and short texts about the nudist movement, also providing 
contact addresses. 30 Initially, the images were neither erotic nor queer, 
but they were soon to become more titillating. In the second issue of 
1958, a picture shows a naked man leisurely lying on his back on a bed 
of hay, with his relaxed genitals generously exposed.31 In the autumn of 
the same year, the homo-barrier was broken when two men appeared 
together in the same picture. They stand side by side in knee-high 
water about one metre apart, both smiling and looking upwards to the 
camera with no attention directed towards each other but solely to the 
photographer. Even if a person susceptible to the beauty of the male body 
could find this image enticing, its general suggestion was not sexual, 
but about health, sun, and open-air life.32

The erotic context, however, provoked protests from the nudist 
movement. In January 1958, Hson reported he had received a letter 
from ‘a person from the nudist organizations’, who demanded that he 
stop publishing ‘Nudism in words and images’, since it compromised 
‘the idealist nudists’ who wanted nothing to do with pornography. His 
answer was crisp: ‘To underline that Piff is not a pornographic magazine, 
we have expanded the nudist pages from two to four in this issue.’33 
The question of eroticism and nudism subsequently became a topic 
for discussion, and one reader deplored that organized nudists were so 
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reactionary as to be against ‘development and enlightenment’.34 Again, 
when Hson informed his readers about a recently established nudist 
association in Malmö, he received an indignant letter:35

From applications for membership that have come into our possession 
we have become aware of your move to publish information about our 
association in the magazine Piff, without our consent. We hereby forbid 
you to write or allude to anything regarding our nudist association in 
your magazines. Applications for membership from your publications’ 
readership will not be considered.

Figure 8.1 Open air and health characterized the first male nude picture of two 
men. Piff 5/13 (1958), 63.
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Hson replied that he would refrain from publishing any allusions or 
information about the new organization, but he invited its members to 
anonymously spread the word about their idealism in his magazines’ 
columns, for ‘we are fighting for the same cause!’36

Paff, a new heterosexual alternative?
In 1962, Hson launched his third sex magazine, Paff. At first its contents 
signalled a return to the original style of Piff and its predecessors. There 
were no male nudes, and in its first years of existence there was again 
an emphasis of hyper-masculine feature articles and short stories about 
crime and violence, with titles such as ‘Terror in the Congo’, ‘Strangler 
siblings serial killers’, or ‘The truth about the Ku Klux Klan’.37 But 
already in its second year of existence, Paff opened the door for more 
diverse, less stereotypically masculine material, with articles such as 
‘The world’s richest call boy’ and ‘Is your wife a homosexual?’38 The 
fantasy about a lesbian wife, however, should not be seen as aimed at a 
queer readership, but rather as feeding into a male voyeuristic fantasy. 
Also, Paff ’s advertisements were originally aimed at a straight male 
audience. There was an abundance of adverts for sex manuals, erotic 
literature, and educational literature aimed for heterosexual fantasies. 
‘The sexual feelings of man and woman’ is one example, and the title 
‘Female homosexuality’ was marketed with slogans like ‘An increasingly 
burning problem’ or ‘What men should know’.39 

In time, however, Paff also was infiltrated with male nudity and 
material about same-sex desire and trans experience. More and more 
texts about queer themes were published, and gradually the subject 
position of the authors changed from the straight eye to the gay, lesbian 
or trans gaze. Historical articles about ‘Homosexual Roman Emperors’ 
alternated with sex tourism accounts as ‘Homosex in a sailor’s tavern’ 
or ‘Wholesale trading in boy love’, and in June 1965 Paff published 
its first male nude, showing a man in his twenties in profile, looking 
away from the camera with a sailor’s collar loosely draped over his 
shoulders.40 Six months later it published the first letter from a queer 
person, as the signature ‘Kicki’ wrote: ‘I am a homosexual young man 
with a difficult problem. The thing is that I am fond of women’s clothes, 
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i.e. I am a transvestite.’ And he asks for advice where to buy women’s 
clothes without being laughed at in the store.41 In the following issue, a 
Danish reader commended Paff for its male nudes:

Thank you for your excellent magazine. I like it a lot. I would like to 
ask one thing, however. Why don’t you present pictures of men with 
a stiff willy (tissemand)? It is nothing immoral about that, I think. It 
must be acceptable that the women [readers] may see the male member 
that way. Otherwise, I think Paff is a very good mag. Danish Adam.42

His request did not go uncontested. Three months later, the signa-
ture ‘Angry of Småland’ thought ‘Danish Adam’s’ argument was a bit 
‘far-fetched’. He could not recall ever having seen any Danish magazine 
with pictures of men with ‘a stiff willy’, and snapped back that ‘in this 
country we understand why you cannot present such pictures’, thus 
alluding to the ever-present bickering between Swedes and Danes about 
morals and decency.43 Shortly after, however, another reader reacted to 
the narrow-mindedness of ‘Angry of  Småland’, reminding him that 
they lived in ‘a modern and enlightened society’ with sex education 
in schools, and arguing that pictures of erect penises should not be 
considered immoral or offensive. The letter writer underlined that he 
did not write this because he was a homosexual, but ‘because I think 
we should be natural and sound’.44 Erect penises, however, were not 
published until after the legalization of pornography, and then most 
often in heterosexual contexts.

More men! Hairier men!
Over time, Piff ’s nudist pages became an exclusive forum for readers who 
wanted male nudes, and the female nudist pictures disappeared. In spite 
of this, ‘Young wife in Dalarna’ complained that ‘the interests of female 
readers are not met’ since there were ten to fifteen pictures of naked 
women in each issue but only one of a man. In the same issue, a married 
couple commended the editors for their good taste, but complained that 
the ‘visual lust’ of the female readership was not satisfied.45 Already in 
the following issue, however, the signature ‘Pleased’ thanked the editors 
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for publishing two male nudes in Piff and one in Raff, ‘but please don’t let 
it only be a one-time occurrence’.46 The number of male nudes steadily 
increased, but the complaints continued. In January 1963, the signature 
‘Piff Wife’ complained about the poor quality of the male pictures. She 
and her husband were both delighted with its contents, he preferring the 
pictures and she the articles, she wrote. ‘But when it comes to pictures of 
naked men, we women have had to put up with pictures that sometimes 
are rather blurred. Give us better pictures of men!’ In the same issue 
another reader asked why the editors did not satisfy the demands of 
all those who wanted more pictures of men, since there had been such 
requests in each issue for more than two years. Hson replied that there 
was a shortage of male models, so that the readers must be patient.47

It seems, however, that it was not only because of a shortage of male 
models, but also because Hson wanted to keep the balance he had struck 
between different tastes in his magazines. From 1958 he published at 
least one male nude in every issue and turned the ‘Nudist pages’ into an 
exclusive forum for male nudity, but the number of male models never 
exceeded two or three images per issue. At the same time, the erotization 
of adolescents increasingly gave way to requests for the mature male 
body. The signature ‘Different’ wrote and thanked the editors for what 
they offered, but also wanted to point out that the male models were 
mostly ‘young boys who are not that developed’. He had noticed, he 
wrote, that many people wanted ‘older, more virile, and hairier dark 
men’.48 The Danish historian Peter Edelberg has shown how gay porn 
was ‘coming of age’ in the 1970s, abandoning the 1950s pederastic ideals 
that were increasingly incompatible with a respected position in society.49

Onshoring photographic production
Still, the shortage of male models did apparently present a problem. From 
February 1963, Hson regularly published a full-page advertisement in 
English and German about ‘Unretouched male photos’ [sic] that could 
be sent for from his combined porn and tobacco shop in Stockholm.50 
This was also the year when the number of male photos—as well as the 
complaints that there were not enough of them—increased considerably 
in Piff.
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In March 1965, Piff published its first image from a Swedish studio, 
Foto Grafo in the Stockholm suburb of Sundbyberg. It showed a man 
in his thirties in a relaxed contrapposto position, a bamboo rod in his 
right hand and his left hand resting on his thigh, looking straight into 
the camera. His body was mature and trim, but not excessively built or 
hairy.51 Over the years to come, Foto Grafo would provide Piff, Raff, and 
Paff with male models, which probably reduced costs for the publisher, 
and also offered imagery with a more local touch for what after all was a 
predominantly Swedish readership. The difference between the Swedish 

Figure 8.2 From 1965, Studio Foto Grafo in Sundbyberg outside Stockholm 
 provided male nudes to Hson’s publications. Piff 12/26 (1965), 59.
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material and the imported was not very significant, but most models 
were not circumcised, and uniform fetish accessories switched from 
the US to the Swedish navy.52

In the 1960s, Hson also managed to engage a number of young 
intellectuals to write for him. For many years, the Marxist literary critic 
and author Per Meurling contributed erudite articles about the history 
of sexuality, and as the 1960s sexual revolution got under way several 
other authors also joined the writing team.53 In 1967 Lars Norén, who 
later leapt to international fame, contributed a sadomasochistic erotic 
story, ‘Love first and die later’, about a secret agent who is captured by a 
drug cartel and tied to a table in a hospital in India where he is tortured 
by a nurse.54 Another contributor was the lesbian author Annakarin 
Svedberg, who was famous for her short story ‘Vargen och Rödluvan’ 
(‘The wolf and Little Red Riding Hood’), which appeared in the first of 
fourteen collections of erotic literature published by Bengt Anderberg 
between 1965 and 1970,  Kärlek 1–14 (‘Love 1–14’).55 In 1966 she wrote a 
series of articles on erotic life for Raff, beginning with an essay about 
promiscuity. A promiscuous lifestyle was not for everyone, she wrote, 
and people dealt with it differently.

What I would wish for, is that people could relax their attitudes to sexual 
life, and to life in general, so that both monogamy and promiscuity could 
live side by side in accordance with the free choice of the individual 
and be met with the same respect from everyone—regardless of which 
life form they have chosen for themselves.56

It is difficult to establish how many women read Hson’s porn magazines. 
Several women were occasional contributors, and from 1957 Piff published 
a regular column called ‘From Eve’s point of view’, edited by a woman.57 
Many of the letters to the editor were signed with female names, and 
even if it is possible that a number of the letter writers who demanded 
more male nudity were gay men with female pseudonyms, the many 
women who published personal ads indicate that the magazines did 
indeed have a significant female readership. According to the historian 
of ideas Lena Lennerhed, the connections between pornography and the 
oppression of women that were highlighted by the feminist movement 
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towards the end of the 1970s were not discussed at this time. In the 
1960s, she has argued, ‘Several female authors contributed to [Bengt 
Anderberg’s] Love books without anyone making a point out of it, 
neither they nor anyone else.’58

Raff, the queerest magazine
While queer material was thus found in abundance in all Hson’s publi-
cations at least from the mid-1960s, Raff gradually evolved into the 
journal that more systematically dealt with queer sexualities. It was 
now marketed as Raff—Sex med profil (‘Raff—Sex with a profile’) and 
in the special section ‘Club Profil’ (‘Club Profile’) readers were encour-
aged to share texts and photos about more specialized interests. Their 
contributions had headings as ‘Am I a nymphomaniac?’, ‘With my son 
in bed’, or ‘Inside the cock of an old man’.59 Young men’s questions about 
their penis size and masturbatory habits appeared regularly and were 
answered reassuringly, while other young men shared their experiences 
of being seduced by other men, young or older, and how this had led 
them to discover the joys of gay sex.60 (In the latter case one may assume 
that at least some of the letters were written by older gay men putting 
words to their fantasies.) Trans people often asked about safe places to 
buy women’s clothes or shared negative or positive experiences. People 
with disabilities wrote to demand better access to sexual assistance or 
the chance to meet others.61

In July 1970 ‘Club Profile’ was renamed ‘Vi annorlunda’ (‘We different’), 
and in October Annakarin Svedberg became editor of the section. From 
now on, it paid more attention to political issues, commenting on the 
growing gay and lesbian movement in Europe and the US, but still made 
room for readers’ questions and shared experiences.62 Svedberg was 
its editor for only two months, however, and there is no information 
about why she left.

Nils Hallbeck now came out as editor of ‘Homosex corner’, a two-page 
section dedicated to the male homosexual readership, and Henning 
Pallesen, known for his 1964 book De avvikande (‘The Deviant’), took over 
as editor for ‘We different’.63 The section was refurbished and presented 
as a fold-out section, with Pallesen’s pipe-smoking face and full name 
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at the top. He had an even more activist style, with headings such as 
‘Our politicians and the sexually deviant’, or ‘The normal—Our only 
minority problem’.64 Lesbian and trans issues were well represented, as 
in ‘Lesbian love is at its best when the boots come out’, or ‘The doctor 
did not know how to spell transvestite!’ 65 Under the heading ‘Wipe away 
the borders’, Pallesen enthusiastically reported about a joint initiative 
between the Swedish Federation for Equal Sexual Rights (RFSL) and a 
‘transvestite association’ (possibly Club Transvestia, founded in 1964) to 
set up a joint counselling service for ‘sexual minorities’. He also pleaded 
for more cooperation and unity. ‘Why is it so desperately hard for the 
different minorities to cooperate?’ he asked. The difficulties were perhaps 
a reflection of an ongoing transition towards a more compartmentalized 
queer movement, where strict boundaries were to be drawn between 
trans and homo.66

Pallesen left Raff in September 1971, and two months later Hson 
announced that ‘RFSL becomes an association for ALL the deviants’, 
revealing that it had decided to open the association for ‘all non-heter-
osexuals’. Congratulating RFSL on its decision, he also published the 
addresses of no fewer than sixteen clubs spread across eleven towns in 
southern and western Sweden.67 Three weeks later, however, he reported 
he had had an angry telephone call from RFSL complaining that he 
had exposed its membership. He retorted that RFSL was obviously 
not as radical as he had thought. ‘It is easy to be radical as long as you 
don’t have to be it in public!’68 Perhaps the heterosexual Stockholmer 
Curth Hson had underestimated the dangers of being an open, public 
homosexual in a small town in the early 1970s, but it is also possible that 
RFSL wished to disassociate itself from his version of sexual diversity. 
The older generation of homophile activists who were Hson’s allies were 
exactly those who were criticized by the younger generation for their 
cautious, non-confrontational politics. Moreover, the revitalized gay 
and lesbian movement created their own forums, distancing themselves 
from the wildly non-conformist—and illegal—sexual expressions that 
were typical for an older activist generation.69
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Out of the wild
Towards the end of the 1970s the queer content in Hson’s publications 
gradually vanished. The gay press expanded, capturing market shares 
from Hson, and from 1976 a unified women’s movement in Sweden 
launched a campaign against pornography and prostitution. From this 
point, the written material in Hson’s magazines mainly consisted of 
heterosexual fantasies, and Hson’s own editorials were a never-ending 
lament about the anti-porn and anti-prostitution movements. The 
personal ads were now divided into ‘Men’, ‘Women’, and ‘Homo/bisexual’, 
a division that was never upheld in the earlier years.

However, enough sexual variance lingered in their columns for one 
reader to react in 1977:

Sex magazines are there to be exciting for normal people, dammit! You 
buy the mag to see some proper cunts and not two goddamned fairies 
licking each others dicks or shitholes! The dick should be in the cunt! 
And that’s that! It’s just disgusting to see faggots! Angry Lumberjack

Hson’s answer was characteristically broadminded. ‘It is probably nothing 
we can do about Lumberjack’s anger. He is stuck with his prejudice 
about what is “normal”, and we can only feel sorry for him.’ All sexual 
tastes are expressions of human desire, he concluded, ‘and once again 
we affirm that nothing human is foreign to us’.70 Lumberjack’s anger, 
however, may have been a symptom of the anarchic wildness of the 1960s 
having given way to sharper boundaries between sexual categories, and 
to a conditional tolerance of same-sex desire only if it stayed within its 
own bounds.

In the 1980s Hson’s magazines presented more and more anatomically 
explicit pictures of women’s genitals and there were erect penises in 
abundance, but only in heterosexual situations. There was a great deal 
of lesbian material, but now solely from a male voyeuristic perspective, 
and there was no trace of the boisterous sexual fantasies that had char-
acterized the magazines in the 1960s. Time had indeed overtaken Hson’s 
all-encompassing sex radicalism. In an interview in 1978 he regretted 
the change: ‘Four, five years ago, porn was fashionable. Everyone liked 
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porn. Now it’s out.’ 71 His type of sex radicalism, hailed as new and 
uncompromising in the 1960s, now only seemed cynical, commercial, 
and patriarchal.

Concluding discussion
As Jack Halberstam argues, the realm outside the narrow heteronormative 
matrix has been, and to a certain extent still is, a disorderly, provocative 
discursive jungle, full of unexpected ruptures and convergences. ‘It is, 
in fact,’ Halberstam writes, ‘a disorder of things that emerges and takes 
its ghastly shape in the shadows cast by the very project that discerns, 
desires, and demands order in the first place.’72 Perhaps we can consider 
the disorderly discourse in Hson’s magazines as a sign of rapidly changing 
discourses and counter-discourses in the 1960s, at a time when the 
revolt against the regulatory regimes of an older generation resulted in 
shifting categorizations of desire and gender.

In a way, the unwavering interest in diverse sexual practices and 
gender expressions in Hson’s magazines was a manifestation of historical 
changes in the way sexual and gender identities were conceived by queer 
or otherwise non-conforming individuals. Hson’s efforts to involve his 
readers in a dialogue, his unprejudiced ways of forging friendships with 
‘the deviant’, and his uncompromising struggle for moral reform led 
him to abandon the stereotypical, exoticizing otherizing of unorthodox 
behaviour that had characterized his journals in the early years, and 
give voice to a multifaceted, diverse chorus of misfits.

As a commercial entrepreneur Hson needed to be in tune with his 
readership, and he was also part of a much larger movement. In the 
1960s, a multitude of sex radicals contributed to his magazines: men and 
women from the readership, reform-minded legal and medical experts, 
photographers, cartoonists, and intellectuals. The magazines had many 
female readers and several women contributed to their columns, and 
they all played a part in the redefinition of sex, sexuality, and gender 
that gained momentum in the 1960s, forming the roots of present-day 
activism and identity politics. In Foucauldian terms, it was perhaps less of 
a sexual liberation than a new kind of regulation and disciplining, and in 
the 1970s the feminist movement would criticize the commercialization 
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of sex and the patriarchal foundations of pornography. But the 1960s’ 
wild, anarchic challenging and redefining of sexual boundaries did 
lead to lasting change.
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Chapter 9 

Representing the 
Protestant International
The possessions of Jean Hoeufft, 

merchant banker
Erik Thomson

Svante Norrhem’s work as a historian is remarkable not only for its 
quality, but also for the range and diversity of his interests and questions. 
While this essay does not—and perhaps this historian cannot—bring 
together all facets of his work, it does try to work at the intersection of 
three of his recent interests: subsidies, personal relations in diplomacy, 
and material culture. Jean Hoeufft, a merchant born in Liège in 1578, was 
an important member of the Liège Calvinist diaspora who would come 
to play a prominent part in the arms trade, financing, and Protestant 
diplomacy of the first half of the seventeenth century. I focus on the 
post-mortem inventory of the possessions of his house in Paris, located 
on the Rue Mauconseil near Saint-Eustache, prepared in the summer 
of 1651, and preserved in the French National Archives’ collection of 
Parisian notarial archives, the Minutier central des notaires de Paris.1

If the Trip family and Louis de Geer are better known in Sweden, 
Jean Hoeufft may be more significant on a European scale. Apart from 
his significant arms purchases on the behalf of the French army and 
navy, the king of France trusted him to remit money to his armies in 
Germany and subsidy payments to his Protestant allies including the 
United Provinces, Sweden, Hesse-Cassel, and Transylvania. In Paris, he 
acted as a commissary for the United Provinces, and sometimes took 
up the correspondence in the absence of an emissary. Hoeufft was until 
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recently an obscure figure in French and broader financial and diplomatic 
history, but recently light has been shed on a few aspects of his career by 
several historians.2 While some of these historians have drawn upon the 
inventory to illuminate his financial interests and to a lesser extent his 
cultural attitudes, the inventory has not been examined in a systematic 
way to see how Hoeufft’s possessions enabled and reflected his role as 
a merchant, a banker, and a diplomatic figure.

A study is not only of interest because of Hoeufft’s stature as a figure 
of European importance. Historians and other scholars have been calling 
attention to the cultural world of bankers generally and particularly 
the elite world of early modern bankers and merchants with close ties 
to princes and the world of arms dealing, military entrepreneurs, and 
diplomacy.3 Elite bankers and merchants had the wealth, contacts, and 
ability to shape tastes, and thus art historians and others have been 
interested in their material culture in order to document their role in 
the circulation of objects and history of collections and collecting.4 
Historians sometimes depict the material world of arms dealers, military 
entrepreneurs, and bankers as a form of ‘cultural validation’, in which 
the association with martial affairs could be celebrated, sometimes in 
monuments like the Amsterdam palace of the Trips.5 However, as Susie 
Pak has insisted in her analysis of J. P. Morgan’s networks, bankers’ 
culture and socialization were vital to their business; material culture 
provides not only representations, but also the foundation of social 
practices that enabled the credit, correspondence, and connections that 
were at the essence of Hoeufft’s affairs.6 Marika Keblusek has argued that, 
at least in Amsterdam, merchants’ homes served as political, cultural, 
and intellectual entrepôts, not just warehouses for goods.7

While the inventory does not permit the fine granularity of detail that 
Ulinka Rublack was able to unearth about the merchant Hans Fugger’s 
pinked shoes and gilded leather wallpaper, Hoeufft’s inventory does 
permit one to reconstruct his house, locating furnishings, paintings, 
books, porcelain, arms, clothes, and other material possessions.8 This 
may serve as material for comparison with other financiers, in France 
and also in the Low Countries, but also do a little more.9 This inventory 
arguably rounds out the other spotty evidence of his business and political 
networks, scattered among diplomatic papers and notarial archives across 
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Europe, by giving a sense of his beliefs, identity, and social practice and 
self-fashioning. By engaging in distinct forms of sociability and service, 
Hoeufft supported the financial and political connections needed to 
support a business in which he professed to have reconciled his own 
private interest and providential purpose by financing a war against 
Habsburg universal empire. His possessions both reflect and enable a 
particular political identity. One might argue that they reveal a set of 
networks with ever-widening geographical scope: the local area of the 
Halles, with its drapers and royal officials, the temple at Charenton, 
Rouen, Antwerp–Liège, Dordrecht, the Hague and Amsterdam, and 
the global commodities brokered through those networks.

Rue de Mauconseil and Hoeufft’s Parisian context
Jean Hoeufft first established himself in France in Rouen in 1600. Evidence 
is initially spotty, but Hoeufft retained a town house in Rouen and 
a country residence until 1639, when it was burned in the revolt of 
the Nu-pieds, so presumably his Paris house did not contain all his 
possessions from throughout his lifetime.10 Never married, he remained 
in close contact with a network of kin, who assisted in his business. 
As he became more engaged in the crown’s affairs, he likely moved 
to Paris sometime in the 1620s, and although it is yet unknown when 
he acquired the residence on the Rue Mauconseil, he was certainly 
established there by the early 1630s. Most people engaged in the royal 
finances lived on the rive droite, with the largest group living in the 
Marais. It is somewhat peculiar, indeed, that Hoeufft did not choose a 
location in the Marais, as not only would it have been closer to Arsenal, 
which he periodically had to visit for business, but also closer to the 
Protestant temple at Charenton 8 km east of Paris, as required by the 
Edict of Nantes. However, his location slightly to the north of the church 
of Saint-Eustache was close to the house of the surintendant de finance 
Claude de Bullion, located just on the other side of the church; given the 
assiduity with which Hoeufft attended on Bullion, it is entirely possible 
that Hoeufft chose the location for that reason. To judge from business 
in the notaries in the area, the area also contained wealthy drapers, as 
well as the wide variety of clientele that sold food at Les Halles. The street 
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itself was distinguished primarily by the Gothic hôptial Saint-Jacques 
aux Pèrelins, a space large enough to host an annual banquet for 1,500 
on the saint’s day, but did not seem all that distinguished for that, for 
in April 1636, the street was described as ‘filthy, muddy, with several 
piles of rubbish’.11

There is no way to identify which property on the Rue de Monconseil 
Hoeufft owned, as none of the maps of Paris at the time show a building 
with enough detail that resembles the plan suggested by the inventory. 
The property had a porte cochère, with a storeroom above it, and a stable 
with space for at least four horses and a coach. The inventory does not 
mention the placement of stairways, and the description of how the 
rooms relate spatially is difficult to reconstruct from the description. 
So, too, some goods—clothes, some tapestries, books, bedding, rings 
and jewels, and silverware—are grouped together in the inventory, and 
so are removed from their context. While the inventory starts from the 
cave, moves through the kitchen, and then roughly upwards, ending with 
the storeroom and stable, this analysis will begin with the main rooms.

Chambres and sociability
The principal room on the ground floor is noted as the ‘Chambre’ in 
which the late Mr Hoeufft died; the word chambre had a wide semantic 
range, but it seems that this might carry a similar sense as given by the 
dictionary of Antoine Furtière in 1690, ‘the place where one sleeps, and 
where one receives company.’12 Its walls were covered in gilded leather 
wall coverings, with a green background.13 The central feature of the 
room was a great bed, with the frame in walnut, and one straw and 
three wool mattresses. The bed was curtained on three sides, using the 
system of metal rods known as pentes, with curtains decorated with floral 
tapestry, and flowing pink satin, with the head decorated in the satin, 
and the pommes—or the finial-shaped decorative elements on the top 
of the bedposts—finished with the same pattern as the tapestry.14 The 
great bed was appraised at 300 livres, less than other beds of the type, 
which could cost 1,000 livres. Great beds were not only just for sleeping; 
it was considered a sign of the host’s particular favour to receive guests 
while in bed. Financial experts were also known to work in bed; Nicolas 
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Fouquet, for example, was known to complete much of his writing in 
bed, with the curtains drawn, by candlelight.15

An armchair, covered in Flemish tapestry, and six accompanying 
folding chairs in the same material, cost the same amount. The room 
contained a variety of other walnut furniture of lesser value: two armoires, 
two tables, one covered in carpet with a chair, and an uncurtained 
lit de repos. The room contained two paintings: one, on copper, of 
Mount Parnassus, and another on canvas of the Baptism of Christ. A 
cabinet—a room with a variety of uses, ranging from work to private 
receptions—was attached to this chambre. It contained another walnut 
table, covered with a Turkish carpet, a cupboard with drawers made of 
pearwood, a leather-covered locked coffer, two armchairs in walnut, 
with red silk cushions decorated with silver and gold embroidery, and 
a layette covered in black leather. It also contained a painting of the 
landgrave of Hesse, a recipient of subsidies remitted by Hoeufft.

Next to this was another chambre, furnished with a similar but less 
expensive range of furniture as that in which Hoeufft had died. There 
was another walnut bed, with escarlate curtains, and six matching seats, 
the whole worth only 45 livres. There was another armchair, covered in 
Rouen tapestry, an iron bound walnut box, and a screen to put in front 
of the fire. There was no painting in this room, but rather a marquetry 
panel depicting fruit. The room described as the ‘Grande Chambre’, 
with gilded leather wallcoverings with a red background, contained 
another great walnut bed, this time with horsehair and good wool 
mattresses, with curtains of crimson red damask, with the pommes 
again matching the curtains, and a set of six armchairs in matching 
fabric. Priced together with a pine table, this set was valued at 600 
livres. Another room contained another great bed, worth 32 livres, two 
walnut tables, six chairs, and an armchair. Similarly, the room ‘called 
the clerk’s room’ contained a similar blend of furniture: another walnut 
bed with curtains, this one worth 30 livres, a walnut table, ten chairs, 
and an armchair. The clerk’s room contained a variety of paintings; the 
Seven Wonders of the World painted on wood, a canvas depicting the 
capture of the Bavarian and Imperial cavalry general Jean de Werth by 
the forces of Bernard of Saxe-Weimar, and a portrait of Bernard as well. 
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Jean Hoeufft managed Bernard of Saxe-Weimar’s money, and remitted 
pay to his army.16

These rooms, with their beds, tables and chairs, suggest that Hoeufft’s 
possessions reflected a certain sort of sociability; the portraits suggest 
that there were some concerns for representation. However, there did 
not appear to be a great dining room; Hoeufft clearly did not invite 
large numbers of people to dine. He thus probably could not host large 
‘diplomatic’ dinners, even if he occasionally attended them. For example, 
he and another banker, Joachim de Wicquefort, attended the party that 
Swedish ambassador Hugo Grotius held when Carl Gustav visited Paris 
in 1639.17 It seems highly improbable that Axel Oxenstierna would have 
visited Hoeufft during his visit to Paris—gratuities to servants and lackeys 
do not name Hoeufft’s among the houses where he was received—and 
Hoeufft likely had to go elsewhere to lend Johan Oxenstierna 500 livres 
during his visit to the city.18 Yet the number of different beds for the 
unmarried Hoeufft also suggests that hosting people as guests from 
other regions of Europe was useful to build up Hoeufft’s networks. For 
example, in 1635, Peter Spieringk, a man from a famous Delft tapestry 
weaving family that had made itself essential to Swedish finances by 
setting up the system of war tolls or ‘licences’ during the Polish War, 
travelled to Paris, largely to meet officials and ensure the prompt payment 
of subsidies.19 Spieringk might well have stayed with Hoeufft; he certainly 
had meetings with him, and it seems likely that he left his bookkeeper 
Peter Heltscher, who would become the chief Swedish toll administrator 
in Livonia, in Hoeufft’s residence.20

Storerooms and workrooms
There were also a few pieces of furniture in a hall, which had two small 
cabinets adjoining it. One of these cabinets seemed to be used for storage, 
and the other contained a set of objects in Chinese style—a bed, with 
mother-of-pearl inlay, a breastplate, and a round and a triangular basin—
as well as four portraits on canvas of Henri IV, Gustav II Adolf, Claude de 
Bullion, and Cardinal Richelieu. One room, near the kitchen, contained 
a walnut table, an oak box, and two portraits of Louis, Grand Condé, 
and his sister Anne Geneviève de Bourbon, duchesse de Longueville. 
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Another in close proximity, called the servant’s room, contained a 
relatively cheap walnut bed—only 16 livres—one walnut and one oak 
table, and an escriptoire. The room seemingly also contained the house’s 
weapons: three muskets with their bandoliers, two swords and two 
pistols, a fusil de quatre pieds, and a large-calibre musket. This stock of 
arms, modest in comparison to aristocratic collections, may have been 
commercial samples as well as offering some protection.

There was a substantial amount of furniture, tapestries, and three 
paintings of ships and two unspecified portraits in storage. Hoeufft 
seemed to possess portraits that reflected his political relationships and 
service. Given his long-standing office as a commissioner and sometime 
agent to the Dutch Staten Generaal and particularly close relations with 
the Prince of Orange Frederick Hendrik, one might suggest that these two 
portraits may well have been of Frederick Hendrick and his wife Amalia 
van Solms. One could even speculate that perhaps these were taken down 
after William II’s attack on Amsterdam in 1650. Jean Hoeufft’s nephew 
Mattheus Hoeufft, his close partner in subsidy affairs, became known 
as an opponent of the House of Orange; Mattheus’s brother Diedrick 
married Maria, a sister of Johan de Witt.21 It is interesting to note that 
Hoeufft appears not to have owned a portrait of himself, unlike other 
major bankers in his circle such as Louis de Geer or the Trip family.

A storeroom above the porte cochère was filled with porcelain, in 
sufficient quantities and yet an incomplete range that might suggest 
that it could plausibly be stock; perhaps Hoeufft had profited from 
his connection with the Dutch East India Company, and engaged in a 
little trade in porcelain. Hoeufft’s silver, worth just under 5,000 livres, 
seems to have constituted a more coherent service, intended more for 
representational purposes than assets. This is likely also true of his jewels 
and rings. Valued at 7,600 livres in total—with most of that being a gold 
ring with a diamond cut in the shape of a heart worth 6,000 livres on 
its own—as Raphaël Morera has noted, that substantial sum is trivial 
compared to Hoeufft’s loans, offices, and investments in land, which 
stretched into the millions of livres.22

The inventory of the goods in the bureau or office is separate from 
the other rooms, and it is impossible to tell where it was located in 
relation to the other goods. While many of the other rooms could have 
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served many purposes, this was a specialized space for writing and 
handling money. It contained a few oak strongboxes with locks, and a 
lockable armoire. It is likely that the strongboxes contained much of 
the over 17,000 livres of various kinds of coin that was recovered from 
the house.23 It contained two bureau, or desks, one covered in green 
serge, and both lockable. There were two green serge-covered writing 
pulpits, and four pine boards, serving as writing tablets. There were 
a number of scales, balances, and assaying materials. The inventory 
paid particular attention to the accounts, kept in a mix of Dutch and 
French. One ‘great book’ contained ‘all registered and dated, all the 
active and passive debts, successions, and the offices and charges of the 
late [Hoeufft].’24 Another parchment-bound book of 490 pages seemed 
to be the explanatory journal for the great book, begun in 1604. The 
office also contained seven reams of paper; blank books were also stored 
in another room. Finally, the office contained a halberd. The inventory 
is silent about other records, papers, and letters that must have been 
present, for Hoeufft’s correspondence was extensive, and involved not 
only writing outgoing correspondence, but also sorting through the 
letters that arrived. It should be noted that not only did Hoeufft handle 
French and Dutch diplomatic correspondence, he also possessed a 
network of informers that allowed him to report, for instance, news 
of battles in Germany to Bullion or Richelieu before other French or 
Swedish diplomatic sources could.25

Books and Protestant politics
Although Hoeufft’s books were of relatively little value, in monetary 
terms—together, they were worth less than the more expensive beds, 
and individual pieces of silver or porcelain—they may be particularly 
revealing of Hoeufft’s beliefs and interests. Hoeufft’s books were over-
whelmingly in French, with only two in Dutch and a copy of the Bible 
in Spanish. Despite the interests in the classical past demonstrated in 
his paintings, there are no books of classical literature. There were 27 
different titles in 41 volumes. Two books could not be identified. There 
was the third part of the pastoral novel Astrée by Honoré d’Urfé, and 
the works of Ronsard. He also possessed a copy of the Spanish physician 



representing the protestant international

189

Juan Huarte’s examination of human psychology, L’examen des esprits 
pour les sciences. By far the most expensive books in Hoeufft’s collection 
were two unspecified atlases, both in two volumes, which received 
valuations of 30 and 12 livres, where most of the books in the collection 
were valued at less than a livre.26 Along with the atlases, Hoeufft owned 
two volumes of Christophe Tassin’s Plans et profils de toutes les principals 
villes et lieux considérables de France.

Otherwise, Hoeufft’s books fit into two broad categories, each with ten 
titles. The first was recent history and politics, with a broadly politique 
and anti-Habsburg sentiment. These works focus heavily on those 
that used history to cultivate political prudence. This included a copy 
of Machiavelli’s Discours de l’estat de paix et de guerre, often printed 
together with a copy of The Prince.27 Memoirs of French noblemen 
featured prominently, including (the earliest) those by Philippe de 
Commines and also the Mémoires d’Estat by Nicholas de Neufville, 
seigneur de Villeroy, whose grandson built a house in 1640 ten minutes 
away by foot from Hoeufft’s. There were also a few collections of historical 
materials, such as Simon Goulart’s Mémoires de l’estat de France sous 
Charles Nieufiesme and the Inventaire générale de l’histoire d’Espagne.28 
Rounding out his view of Spain and the Wars of Religion was a copy of 
the Satyre Menipetée de la vertu du Catholicon d’Espagne et de la tenue 
des Estats de Paris, with its diverse collection of satirical prose and 
poetry satirizing the effort to abolish the Salic law and set the Spanish 
Infanta on the throne in the place of Henri IV. Hoeufft also most likely 
possessed a copy in Dutch of Johannes de Laet’s Nieuwe Wereldt, ofte 
Beschryvinghe van West Indien. Perhaps Hoeufft knew De Laet, given 
their common interests in land reclamation. As a supplier of both Dutch 
Indies Companies and sponsor of voyages to North and South America, 
Hoeufft would have found the geographical information within useful, 
and the ideological perspective compatible.29 He also possessed copies of 
Scipion Dupliex’s Histoire de Louis le Juste, XIIIe du nom, and Friederich 
Spanheim’s Le Soldat Suedois. Though it is not clear whether Hoeufft 
supported Spanheim’s writing of Le Soldat Suedois, Hoeufft provided 
Spanheim money for his voyage and initial costs of appointment as a 
theology professor at Leiden University in 1642, declaring himself to be 
pleased to provide support for such ‘un excellent personage’.30 Hoeufft’s 
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reading heavily emphasized the past century and even periods in which 
his own actions played a significant role.

The other major category of Hoeufft’s books were religious, with 
nine titles in total. He possessed a three volume French Bible, and the 
Spanish one mentioned earlier. Most of the religious works were written 
by ministers who were pastors of the Protestant temple at Charenton, 
and thus people with whom Hoeufft was personally acquainted. These 
include Pierre Du Moulin’s Des Traditions et de la perfection et suffisance 
de l’Escriture Saincte of 1632, Edme Aubertin’s L’Eucharistie de l’anci-
enne Église of 1629, Jean Mestrezat’s Traicté de l’escriture saincte of 1633, 
and two works by Jean Daillé, the Traité de l’employ des saincts pères, pour 
le jugement des différends qui sont aujourd’huy en la religion of 1632, and 
La foi, fondée sur les saintes écritures, contre les nouveaux méthodistes 
of 1634. These works of controversy distinguished and defended the 
doctrine of the Reformed Church not only from Catholics, but also 
from Lutherans, Arminians, and even followers of Moses Amyrault, 
who would temper the strict doctrine of predestination.31 Perhaps, as 
Hoeufft became the financial lynchpin of the French alliances with 
Calvinist and Lutheran powers, his pastors believed that he needed 
reminding of the narrowness of the elect. However, possession of these 
books are consistent with Hoeufft’s long-term friendship with André 
Rivet, a Huguenot who made most of his career in the Netherlands.32 
It certainly is true that the inventory does not include works by Hugo 
Grotius, though a French translation of the Truth of the Christian Religion 
was printed in 1636, even though Hoeufft knew him and wrote to him 
frequently when dealing with Swedish subsidy payments.33 Hoeufft’s 
religious books, then, were not merely tokens of acquaintance or artefacts 
of gift exchanges, but seemed to reflect distinct theological preferences.

Cultural validation or goods for providential ends?
Hoeufft’s house and goods certainly reflected and enabled his role in 
the finance and politics of the first half of the seventeenth century. They 
enabled him to function in a way suitable for his role, estate, and offices. 
In comparison to other financiers of the time, one might suggest that his 
goods were modest, in comparison to his wealth. He did not possess a 
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significant collection of paintings, unlike some other financiers, nor did 
his goods at death include a substantial library, a cabinet of curiosities, 
or even a large armory. His possessions seem curiously focused, with 
his books and paintings for the most part closely tied to his political 
and financial relations. The ability to provide money, intelligence, and 
the service that his access to power provided seemed to be at the heart 
of his social relations. Rather than financial means enabling cultural 
validation, one could almost argue that Hoeufft used cultural goods to 
enable his financial and political ends, all of which served providential 
purposes.
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Chapter 10

Books and bookkeeping
Anna Margareta Wrangel and the 

Wrangel household in context
Jill Bepler

When Arne Losman published his seminal work on Carl Gustaf Wrangel 
in 1980, he made some corrections to the view of Anna Margareta Wrangel 
as just a mother and dutiful companion to a powerful man.1 A decade 
later, the German historian Heide Wunder published her pioneering work 
analysing early modern marriage relationships at all levels of society by 
using the concept of the ‘working couple’ and showing that economic 
or political success depended on a reliable division of responsibility, 
both within and outside the household.2 Svante Norrhem’s study of the 
political role of elite women in early modern Sweden centres on women 
married to councillors of the realm (Riksrådet), one of whom was Anna 
Margareta. He stresses that like many of her peers, she was both an active 
and successful estate manager and also a channel through which petitions 
were addressed to her husband.3 Documents in the Royal Archives 
and Skokloster Library presented here provide a fuller picture of her 
role within the Wrangel household and her own intellectual horizons 
while also contributing to the history of women’s book ownership in 
seventeenth-century Sweden. In the absence of material evidence from 
surviving books with provenance and marginalia or of intimate journals 
and letters, a combination from diverse fragmented sources—poetry, 
account books, and inventories—can provide insights into the function 
of an elite woman’s books within the practicalities of her daily life.
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The Wrangel household
Anna Margareta von Haugwitz (1622–1673), who married Carl Gustaf 
Wrangel in 1640, has been seen as a prototypical rags-to-riches figure, an 
orphaned victim of the Thirty Years War, saved by a whirlwind romance 
with a Swedish officer who went on to be one of the most powerful men 
in Sweden and great patron of the arts, as is still witnessed today by his 
castle Skokloster.4 Anna Margareta was the daughter of landed gentry 
from Calbe, today part of Saxony-Anhalt. After the early death of both her 
parents, whose property was lost in the storming of Magdeburg in 1631, 
she was taken in and educated by the widowed Countess Elisabeth Juliane 
von Löwenstein (1600–1640), a member of the household of the Swedish 
general Johan Banér, whom Löwenstein married in 1636. Anna Margareta 
became Banér’s ward and spent her youth moving with his entourage 
between field camps, which is how she encountered the young Wrangel. In 
1640, to the great distress of his father, Herman Wrangel (1584–1643), Carl 
Gustaf married Anna Margareta, who was without money, connections, 
or a prominent family background.5 Herman Wrangel had improved his 
own status by marrying into the Swedish nobility and the Skokloster estate 
was part of his first wife’s dowry.6 Carl Gustaf, by contrast, accumulated 
property and wealth through his military career, both in the Thirty 
Years War, where he became field marshal and commander-in-chief of 
the Swedish army, and in later military campaigns and by virtue of the 
office he held as governor general of Swedish Pomerania on the German 
mainland. In the course of their marriage, the couple resided at estates, 
town houses, and castles in Bremervörde, Wrangelsburg near Wolgast, 
Spycker on the island of Rügen, and Stralsund. As governor general of 
Pomerania Wrangel also used the castle at Stettin. In Stockholm the 
couple lived in the Wrangel Palace on the island of Riddarholmen. The 
modest estate house where Carl Gustaf Wrangel was born in Skokloster 
still stands, but in 1654 he began building work on today’s castle, parts of 
which were never completed. It was planned as the future family seat to 
house his valuable collections, and his books were installed there in 1665. 
Anna Margareta played an active role in developing and maintaining all 
the houses and estates that the couple inhabited and from which they 
derived part of their income.
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Two well-known portraits of Anna Margareta reinforce her image 
as a great beauty and a dutiful wife. The first shows her in a simple but 
costly black velvet dress with an intricately woven underskirt which 
stresses her physical beauty. The portrait was painted by Anselm van 
Hulle during the peace negotiations in Nuremberg in 1648–9, where the 
couple spent two years in all. The wide cut of her dress in this painting 
suggests that she may be with child, whereas the second, very intimate 
portrait of Anna Margareta by Matthäus Merian the younger painted a 
year later, clearly celebrates the pregnant countess’s motherhood and the 
fulfilment of her marital role (Fig. 10.1).7 Again, she is simply dressed, 
this time in white, but in very costly materials, white gauze and silver 
silk. She has no jewellery at all, and the lamb at her side and the orb 
in her hand symbolize her religious devotion. Between 1641 and 1665, 
Anna Margareta gave birth to thirteen children, only four of whom, 
all daughters, survived her. When Anna Margareta died in 1673, it was 
public knowledge that her husband was stricken by what was considered 
excessive grief, falling ill and refusing to see anyone.8 In his entry in the 
family Bible recording her death, Wrangel wrote of his ‘großes Creutz 
und geschlagene Wunde’ (great cross and inflicted wound).9 The narrative 
of Anna Margareta as an example of how divine providence rescued a 
helpless orphan through marriage was one that she herself perpetuated 
in the autobiographical text that she wrote to be read out at her funeral 
that was included in her printed funeral volume.10

Today’s Skokloster Library is an unmined resource for early modern 
studies and contains several volumes of occasional sermons and poetry 
connected to Wrangel and his family. One of the most interesting items is 
a unique copy of a collection of poetry, printed in Greifswald, celebrating 
members of the Wrangel household at New Year 1657.11 Wrangel was 
engaged in the Swedish–Polish war at the time and he and his family were 
in Wolgast at New Year, one of their many residences along the Baltic 
coast.12 The author of the poetry collection is Otto Sperling the younger 
(1634–1715), who studied in Helmstedt, then travelled in Germany, the 
Netherlands, England, and France, working as a tutor before he settled 
in Copenhagen in 1670.13 It was in this capacity that he was employed in 
the late 1650s by the Wrangel family in Pomerania as the tutor of their 
only living son, Carl Philip Wrangel (1648–68).
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Sperling’s 25-page encomium of the Wrangel household includes 
poems for the count himself, his wife Anna Margareta, three of Wrangel’s 
unmarried stepsisters, a countess of Waldeck, Wrangel’s eldest daughter, 
a daughter of  Field Marshal Arvid Wittenberg, and Sperling’s charge, 
Carl Philipp. This predominantly female household well reflects the 
typical early modern extended family, which also encompassed step-re-
lations and children of close associates, who had the status of wards. 

Figure 10.1 Anna Margareta Haugwitz, Countess Wrangel. Portrait by Matthaeus 
Merian, c.1651. Skokloster collections.
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This was the case with the daughter of Arvid Wittenberg (1606–57), 
one of Wrangel’s fellow officers who at that time was in captivity in 
Poland, where he died the same year, or the countess of Waldeck, who 
was related to another military leader in Wrangel’s armies.14 Sperling’s 
portrayal of the female talents of this group is particularly interesting. 
Wrangel’s stepsisters are praised as consummate creators of needlework 
and as competent hunters and dancers. In Sperling’s characterization of 
Wrangel’s wife Anna Margareta she is not just lauded for her feminine 
skills, although he stresses her great beauty and her role as Wrangel’s 
source of contentment in the pauses between his feats as a military hero 
and demigod: ‘Oh happy Wrangel’s wife, who alone above all others, 
was worthy to please this hero, in whose lap he can lay down, covered 
in dust that still smells of the enemy, tired from taking booty.’15 His 
main focus, however, is on the sharpness of her wit and her capacity 
for decisive action: ‘Oh happy Wrangel’s wife, whose every venture 
progresses with fortune. Her wit and her high mindedness are sharp 
and clever. She is a man in heart and counsel and not a timid woman, 
a true heroine. The heavens and the world, nature and all powers work 
with her, the important business rests in her hands. A hero, a horse, 
the wind and arrows are like lightning, but her reason and her wit are 
much faster.’16 This is not the wit associated with the women of the salon 
culture of the eighteenth century but that of the pragmatic manager of 
vast estates and complex households.

Books and accounts books
The qualities and skills attributed to Anna Margareta by Sperling are 
documented by hitherto unstudied fragments from her correspondence, 
her personal account books and archival records of her small book 
collection. The only information on Anna Margareta’s 144 books, none 
of which have survived, is contained in the list that was drawn up when 
an inventory of Wrangel’s own estate was made in 1677 and his library 
was divided into the four lots inherited by his children, all daughters. 
The entries on the books in this inventory are lacking in detail: only 
the shortest of titles are noted, often without an author and all without 
dates of publication. As was the custom in estate divisions of books, each 
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heir received a number of volumes which had been assessed and were 
considered to have an equal monetary value, in this case around 540 
Reichsthaler per lot. The bulk of lot number 3 consisted of books from 
Carl Gustaf’s collection, but a separately listed subsection is characterized 
as ‘the books the blessed countess left behind’.17 Reference numbers given 
in the list imply that the books belonging to the countess were shelved all 
over her husband’s library.18 This raises questions that cannot be answered 
satisfactorily from present sources. Were the books always shelved with 
those of her husband, or were they kept in her own rooms? In 1665, when 
Wrangel had the bulk of the books brought to Skokloster, the library had 
about 1,500 volumes; by the time of his death in 1676 they numbered about 
2,400. It is possible that Anna Margareta’s books were not integrated into 
the main collection until after her death in 1673. Whatever the case, the 
fact remains that after Wrangel’s death in 1676 when the inventory was 
made and the division of his estate took place in 1677, these books were 
readily identifiable as having belonged to Anna Margareta.

None of Anna Margareta’s books are extant in Skokloster today, as only 
the quarter of Wrangel’s library inherited by his eldest daughter, Margareta 
Juliane (1642–1701), remained there.19 Margareta Juliane inherited the 
castle of Skokloster and later established a fideicommissum, ensuring the 
future indivisibility of the collections housed there. Anna Margareta’s 
books were given en bloc to her daughter ‘Putbus’, Hedwig Eleonora Sophie 
(1651–87), who married Ernst Ludwig Freiherr von Putbus in 1678 and 
inherited Wrangel’s castle Spycker on the island of Rügen in Pomerania. 
There seems to be no trace of the books in German collections today.

Personal libraries of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century women from 
the German high aristocracy vary from 50 to just over 1,000 books.20 In 
his survey of the fifty women’s libraries from the seventeenth century 
recorded in the Private Libraries in Renaissance England project, Joseph 
Black terms collections of over 100 volumes ‘substantial’.21 So, at 144, 
the number of entries in Anna Margareta’s book inventory is not large, 
but substantial.

Other sources are what survives of her correspondence and her 
household account books, which cover the years 1651 and 1658 to 1672.22 
These registers do not document the main Wrangel household accounts; 
they relate to monies disbursed by Anna Margareta personally wherever 
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she happened to be located, making them an excellent record of her 
movements. They were kept in German, the primary language of the 
Wrangel household, and the entries nearly always speak in the first 
person. As she balances her income against her expenditure at the end 
of each year, she stresses that any shortfall was compensated from her 
‘Spielgeld’, her pin money.23 The small sums accounted for on a daily 
basis contrast greatly with the couple’s expenditure on luxury items for 
their collections, such as the 5,813 Reichsthaler paid for a silver collection 
commissioned by Anna Margareta from Augsburg goldsmiths in 1647.24

Acquiring books
Presumably, like these more expensive purchases, the bulk of Anna 
Margareta’s books were purchased via her husband’s agents in Amsterdam, 
Hamburg, and Frankfurt am Main and ordered by correspondence.25 Her 
personal account books document that, as well as ordering books, Anna 
Margareta shopped for books personally when she was in Hamburg, 
Wolgast, or Stralsund. She usually specifies when books are bought or 
bound for her children, for example ‘For 2 French books for the children’ 
(‘Vor 2 frantzoisch bücher vor die Kinder’) or for Wrangel himself ‘For 
my husband to have several of his books bound’ (‘Vor meinen Herrn 
Etzliche bücher ein binden laßen’).26 It can be assumed that when she 
does not mention another person, these are purchases or commissions 
for her own use. So, for example in Stade, she ‘paid for 14 books that were 
not yet bound’ (‘Vor 14 Bücher so noch ungebunden gegeben’) which 
cost her 10 Reichsthaler. She also bought books from individuals, as in 
1662, when she paid 3 Reichsthaler to ‘the wife of a preacher for a book’ 
(‘Ein priester frau vor ein buch’) or in 1663 ‘to a preacher who brought 
two books’ (‘Einem Priester der 2 buhger gebracht’). She gave money to 
people who presented her with books. In 1651 in Anklam she gave the 
high sum of 12 Reichsthaler to a preacher who made her a gift of a book.27 
In Stettin in 1663 she gave 1 Reichsthaler 24 Schilling ‘For a book that 
was presented to me’ (‘Vor ein Buch so mich geschencket worden’); in 
1666, 4 Reichsthaler ‘For the 6 books that Lademan gave me’ (‘Vor die 
6 buichger so laderman mier vorschrieben’). Only in one case does the 
countess actually define what type of book she has bought. In Stockholm 
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in 1670, she writes: ‘Paid for a gardening book. 1 Reichsthaler’ (‘Vor Ein 
garten buch bezahlet. 1 Reichstaler’). The account books thus situate the 
purchase of books within the general framework of her expenditure, but 
they do not indicate what the profile of her collection was.

Arne Losman has provided the definitive description of the social and 
political aspirations expressed in the profile of Carl Gustaf Wrangel’s 
own library, which was not informed by the Latinate humanist mindset 
of other Swedish book owners such as Per Brahe or Axel Oxenstierna, 
but by conspicuous consumption for representational purposes oriented 
towards models from France and the Dutch Republic, with German as his 
favoured language.28 Anna Margareta was of course born in Germany, so 
it is understandable that 70 books in German dominate her collection, 
with 50 in French coming second. There is 1 title in Italian, 2 in Swedish 
and, surprisingly, 18 in Latin, however, several of these may have been 
copies presented to her by their authors.29

Devotions and charity
Losman only mentions Anna Margareta’s books in passing, stating that 
devotional works influenced by early pietism are to be found among her 
books rather than among those of her husband.30 This would seem to 
imply that the countess’s books were mainly religious, which is far from 
true. Indeed, her small collection is remarkable for the time, in that the 
relative number of religious works is small. It is usual for religious works 
to number at least half of an early modern woman’s books. In Anna 
Margareta’s case, she has 33 books which could be termed ‘religious’. If 
these books are categorized further, then, at about 20, the number of 
works that could be defined as devotional seems even smaller. These books 
reflect her role within Heide Wunder’s definition of the early modern 
‘working couple’, according to which she was explicitly responsible for 
religious education in the household. Standard for use in daily devotions 
in the household are her copy of the Luther Bible, Luther’s postil, and his 
complete works in seven folio volumes. Cornelius Becker’s psalter and 
two hymn books also belong to this category. It was Anna Margareta’s 
responsibility, of course, to supervise the religious education of her 
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children and those entrusted to her, whether foster children or servants, 
and to provide a Christian role model.

As part of the preparation for a good Christian death it was not 
unusual for people to leave written instructions for their funerals or 
texts to be inscribed on coffins or used by the preachers who were to 
write their curricula vitae.31 Anna Margareta’s preparations stand out 
in this context, as she wrote a text that was to be read verbatim to the 
congregation at her funeral. Her instructions were that it should be 
recited, ‘in a loud voice, as if I were speaking from my coffin to those 
paying me their final respects’ (‘mit erhobener Stimme … alß wan 
ich auß meinem todten Sarcke noch zurieffe denen, die mir die letzte 
Ehre erwiesen’).32 The text is partially addressed to her children and 
stresses her self-fashioning as an example of divine providence and 
the guarantor of family piety as she exhorts her children to lead a good 
Christian life, dominated by charity to others.33 Her personal account 
books show her acting out this role daily. Her most regular expenditures 
are for charity: to the so-called ‘house poor’ (‘Hausarme’), including 
a girl she had taken in at Wrangelsburg near Wolgast, for whom she 
bought a spinning wheel, shoes, and stockings and to whom she gave 
money: ‘For the little girl that I have at Wrangelsburg’ (‘Vor das kleine 
Medigen so ich in Wrangelßburgs habe’), the alms given each week at 
church, money disbursed to the poor as she travelled and to specific 
charity cases, such as in 1660, two Reichsthaler to ‘A poor woman so 
that she could bury her child’ (‘Ein arme frau ir Kint zu begraben’) and 
the same amount ‘to a poor schoolboy for books’ (‘Ein armen schüller 
zu bücher’), or in 1664 one Reichsthaler ‘To a poor woman who has a 
demented son’ (‘Einer Armen Fraw so ein sinlohßen Sohn hatt’).34 She 
regularly paid into the confession box (‘Beichtgeld’) for herself and her 
children and made contributions to the building and repair of churches.

Anna Margareta bought bibles and postils for the children and had 
them specially bound, for example in Stralsund in 1659: ‘Bought a bible 
for little Dorte Liese and a postil for little Juliane’ (‘Dorte Lißgen einne 
bibel gekaufft; Julliangen einne Postille’).35 A little later she paid the 
sum of 17 Reichsthaler ‘For the silver to be put on little Eleonora’s bible’ 
(‘Vor daß Silber auff elenorgen irre Bibel’).36 In 1668 in Hamburg, she 
paid 3 Reichsthaler to have her own Bible decorated with silver.37 The 
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highest sum disbursed by Anna Margareta in connection with a book 
was in 1651, when she paid the extraordinary sum of 62 Reichsthaler 
to a goldsmith ‘to decorate the bible’ (‘vor die biebel, zu beschlagen’) 
and 8 Reichsthaler to a bookbinder, who bound it.38 These expenses are 
undoubtedly related to the family bible bound in black velvet with gold 
decorations in which Wrangel himself recorded the births and deaths 
of his children and of his wife.39 The bible was inherited by his daughter 
Augusta Aurora (1658–99), who never married,40 and although it seemed 
to have disappeared after her death, according to the entries in it his 
granddaughter reclaimed it for the Skokloster collections. Thus, Anna 
Margareta seems to have been responsible for equipping the family and 
the wider household with books for their daily devotions. In 1666 she 
recorded paying 6 Reichsthaler for six hymn books.41

As far as her own books are concerned, the proportion of works for 
devotional reading is, as mentioned earlier, surprisingly small, although 
of course it must be said that the countess had access to her husband’s 
collection, especially all the works of the Nürnberg devotional authors 
and others that he collected. Her own books reflect a spectrum of sermon 
literature from places with which she was associated, seeming to indicate 
that they may have been presented to her as gifts: Zacharias Rottman’s 
collection of sermons from Greifswald, Balthasar Rhaw’s sermons from 
Stralsund, Heinrich Schwarz’s Frühstunden, a sermon collection from 
Oldenburg, and, what seems to have been her only book in Swedish, 
Jonas Eric Billovius’s sermons from Gothenburg.

Johann Jacob Otho’s Tugendsteg und Lasterweg, first printed in 1669, 
is the only sermon volume which was not ‘local’ to one of her many 
residences. Its claim to be a handbook of virtuous conduct aligns it 
with the other devotional works owned by Anna Margareta, such as 
Christian Hoburg’s Praxis Davidica. Das ist Davids Christenthum und 
Seelenübung (1640), Hieronymus Örtel’s Geistlicher WeiberSpiegel, a 
bestseller that was first printed in 1610, de la Cerda’s Hortulus muliebris 
translated by Aegidius Albertinus as Weiblicher Lust-Garten … Von 
guten und bösen Eigenschafften/ Tugenden und Lastern deß weiblichen 
Geschlechts ins gemein, first published in 1630. Like this, several works 
are in translation: John Hayward’s Animae Afflictae in German and 
Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici in French, both translated from English, 
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a work by Charles Drelincourt in German from the French original, 
Giovanni Bona’s Conduite au ciel in French from the Latin, Thomas a 
Kempis Imitatio Christi in a German version, and lastly the visions of 
Saint Brigitte in a German translation from a Latin edition.

One book stands out in this context as being potentially linked to 
Anna Margareta’s role as an estate manager, Theodor von Reinkingk’s 
Biblische Policey, first published in 1653. This standard work on ‘politica 
christiana’ advises those in responsible positions at all levels of society 
on how they should uphold Christian standards in what might in the 
broadest of terms be called ‘government’, in Anna Margareta’s case of 
her multiple households.

Medicine, healing, animal husbandry, and science
Devotions and charitable works are standard to the description of a 
virtuous noblewoman and one of the most common charitable works 
were the preparation and distribution of medicines. Thus, a mainstay of 
an aristocratic woman’s book holdings are usually books on herbs and 
medicines.42 This is a subject practically entirely missing in Anna Marga-
reta’s collection. Her account books show her regularly spending money 
on treatment of members of her household, paying for consultations 
with doctors and treatments by barber surgeons, buying leeches, and 
sending off to the apothecary for cures and powders, both for herself, the 
children, and Wrangel.43 The fragmentary remains of her correspondence 
contain letters replying to her requests for advice from doctors.44 Possibly 
Anna Margareta’s unsettled childhood as a war orphan living in military 
camps and later her extreme mobility between her various estates as she 
travelled between Germany and Sweden prevented her from learning 
such skills or establishing and maintaining her own dispensary or 
distillery. Her interest in ‘new science’ is, however, documented in her 
ownership of Thomas Sprat’s history of the Royal Society in a French 
translation first published in Geneva in 1669.

The only ‘medical’ texts she had in her collection, however, were to 
do with animal husbandry, veterinary tracts on curing horses, one of 
which was a manuscript: ‘An old book of horse cures; another of the same 
in manuscript’ (‘Ein Alt Roß Artzneybuch; Ein altes dito geschrieben’). 
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Anna Margareta’s letters show her in constant communication with the 
managers of the farms belonging to the Wrangel estates in Pomerania 
and Sweden, ordering and discussing the prices and quality of livestock, 
from chickens and geese to oxen and sheep, consenting to them being 
moved from one grazing area to another, checking on the produce 
being sold and the return on investment.45 She clearly did not defer to 
Wrangel on decisions that had to be made, such as how to deal with 
peasants and farmers on the estates refusing to haul building materials 
for Wrangelsburg.46 In a broader sense, the fact that Anna Margareta 
owned a copy of a manual on mining, Georg Engelhard von Löhneyssen’s 
Bericht Vom Bergkwerck, first published in 1617, and one on horsemanship, 
Practica & Arte di Cavalleria, Oder Vollkommenes Pferd- und Reit-Buch 
(1668), would seem to tie into her economic activities and competence 
on the estates. Her two books on gardening and food preparation by 
Nicolas de Bonnefons are more in line with traditional expectations of 
a woman’s library. They were in French and were directly addressed to 
an audience of female readers: Le Jardinier François (first published 1651) 
and Les delices de la Campagne (first published 1654). Anna Margareta 
was directly involved in purchasing hundreds of lily and narcissus bulbs 
and overseeing the garden design at Skokloster.47

Building and architecture
Where Anna Margareta’s book collection and her account books overlap 
most clearly is in revealing her role within the specific ‘working couple 
Wrangel’ as a supervisor of building projects. This is an unusual aspect of 
her collection in comparison with other women’s libraries. Her account 
books show her purchasing furniture and items for interior decoration 
for all their houses, above all making payments to craftsmen such as 
French chairmakers and carpenters, but also paying for supplies of 
textiles and paint. In 1662, she made a payment for the painter who had 
decorated the pulpit in the church at Spycker.48 In 1665, she paid David 
Klöcker von Ehrenstrahl 50 Reichsthaler for a model he had made and 
for supervising work on the painting of the bedchamber in the Wrangel 
palace in Stockholm.49
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But Anna Margareta was also involved in elementary construction 
processes. She continually paid for large consignments of bricks, wood, 
roof tiles, and nails. As for example in 1664: 11 Reichsthaler ‘Paid for 
1000 roof tiles, to be used to cover the stable roof at Skokloster’ (‘Vor 
1000 Dacksteinen, dem Stall zu Schokloster mit zu decken gegeben’).50 
The only three letters written directly to Anna Margareta by Peter 
Trotzig, Wrangel’s agent in Amsterdam, that have survived in her 
correspondence reveal that in 1663 she had placed an order with him 
for 50–60,000 clinker bricks and 50 tonnes of gypsum, ‘praeparierten 
Gips’.51 Trotzig told her it would take some time, because the gypsum 
had to be ground, fired, and cooled before it could be prepared.52 When 
she was actually present while construction work was going on, she 
often paid the supervisor or the workers in cash (‘auf die Hand’), as 
with carpenters from Sigtuna at Skokloster in 1661, or in February 1670, 
again in Skokloster, when she paid for lumber and the wages of various 
construction workers, many of them soldiers.53

Badeloch Noldus has pointed to the importance of Wrangel’s collection 
of architectural works for his building projects.54 Anna Margareta of 
course had access to them when she was in Skokloster, but she also had 
her own books on the subject. She had a copy of Vitruvius, probably 
the 1649 Elzevier edition. She owned a very practical work for anyone 
supervising construction work, Johann Wilhelm’s Architectura civilis, 
first published in 1647, with its over 70 engravings of how to construct 
half-timbered buildings (Fachwerk) and design roofs, towers, and stair-
cases. Daniel Möglin’s German translation of a work by Guido Ubaldo 
Del Monte, first published in 1629, Mechanischer Kunst-Kammer Erster 
Theil Von Wag, Hebel, Scheiben, Haspel, Keil, Und Schrauffenwerckh is 
even more technical.

Albums of engravings also formed part of Anna Margareta’s small 
collection. The height of representational architecture was found in the 
engravings of the palaces and houses of the French nobility published by 
Jean Marot, which were avidly collected by Wrangel. Anna Margareta 
owned a copy of Marot’s volume of engravings L’architecture françoise, 
published around 1670.
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Military and political concerns
The number of works on civil architecture in Anna Margareta’s collec-
tion is equalled by those on military architecture and fortifications, 
of which she owned four, including Gebhard Himsel’s Florilegium 
Fortificatorium Tripartitum. Oder Kurtze, leichte, jedoch gründliche 
und richtige Anweisung zu der … Krieges-Bau-Kunst (1662). These books 
are complemented by other works on military tactics and military law, 
specifically Das Churfürstl. Brandenburgische Krieges-Recht (1672). 
Along with her practical involvement in Wrangel’s building projects, 
Anna Margareta clearly followed his military exploits and the broader 
European theatre of war and peace. She owned a volume of the news 
publication Diarium Europaeum and Hermann Teutschlieb: Verschiedene 
Kriegs- Und Friedens-Post (1669), which deals with military conflicts 
from the Thirty Years War up to the time of its publication. There are 
about 25 works dealing with political and diplomatic issues in France, 
Holland, England, and the German Empire in Anna Margareta’s collec-
tion, marking this as an important focus of interest. The fragments of 
her correspondence that survive give us glimpses of this. One is an 
anonymous newsletter from Hamburg in June 1653 addressed directly 
to the countess, indicating that she may often have received such written 
news. It was sent to Anklam to Erich Swensohn to be forwarded and 
Anna Margareta received it via Wolgast in Bremervörde, where she 
was at the time. The newsletter begins: ‘The Spanish and the French 
have all left their quarters and are marching straight to battle, Marshal 
Turenne is taking the main part of the King’s Army towards Luxemburg, 
because the Prince of Condé is moving strongly towards France in that 
region.’55 The letter goes on to describe the situation both on land in 
France itself, in England, and in Holland and then at sea, where the 
conflict between the English and Dutch fleets was escalating after the 
capture of six Dutch merchant ships. In 1663, Daniel Wolter sent a letter 
to Anna Margareta from Bremervörde which was delivered to her in 
Stockholm about the effects of a new Swedish royal edict on charges 
for thoroughfares on the German mainland.56 He then gives her a long 
assessment of what will happen at the next local parliament meeting 
(Landtag) that he has already sent to Wrangel, expressly noting that 
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she too should have comprehensive information on this, underlining 
her role in co-administering their estates and protecting their interests.

Topography, travel, and geography
Losman has shown how intense Wrangel’s interest in travel literature, 
topography and non-European cultures was. This also holds true for Anna 
Margareta, who in addition to maps owned several of the best-known 
works on foreign travel, such as, in German, Charles de Rochefort’s 
Historische Beschreibung der Antillen-Inseln in America, in French Johan 
Nieuhof’s description of China, L’ambassade de la Compagnie orientale des 
Provinces Unies vers l’empereur de la Chine, and Balthasar de Monconys’ 
Journal des voyages in the original. She also owned, probably in French, 
Pietro della Valle’s description of his travels to the Orient. These interests 
are supplemented by works on religion and culture in these regions, 
such as those by Erasmus Francisci, Neu-polirter Geschicht- Kunst- und 
Sitten-Spiegel ausländischer Völcker (1670), and Abraham Rogerius’ Offne 
Thür zu dem verborgenen Heydenthum (1663) with Christoph Arnold’s 
appendix on religious practices in Asia, Africa, and the Americas.

Her interest in the countries of Europe is shown in the illustrated 
descriptions of Rome that she owned: Abgebildetes altes Rom, Abgebil-
detes Unterirdisches Rom, and Abgebildetes Neues Rom and works of 
history concerning France and the Low Countries. A work informing 
her in German on her adopted country was Johann Ludwig Gottfried’s 
Inventarium Sueciae, Das ist: Gründliche, und warhaffte Beschreibung deß 
Königsreichs Schweden. Two famous works in Latin, Johann Scheffer’s 
Uppsalia (1666) and the work on which Scheffer collaborated with Olof 
Verelius, Gothrici et Rolfi Westrogothiæ regum historia lingua antiqua 
Gothica conscripta (1664) may well have been presentation copies, as was 
probably the case with the two Latin works celebrating the inauguration 
of the University of Kiel which the countess owned.
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Poetry and literature
Among the works of literature in Anna Margareta’s collection are 
several stemming from German courts with which the Wrangels had 
close connections and they too may have been dedication copies. They 
were all by people who were members of the German literary society 
Fruchtbringende Gesellschaft, to which Wrangel was admitted in 1649.57 
This applies to Duke August of Wolfenbüttel’s devotional work Evange-
lische Kirchenharmonie, published in 1646, and to the work on German 
grammar by his privy councillor Justus Georg Schottelius, Ausführliche 
Arbeit Von der Teutschen HaubtSprache of 1663. Wrangel and his wife 
were regularly at the Mecklenburg court in Güstrow and Anna Margareta 
owned the volume of religious poetry published there by Duke Gustav 
Adolf of Mecklenburg, Geistliche Reim-Gedichte (1663), and she also 
seems to have owned Ludwig VI of Hesse-Darmstadt’s versification of 
the Psalter from 1658.58 As brother-in-law to Queen Hedwig Eleonora 
of Sweden, Ludwig made several trips to Sweden and owned a copy of 
Anna Margareta Wrangel’s funerary publication.59 Dietrich von dem 
Werder, one of the most prominent early members of the Fruchtbringende 
Gesellschaft, is present in the countess’s collection with his translation 
of Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata, Das erlösete Jerusalem (1626). The 
only novel owned by Anna Margareta seems to have been Philipp von 
Zesen’s Assenat published in 1670 in Amsterdam. She appears to have 
enjoyed satirical literature and memoirs in French, which are also well 
represented in her small library. Her account books show that she went 
to the theatre, paying 100 Reichsthaler to a troupe of French actors 
in Hamburg in 1677, and that she also paid for lay performances by 
students and soldiers to entertain the children, but the only traces of 
this interest in her library are a copy of Molière’s L’Amour médecin and 
a book described in the inventory as ‘diverse comedies’.60

Funerals and consolation
In light of the other noble women’s libraries another gap presents itself: 
Anna Margareta has no funeral sermons among her books. Her account 
books do, however, show her dealing with death in her own household and 
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arranging burials and funerals on several occasions, including making a 
payment for printed funerary poems. In 1661, Wrangel recorded the birth 
of their son Hermann in the family bible, adding that the child died a few 
days later. Just as in 1643, when their first child Hannibal died, so in 1661 
Anna Margareta had the child’s portrait painted, indicating that there 
may once have been a series of several paintings commemorating dead 
children on the walls at Skokloster and not just the one of Hannibal that 
survives today. Her account books record costs for people to drape the 
walls with black cloth and 30 Reichsthaler to ‘The painter who painted 
a portrait of the blessed child’ (‘Dem Mahlder Soh das sellige Kind 
abgemahlt hat’), 20 Reichsthaler, possibly as an advance ‘Paid in cash 
to the painter who is to paint the banners and the coffin’ (‘Dem Mahler 
soh die Fahnen und Sarck mahlen sol auff die hant gegeben’), a further 
40 Reichsthaler to the painter from Riddarhuset ‘to paint the banners 
and the coffin’ (‘vor die fanen und sarck zu mahlen’), and finally 10 
were disbursed ‘For some printed poems about the blessed child’ (‘Vor 
etlige gedruckte karmen uber das sellige Kint’), all of which indicates 
that it was she rather than Wrangel who arranged the funeral itself and 
commissioned the epicedia to commemorate the child.61

Conclusion
Traces of her book collection and her account books provide us with a 
picture of Anna Margareta Wrangel that is far more differentiated than 
the one drawn to date. Her books show her wide-ranging interests, but 
they also tie in very closely with the practical concerns of her everyday 
life and her role as a manager of estates. These are reflected in what 
little of her correspondence survives, but her account books covering 
her daily expenditure over several years give the most detailed insights. 
The interest here has mainly been to follow her book purchases, but her 
detailed records show her incredible mobility as she criss-crossed the 
Baltic to see to her estates and the material aspects of running multiple 
households. Aspects like her purchase of toys for the children—drums, 
wax dolls, miniature swords—or the sums she expended on everything 
from servants’ wages, shoes, medicines, pet animals, and citrus fruit 
have played no role here, but Anna Margareta’s account books would 
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certainly repay closer study or an edition in order to present a rounded 
picture of the material culture of everyday life in the Wrangel household.
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Chapter 11

The early modern glove, 
gender, and emotional objects

James Daybell

This essay draws on recent theoretical fusions of the material and 
emotional turns that have led to analyses of the emotional lives of 
objects in order to examine the gendered meanings of early modern 
gloves.1 Stemming from a major new study of gender, materiality, and the 
culture of English gloves from the period 1500–1800, it takes an emotions 
approach to handwear as a way of unpacking layers of material meaning, 
arguing that gloves functioned and communicated as ‘emotional objects’ 
in their making, through their consumption, as part of a culture of gift 
exchange and as they moved across multiple itineraries, acquiring new 
sentimental meanings in new contexts, as bequests, relics, and museum 
artefacts.2 The choice of glove—rather than, say, hats, handkerchiefs, 
or rings—is explained not simply by their ubiquity as items of clothing 
worn by all sections of society for practicality, but also by the fact 
that gloves and their component parts were deeply engrained in the 
social and cultural practices and rituals of the early modern world. 
Furthermore, the gender ambiguity over cut and styling, challenging 
curators in determining whether a particular glove was intended for 
a male or female wearer, imparts a degree of interpretative instability 
that opens up opportunities for gendered analyses of materiality and 
emotion. Gloves established, reinforced, and disrupted gender power 
relations and norms.

As objects, early modern gloves have themselves been the subject of 
particular theoretical attention in past decades. They have been fetishized 
by Ann Rosalind Jones and Peter Stallybrass, who have conceptual-
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ized the material and emotional importance of the glove exchange. In 
their work they point out that ‘detachable parts’, such as jewellery but 
gloves in particular, yoke ‘person’ and ‘thing’. Using a phrase coined 
by William Pietz, Stallybrass and Jones argue that gloves can be seen 
as ‘external organs of the body’, and that these objects reach out and 
extend ‘the prosthetic hand of affection’.3 The fetishization of the glove 
that Jones and Stallybrass have claimed developed during the sixteenth 
and seventeenth century continued into the next century, which, as 
Tracey Hutchings-Goetz has argued, witnessed the ‘erotic fetishization 
and feminization of gloves’ promoted by eighteenth-century literature, 
‘reducing the primary meaning of gloves … to feminine fetish’.4 Sue 
Vincent understands early modern gloves as ‘polysemic garments’ where 
a ‘multiplicity of meanings intersect’. ‘Gloves’, she argues, constantly 
‘negotiate a place’ on the ‘continuum’ and public and private consump-
tion, ‘their meanings’ contributing ‘to the most public, and intimate, 
of disclosures’.5 Moreover, an increasing body of work on clothes and 
early modern dress are important in conceptualizing gloves, situating 
them as items of clothing that communicated through material forms, 
and were influenced by considerations of fashion and stylistic changes, 
many of which were clearly gendered for men and women.6

While emotional considerations are at the heart of these theoretical 
studies, a particularly fruitful interpretative lens is provided by the work 
of scholars who in recent years have been influenced by the ‘material’ 
and ‘emotional’ turns in history and have begun to study the relationship 
between objects and emotions, a field of enquiry that draws on a broad 
range of theoretical and disciplinary approaches, historical and art 
historical, literary and psychological, anthropological and archaeological, 
philosophical and ontological, curatorial, and design-led.7 For many, 
this move from the textual to the material places objects at the very 
heart of the emotional life of human beings in the past, with emphasis 
on the making and consumption of objects, as well as their mediating 
role between human actors. Emotions of varying hues can be embedded 
in the process of manufacture; literally inscribed in the form of words 
or communicated through material forms. Emotional states are altered 
through consumption or exchanges, or conveyed through use within 
cultural contexts. Importantly for this study, emotional objects are 
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defined as accruing a form of sentimental value beyond aesthetic or 
economic, historical, or religious values, although these categories are 
of course not mutually exclusive. According to the philosopher Guy 
Fletcher:

Something is sentimentally valuable if and only if the thing is valuable 
for its own sake in virtue of a subset of its relational properties, where 
the properties include any or all of having belonged to, having been 
given to or by, or having been used by, people or animals, within a 
relationship of family, friendship, or romantic love, or having been 
used or acquired during a significant experience.8

Fundamental here is that emotional value is viewed as relational and 
dependent on cultural context with meanings shifting and unstable, 
which is underpinned by the concept of ‘itineraries’ developed in a 
recent important book by Hans Peter Hahn and Hadas Weiss. Intended 
as a critique of Kopytoff’s ‘object biography’, which implies a rather 
linear approach to the life cycle of an object, Hahn and Weiss borrow 
James Clifford’s notion of travelling cultures to think about the multiple 
itineraries objects take and the different meanings generated as objects 
travel, transform, are appropriated and reappropriated and reinterpreted 
in different contexts.9 For example, a glove given as a wedding gift 
takes on new meaning as a bequest, as a relic, or as a museum object 
as it passes from one owner and context to another. Finally, turning 
to the ontology of things and following the clarion call of the editors 
of the recent volume, Feeling for Things, to consider ‘objects as actors 
which do not emote; which produce and transmit feeling, but do not, 
themselves, feel’ (a position held by all but the most wild and woolly of 
theorists), this essay argues that gloves are not simply inert, but rather 
have agency and ‘the capacity to act on people’s feelings’.10 The essay 
importantly recognizes the participatory nature of objects in social and 
cultural processes of gender operations, with attention to the affective. 
It studies the gendered emotional significance of early modern gloves 
across their complex itineraries focusing on three main areas: first, 
the emotional capital of making, with an emphasis on female labour; 
second, the consumption and gifting of gloves, and their semiotic 
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interpretation; and last, gloves as memory objects, as bequests, relics, 
and museum artefacts.

Glove-making as emotional capital
Thinking about emotional capital is useful for historians in many 
ways, not least in terms of the concept of making; in other words, the 
production or making of things is an emotional investment of time, 
and personalization of matter was a gesture that labour is embedded in 
the object—in this case the glove. Early modern objects were different 
from modern objects in that they were much more likely to be indi-
vidually made, the leather and colour carefully chosen, the finished 
article embellished with embroidery and perfume. Glove-making was 
a labour-intensive industry before the development of mechanized mass 
production technologies, involving a lengthy process with many stages 
requiring a range of different skills by men and women, from the sourcing 
of raw materials (leather, fabric, lace, silk, wool, thread, beads, ribbon, 
and perfume), their preparation (including the processing of hides and 
the tanning of leather) and assembly of component parts (the cutting 
of leather and making of cuffs) and the finishing and personalization 
through embroidery and perfuming of the final article.11 Here artisanal 
skill and master craftsmanship intersected with the demands of those 
commissioning gloves, the world of style, aesthetic, and fashion, and 
the emotional experiences of the shopper. Early modern gloves varied 
enormously from simple knitted, cotton, or cheap leather gloves to 
expensive, highly decorated, even bejewelled pairs of ornate handware, 
each displaying varying levels and types of sentiment or feeling, including 
pride, boredom, love, and affection. Different aspects of the making of 
gloves from the choice of leather, the sizing and cutting, sewing, and 
embroidery of handware were performed by different and often gendered 
hierarchies of people. Men were involved in the cutting, women in the 
sewing, embroidering, and personalization of gloves: elements of the 
glove-making process closely attuned to the emotions.12

Several scholars have highlighted the emotion literally stitched into 
textiles through making by hand, prior to the technological develop-
ments that enabled mass production. Bridget Long views needlework 
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as an emotional community activity, a form of making that could be a 
distraction and consolation; Amanda Herbert argues that investments 
of female time and expertise heightened the emotional value of gifts of 
needlework and the networks of sociability that it produced; and John 
Styles has documented the feelings threaded through the fabric tokens 
left with orphans at the London Foundling Hospital by mothers forced 
to discard their offspring.13 Such emotional investment is occasionally 
glimpsed in relation to gloves, as evident in a pair of gloves gifted by 
the French nun Anthoinette de Saveuses to her former charge, Anne 
Basset, Maid of Honour to Jane Seymour, which were embroidered with 
the name of her patron saint, St Anne.14

The evidence of the gloves themselves that survive in collections 
around the world highlights the skilled craftsmanship, especially at the 
upper end of the market, with the importing of high-quality Spanish 
leather, with gloves finished to a luxury standard, and with sophisticated 
embroidery techniques, using exotic colours and threads sourced for 
production that attest high levels of emotional investment in making.15 
Analysis of the elaborate embroidery and silk-work was not only an 
emotional investment in the personalization of handwear, but also 
designs, details, colours, patterns and even scents communicated different 
emotions. A pair of mid-seventeenth-century men’s mourning gloves 
fringed with black silk were associated with solemnity and grief.16 
Meanwhile, a pair of early seventeenth-century leather gloves held 
by the Metropolitan Museum depict small birds and flaming hearts, 
which were symbols of romantic devotion, while another pair dated 
c.1600 features a disembodied eye raining pale blue and silver tears, 
the symbol of the weeping eye found in Henry Peacham’s emblem 
book Minerva Britanna, or A Garden of Heroical Devises of 1612, which 
was a motif for unrequited love.17 A highly decorative pair of leather 
gloves, tapestry-woven in silks and metal threads, metal bobbin lace, 
and connected to the Sheldon tapestry workshops, Warwickshire, of the 
period 1590–1610, survive in the Victoria & Albert Museum, depicting a 
pattern of trees, floral sprigs, strawberries with peacocks, parrots, owls, 
and other birds. While it is unclear whether women were active as part 
of the Sheldon workshop, female tapestry workers were part of the highly 
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skilled émigré community including Margaret Knutte, born in Ghent, 
a widow with five children in her household aged between 1 and 19.18

Recovering the emotions embedded in the process of glove-making 
more broadly is, however, altogether more complicated, and demands 
analysis of a bricolage of sources—textual as well as material—that 
cumulatively build a model of emotional making. Guild records and 
petitions define and defend the craft of glove-making, and assert the 
right to practice as a glover or embroiderer, making claims for high 
quality workmanship, and the maintaining of a way of life and livelihood. 
Similarly, correspondence of glovers shows a concern with quality 
supply of leather, and maintaining high standards, while letter-writers 
discussing the design, fit, and personalized features of gloves attest an 
investment in detail (and getting the right glove), and the trade cards 
with which glovers advertised themselves did so in ways that repre-
sented an artisanal pride in their craft. While glove-making was largely 
male-dominated, women numbered significantly among the members 
of the Glovers’ Company, either as mistresses or as apprenticed girls; 
indeed, proportionally more than most other trades, as Laura Gowing 
importantly has recently shown.19 Women with specialist glove-making 
skills asserted their right to exercise their expertise, petitioning with male 
family assistance for recognition by the Glovers’ Company. Such was 
the case of the glover Margaret Row, who appears in the 1673 petition of 
John Row, possibly her husband or father, to the Council for Trade. Row 
begging to be allowed to practise the art of making white chamois gloves 
and dyeing them firm black that he and his family learned in Holland, 
without persecution by the Glovers’ Company, which required members 
to live within three miles from Westminster. In support of the claim 
were appended four certificates asserting to the quality of Margaret’s 
chamois gloves, including glover Johanna Gillmore who explained 
that she had not heard of shammy gloves until ‘she bought [them] of 
the said Margaret’ and Josias Clerke who asserted that Margaret ‘doth 
make extraordinary good shamy gloves … better than others generally 
make’.20 Gloves thus emoted as objects. Glove-making was viewed as a 
highly skilled craft, and the right to practise was defended by women as 
well as men, with female tapestry weavers, silkworkers, or embroiders 
engaged in the finishing and personalizing of finished items of handwear.
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Consumption, gifts, and semiotics
The ownership of gloves by individuals—working on the assumption 
that objects have agency, with an emphasis on the subject/object rela-
tionship—generated emotional responses that were associated with 
consumption, shopping, fashion, self-fashioning and identity. The very 
practice of shopping changed significantly over the early modern period, 
as proxy modes of shopping were increasingly replaced by more haptic, 
personal and leisured experiences by the eighteenth century, with gloves 
as sought-after accessories to complete a fashionable assemblage, and 
the female consumer constructed, marketed to and courted through 
service.21 The evidence of household accounts, correspondence, trade 
cards, advertising, and even shop fronts indicates a world of emotional 
investment in glove-buying. From the perspective of glove-sellers there 
was an attempt to market to a female market, and also surviving examples 
of trade cards of female traders in gloves advertising the quality of their 
wares. A rare trade card survives for Hannah Hatwell who around 
1700 was based in Newgate Street at the ‘Unicorn and Royal-Point’ 
where she sold ‘all sorts of haberdasher wares and millinary wares’. 
She also advertised the sale of ‘all sorts of gloves and mittens’, which 
she sold wholesale and retail, and she herself drew ‘the newest patterns 
of embroidery’ and other sorts of needlework.22 The elaborately deco-
rated trade card of the haberdasher Susannah Fordham, who likewise 
advertised ‘all sorts of gloves’ among her other wares available from her 
shop, the Artichoke, in the Royal Exchange in London, was relatively 
unusual among female traders, who were less likely than men to sell 
independently, but nonetheless articulated a public pride in her trade.

The experience of shopping for gloves was one that aroused much 
discussion between shoppers and the shopped for about style and size. In 
the mid eighteenth century, Elizabeth Jervis of Meaford in Staffordshire 
received letters from her London-based daughter Elizabeth, in which 
she discussed glove fashions and a pair she and her sister had bought 
their mother: ‘would you have the Gloves Kid thought of bespeaking 
them of perry who used to make for you, suppose you would not have 
them Glazed for nobody wears them, a pair of the fashionable grey a 
soft leather French Kid we have bought for you’.23 Concerns of design, 
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fit, fashion and scent were all clearly discussed by correspondents in 
their glove-related transactions. Ownership of the right pairs of gloves 
as part of an assemblage was for many women of high importance.

In addition to being owned, objects were also agentive in the ways in 
which they structured relationships by being given or used, and gloves 
were symbolically at the heart of a series of social and cultural practices, 
firmly embedded in the emotional fabric of early modern everyday life. 
Gloves functioned as tokens at weddings and funerals, as romantic 
gifts during courtship, or as markers of civic and mercantile status and 
pride; they were exchanged symbolically as part of diplomatic and court 
cultures as markers of respect, with the proffering of an ungloved royal 
hand denoting high favour. Military gages, whether worn or used to 
strike a foe, carried significant meaning in military spheres, connected 
to masculine codes of martial honour, while in religious realms ecclesi-
astical gloves in the pre-Reformation British Isles and Catholic countries 
were an important part of ceremonies, the gloved male priestly hand 
emphasizing the celestial sanctity of the host.24 Symbolically, then, the 
semiotics of the glove communicated heightened emotion as part of 
romantic exchanges, religious ceremonies, and especially the culture 
and practices associated with death and funerals, each of which might 
be gendered in different ways.

Much has been written about the importance of gloves as tokens at 
funerals, but gloves also played a symbolic role in death and burial, as 
garments used to dress the corpse.25 The actress Mrs Oldfield (d.1730) 
was, according to her maid, elegantly dressed for her coffin when she was 
laid to rest, reportedly wearing a fine Brussels lace headdress and new 
kid gloves, a marker of social decorum.26 Rather less, however, has been 
written about the connection between gloves and grief, and the ways in 
which the symbolism of the glove might be emotionally charged in ways 
that were gendered. The iconography of family portraits communicated 
a series of emotions connected to lineage, social status, and the family 
life cycle. Exemplary of this is the representation of a deceased mother in 
Des Granges’ c.1640 portrait of the Saltonstall family (Fig. 11.1) in which 
Sir Richard is depicted dropping his glove into the outstretched hand of 
his dying wife, the glove representing a wedding glove, exchanged with 
his wife at their nuptials and symbolic of their marriage. The dropping 
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of the glove into her hand is suggestive of the end of their union, as he 
casts his eyes towards his second wife Mary to whom he was married 
at the time the portrait was painted.27

Gloves also had special meaning in the case of deceased young female 
virgins, and the custom of commemorating their deaths by making 
maiden’s garlands, a practice that had origins in the late Middle Ages 
and continued into the post-Reformation period. The garlands, which 
took the form of paper crowns, were part of the funeral procession, and 
they were decorated with paper gauntlets which issued a challenge to 
any in the parish to question the young woman’s chastity and honour. 
They remained in the church for a number of weeks after the burial, at 
which point they were hung up in the church as a lasting testament or 
icon to the deceased’s virtue. While most of the earliest extant examples 
date from the eighteenth century, there are fleeting references to this 
practice in the seventeenth century, including a reference to a garland 
preserved in St Mary’s Church in Beverley, Yorkshire, connected to 
Elizabeth Ellinor who died 14 August 1680 aged 21. Another, which 
remains in situ in the Church of St Calixtus, Shropshire, was made for 
Hannah Phillips who died on 10 May 1707.28 The glove symbol here was 
again connected to the female life cycle, its meaning fusing martial uses 
of the glove to issue a challenge with associations of female chastity—the 
glove, in other words, was employed to defend the honour and memory 
of young women in the post-Reformation community.

Memory, relics, museum gloves
Acting broadly as ‘gifts’ gloves were, therefore, part of the connective 
tissue or social lubricant that structured gender relationships, and in 
this sense were dynamic and altering, rather than impassive and static. 
This reconnects with earlier theoretical framings of gloves moving across 
multiple ‘itineraries’, achieving new meanings in different contexts. 
Emotional attachments might also be formed with objects, and as Alfred 
Gell reminds us such objects acquired agency inherent in cultural situa-
tions: a glove passed on as a bequest acquires sentimental value since it has 
embedded within it the memory of the previous wearer.29 Second-hand 
gloves where there was a personal connection evoked emotional value 
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as memory objects capable of standing for that person, while in certain 
circumstances gloves could act as relics, which has a quasi-religious 
or magical material charisma or potency, and as Daniel Miller has 
evocatively shown the things that people assemble around themselves 
have an emotional value entirely detached from their economic worth.30 
Finally, from a museological perspective, institutions perform perceived 
emotional functions for their communities in preserving things: curators 
and researchers are themselves emotionally entangled with the artefacts 
in their care or that are their subject of study, and museum visitors react 
powerfully to objects on display.31

There is also an important distinction, as Joanne Begiato argues, 
between ‘emotional artefacts’ that are deliberate emotional objects, 
such as wedding rings, and other objects that become emotional objects 
unintentionally by association with circumstances and events, further 
arguing that ‘emotional objects are also created in the flow of human 
relationships, and thus change over personal and historical time, since 

Figure 11.1 David Des Granges, The Saltonstall Family, c.1640. Tate Britain.



the early modern glove, gender, and emotional objects

227

relationships shift; also objects imbued with one meaning are later 
realigned like dynamic tessellations according to life stage or relation-
ship’.32 Another useful concept in thinking about the movement and 
renegotiated meanings of gloves and gender is that of ‘relics’, employed 
here in the multiplicity of the word, which has three distinct essences: 
as objects surviving from an earlier time, especially one of historical 
interest; as objects of reverence and worship, which assume sacred, 
ritual, mystical, or even magical meanings; and as things that have 
survived from an earlier time but are now outmoded, and are collected, 
classified, and curated for contemporary audiences and purposes. Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett argues that even ordinary, everyday items accu-
mulate meaning over time and through use—that it is in fact their 
quotidian use that makes them stimuli for reminiscence. This residual 
memory of a person or event imbues them with an ‘autobiographical 
archaeology’ and they are valued more for what they signify, for the 
larger biography of which they are part as memory objects.33 Important 
here is the understanding of how, as Roberta Gilchrist has studied in 
relation to medieval heirlooms, biographical objects are transformed 
into memory and sacred objects. These objects, she argues, were often 
connected with family life-cycle rituals, and were transformed from 
‘biographical objects’ into ‘memory objects’ and ‘sacred objects’. For 
example, textiles associated with female rites of passage, such as bedsheets 
or coverlets, were passed between generations of women, sometimes 
conveyed in a dowry chest.34 Gloves were passed as bequests by women 
to female family members and friends, which transformed them into 
memory objects, closely associated with their former owners. In a more 
extreme form, gloves of famous women, such as Lady Jane Grey or Mary 
Queen of Scots assumed the status of relics, the material extensions of 
those whose royal hands they once gloved.

As garments worn next to the skin, gloves had a particularly close 
connection to historic wearers, and had heightened value when stained 
with bodily fluids such as vomit or blood. This was the case with the 
gloves that Charles I wore on the scaffold on the day of his execution, the 
stains of which curators at Lambeth Palace Library (where the gloves are 
now preserved) interpret as the martyred king’s bodily fluids. Thus, for 
certain material objects, these detachable items could convey immense 
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power—here the usurped male authority of a monarch. Indeed, the 
emotional pull of accessing the last pair of gloves that Charles wore 
has led to multiple pairs being remembered as part of his final days. In 
addition to the pair now held at Lambeth Palace Library, thought to 
have been gifted at his execution to William Juxon, Bishop of London, 
and subsequently preserved by his family, another glove of Charles’, 
now at the National Library of Wales, was also thought to have been 
bestowed on the day of his execution and passed down the family of 
the Speaker of the Commons William Lenthall. A plaque in the box in 
which it is contained records that it was ‘presented by King Charles I 
to Speaker Lenthall on the morning of his execution with the following 
inscription: “To my friend, Speaker Lenthall, for Amitie’s Sake” Charles 
R’. The Museum of London holds a third pair of gloves, also thought to 
have been given by Charles to Bishop Juxon, not simply the day of his 
execution, but, dramatically, as the online catalogue elaborates, ‘Said 
to have been given by Charles I to Bishop Juxon on the scaffold’. The 
transformation here is into museum objects, with gloves curated because 
of their physical or social materiality.35

Conclusion
In conclusion, this essay argues that gloves functioned and communicated 
as emotional objects in their making, through their consumption, as 
part of a culture of gift exchange, and as they moved across multiple 
itineraries, acquired new meanings in new contexts, as bequests, relics, 
and museum artefacts. The making of gloves was an investment of 
emotional capital, especially the personalization with embroidery and 
silkwork, which was often a female-gendered activity. Likewise with 
gifted gloves, the act of selecting and presenting was imbued with 
feeling, as was the collecting, curating, mending, and recycling of 
gloves that mattered to people in different ways. Gloves also played 
an extraordinarily central part in early modern life, integral to social 
customs of weddings and funerals that affected both men and women, 
as well as symbolic in military, religious, civic, economic, and political 
spheres, with the semiotics of the glove communicating in emotionally 
charged, gendered ways.
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Chapter 12

The Swedish Men’s Fashion 
Council and ambivalence 

about fluctuations in fashion
Emma Severinsson

In the autumn of 1960, the evening tabloid Aftonbladet reported on a 
fashion show that had recently been held in Stockholm. It was all rather 
muted, according to the reviewer, who lamented the dark monochrome 
colour palette, which could only be described as ‘rat grey’.1 As criticism 
went, it was very much of its time. In the 1950s, a new and far more 
visible youth culture, strongly influenced by the US, had spread across 
the world. Young people had long adopted specific clothing styles and 
music preferences, but, in a new departure, teenagers were now seen 
as a distinct consumer group. The clothing industry was not slow to 
show an interest in marketing special clothing to young people.2 The 
new teenage fashions offered young people a greater choice, capitalizing 
on the much-repeated fact that they had previously only been able to 
choose between looking like big children or small adults.3

Further change, often described as the peacock revolution, came 
in the 1960s. Men’s fashion was revolutionized, and the suits which 
had dominated menswear were challenged by colourful, more casual 
clothing.4 Some groups began to view the suit as outdated and too 
traditional. The dark-grey suit came to symbolize the gap between 
older, conservative generations and young people who wanted to express 
their personality and their political opinions through their clothes.5 
For the young, mass production offered freedom, while their parents’ 
generation was appalled by the challenges to convention and tradition.6 
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However, it was not simply that young men chose to dress differently; 
some older men too entertained the idea of a more youthful style.7 
Although the hegemony of the smart suit was challenged by new styles, 
it did not disappear completely from men’s wardrobes, and it remained 
indispensable for many men in the 1960s and 1970s.8 Fashion influences 
came from ‘Swinging London’, denoting Britain’s undeniable hold over 
fashion, art, and music and youth and popular culture in general. The 
fashion historian Jay McCauley Bowstead notes that the popularization of 
men’s fashion in the 1960s and 1970s gave men greater leeway to express 
themselves through their clothes.9 Although men’s fashion did not take 
up as many column inches in Sweden as in the UK or US, there was still 
considerable interest in the weekly and daily press in covering menswear.

Svenska Herrmoderådet, the Swedish Men’s Fashion Council (SMFC), 
which had arranged the grey fashion show, was an industry association of 
nineteen companies founded in 1957 to do something about the looming 
Swedish textile crisis.10 They worked strategically with advertising 
and information campaigns to highlight the advantages of Swedish 
ready-to-wear menswear. In the next few decades, the Swedish clothing 
industry lost 70 per cent of its jobs and production was halved.11 The 
consumer information put out by the SMFC had a twofold purpose: to 
promote the garment industry and to nudge men in its desired direction. 
The SMFC was strongly influenced by 1950s ideas of limited, carefully 
chosen consumption. Rational consumption was one element in what 
has been identified as Swedish restraint. Being ambitious and careful also 
often meant avoiding unnecessary purchases.12 The economic historian 
Carina Gråbacke considers quality to have been the catchword of the 
1950s, arguing that fit, material, and durability were crucial for many 
manufacturers and retailers.13 At the same time, the SMFC thought 
people were lowering their demands for quality, something it set out  
to change. In operation until the early 1980s, its membership grew and 
the methods it used to get across its message varied.

In this essay, I examine how the SMFC worked to promote traditional 
men’s fashion while simultaneously trying to keep up with the fluctuations 
in fashion in the 1960s and 1970s. I focus on how the SMFC navigated 
the demands of preserving traditional menswear and the exigencies of 
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consumer demands for novelty. I touch on how the SMFC used its advice 
on proper dress to shape a certain type of masculinity.

The SMFC published a wealth of marketing materials, a trade maga-
zine, and fashion forecasts. It ran advertising campaigns and collaborated 
with other bodies to teach young people about style. Both the daily and 
evening press often referred to it, and it in turn advertised in those papers 
and the weeklies. In this essay, therefore, I consider the SMFC’s activities 
by looking at its trade magazine Klädnytt (1957–1967, ‘Clothing news’) 
and its fashion forecasting. Both were addressed primarily to its member 
organizations and menswear retailers, though it is conceivable Klädnytt 
and the trend reports were read by fashion-conscious individuals.14 
The magazine articles were largely the work of SMFC members, but 
from time to time experts of various kinds were invited to write for it, 
for example to comment on current fashions. When Klädnytt ceased 
publication in 1967, the SMFC continued to publish its forecasts twice 
a year in order to keep the industry up to date on dominant trends. By 
extension, it also wanted the forecasts to trickle down to the public and 
thus affect fashion in general.

Fashion gatekeepers
To explain who has—and had—the power to define fashion, the fashion 
theorist Yuniya Kawamura uses the term ‘gatekeeping’. Gatekeepers have 
a decisive part to play in elevating clothing to the level of fashion. It is 
a position often reserved for fashion magazine editors and journalists, 
who have had a great deal of say in what is perceived as fashion, largely 
by controlling which designers’ creations or prêt-à-porter collections 
are seen in the media. Kawamura’s point is that what is given exposure 
is as important for producers as it is for consumers. Readers have great 
confidence in the selection the press make, and often adopt what is 
shown as being on trend. The magazines are also an important source 
of information for their readers, as historically they have been the usual 
fashion channels. The gatekeeper’s task is to track fashion innovation 
and assess whether it will be passing or permanent. Fashion magazines 
have a special role in this, because at the same time as they have the 
power to decide what will have an impact, they are also dependent 
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on the fashion industry and serve its interests. The fashion items they 
highlight generally go on to be what is consumed.15

As a concept, fashion gatekeeping explains the role that the SMFC 
hoped to play in the Swedish fashion industry. They wanted to safeguard 
the industry’s interests and act as a barrier between the excesses of 
high fashion and the clothes that reached the shops. The SMFC was 
often mentioned in the daily press, and thus was able to communicate 
its consumer advice and views on current fashion to a wide audience. 
Klädnytt often voiced its concern about fashion journalism in the press 
for including the spectacular extremes which were not suitable for 
well-dressed men.

Ambivalence about fashion and change
The operations of the SMFC were designed to sustain the Swedish fashion 
industry by slowing the pace of fashion, primarily for economic reasons. 
Instead of pushing for production to be remodelled, their mantra was 
the importance of the classic cut. Good quality and a knowledge of 
which fabrics would last and were easy to care for were the arguments 
for choosing Swedish-made clothes. ‘A real interest in quality’, according 
to the SMFC, was ‘more valuable than an interest in pure fashion which 
flames brightly but just as quickly burns out.’16 The SMFC enthused 
about good-quality menswear in classic cuts, but acknowledged that ‘it 
would be phony to behave as if there were no passing fashions’.17 It was 
not changing fashions per se that it opposed, but rather the rapidity of 
those changes, which were a worry.

The art historian Gunn Hasvén reminds us that in the late 1950s 
patterned clothing was considered tasteless, while black was considered 
extreme. Clothing in unpatterned fabrics and discreet colours was what 
was on offer for men who wanted to stick to the norm.18 There was very 
little margin for those who did not want to be thought incorrectly 
dressed. Gråbacke shows that the strict norms for what was considered 
good taste were eroded in the 1960s.19 Plainly, the SMFC was not happy 
about that. Instead of welcoming different styles and preferences, it 
clung to certain rules of dress. Officially, it advocated a happy median, 
considering itself to be the best guide to what was available.20 ‘Fashion in 
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moderation!’ proclaimed a headline in Klädnytt in 1959, over an article 
about how fashion should change slowly because it was important that 
consumers could keep up. ‘Even in the fashion world, look for what is 
moderate’, said the writer, putting his finger on the problem the SMFC 
had with change.21 There were several reasons for its eagerness to strike 
this particular balance. The Swedish clothing industry could not generate 
new fashions at the same pace as the international market. Further, the 
SMFC hoped to encourage men to live up to the ideals of welfare-state 
Sweden of modest, thought-through consumption.

The SMFC wanted menswear to take a different direction, and 
not simply follow young people’s fashions. In 1961, it made the bold 
pronouncement that ‘the dominance of jeans is collapsing and now 
sensible young men are taking the stage as the youth of the 1960s’.22 
The SMFC was not the only organization that wished young men would 
change styles. In the US, the American Institute of Men’s and Boy’s 
Wear ran a ‘Dress right’ campaign to get young people to stop wearing 
jeans.23 ‘You meet people who are ridiculously keen to be modern’ 
snorted Klädnytt when it warned its readers about extremes of dress. 
The same article somewhat paradoxically encouraged retailers to teach 
men to be modern and choose modern clothing.24 The SMFC laid claim 
to the status of fashion gatekeeper by defining what acceptable fashion 
was. The idea of educating men about what constituted fashionable 
menswear was extended to defining exactly what modern was. By passing 
on advice to shop assistants about what suited Swedish men, the SMFC 
hoped to indirectly reach out to customers and persuade them to choose 
Swedish-made clothing.

In the first issue of Klädnytt, the SMFC made much of the general 
increase in living standards, which meant Swedes could now afford to 
fill their wardrobes. One problem the SMFC had identified was that the 
‘average’ Swede’s sense of style was not always particularly sophisticated.25 

In the welfare state of 1950 a new collective identity had been 
constructed around the idea of the ordinary Swede.26 It was precisely 
these ‘ordinary men’ who the SMFC had in its sights, and its idea of 
reasonable consumption fed into the same ideal. Notions of what consti-
tuted well dressed change over time, but the SMFC was unshakeable in 
its belief that a suit was a safe bet for anyone who wanted to command 
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respect. One column in Klädnytt introduced a gentleman who was 
bow-legged and had a paunch and rounded shoulders, but since he 
started dressing in a crisp white shirt and a well-fitting, elegant suit now 
radiated confidence, authority, and success.27 The SMFC promised that 

Figure 12.1 The Swedish Men’s Fashion Council promised young men success in 
meeting girls if they wore suits. Se, 17 (1959), 37.
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a suit had the ability to transform anyone. The purchase of a new suit 
was a major event for the ‘average man’, in the SMFC’s words; the man 
buying the suit would imagine himself wearing it, how elegant he would 
appear in it, and the admiring looks he would attract.28 Ever since the 
nineteenth century, the suit was freighted with symbolism, because as 
the textile historian Anna Hedtjärn Wester has pointed out, men in suits 
are perceived as professional and reliable.29 The SMFC was thus tapping 
into the suit’s long history signalling status, and it was also using it as 
a means of changing young men’s views on clothing by emphasizing 
its advantages. However, as the fashion historian Christopher Breward 
has said, the suit has always been criticized because it was thought to 
stand for regimentation and inflexibility.30

In the second issue of Klädnytt (1958), Irma Grandinsson, a columnist 
for the fashion magazine Eva Bonniers månadstidning (‘Eva Bonnier’s 
Monthly’), was invited to cast a woman’s eye over Swedish menswear. 
The SMFC continually urged shop assistants to be alert to women’s 
wishes, on the assumption they were the ones who decided what men 
would wear. Grandinsson’s views on men’s fashion were in line with 
the SMFC’s. She shared its opinion that outward appearances reflected 
the inner person, while having the ability to change it.

Try a thought experiment—you might encounter some resistance in 
real life—and dress up a ‘biker’ in a smart suit. Do you think he would 
still be as ‘tough’? You can bet he would ask someone to dance in a 
different way than he usually does … And even though in his snazzy 
suit he may not go as far as kissing her hand, he might at least secure 
her a place on the dance floor.31

Grandinsson chose the example of a biker in a suit because young men 
in leather jackets, T-shirts, and jeans, often on motorbikes, had had a 
significant impact on popular culture, for example in the shape of the 
actors Marlon Brando and James Dean. The leather jacket was a symbol 
of rebellious, provocative young men who broke with convention.32 

The suit was thus presented as able to transform even a tough into a 
better person—further proof of the SMFC’s belief in clothing’s potential 
to change the wearer. Young people who dressed well generally behaved 
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well, said the SMFC, because in its eyes it was impossible to behave badly 
in a dark suit.33 The suit thus had great significance for the wearer’s 
self-esteem and the response they met with. In the US at the time, being 
well turned out was often equated with good manners and high morals.34 
The SMFC thought much the same, and, as the examples show, used 
that as an argument to legitimize its work to influence how young men 
dressed. Breward argues that suits are worn for the security they offer in 
a modern, uncontrollable world.35 The SMFC’s advocacy can be explained 
in the same way. Given that, it is perhaps not particularly surprising that 
several of the companies that were members of the SMFC made suits. In 
addition to the economic interests, it is evident that suit-wearing stood 
for stability in a world that thanks to the influence of youth culture was 
significantly different to how it had been ten years earlier.

The heterosexualization of fashion
One sign that fashion was out of kilter, according to the SMFC, was that 
the press was full of fashionistas, but the young men who took a sensible 
approach to fashion were overlooked. Young fashion enthusiasts had in 
some cases gone so far that they had shirt collars a good 6.5 centimetres 
high, in a clear infraction of good taste.36 In the same article was the 
forlorn prediction that the stylish menswear lost in the Second World 
War would make a permanent comeback. In reality it was sober taste 
that was giving way to fashionable excess.37 Although the men the SMFC 
thought of as ‘fashion enthusiasts’ were not described in detail, it is 
evident theirs was a type of masculinity it did not think desirable. Fashion 
was traditionally associated with femininity and homosexuality, so the 
overtly fashion-conscious man could not be thought fully masculine.38 
This dated back to the eighteenth century, when ‘Swedish macaronis’ 
were disdained for their preoccupation with their looks and dress.39 It 
was echoed in the SMFC’s distancing itself from men who spent too 
much time and interest on appearances.40 The feminist movement was 
already gaining momentum and the patriarchal structure of society was 
challenged by demands for equality in the home and the workplace. 
The SMFC, wedded to the traditional values of a well-dressed mascu-
linity, was of course affected by the new zeitgeist. One of its campaigns 
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promised success with the ladies if the young men lived up to women’s 
expectations, which by a stroke of fortune the SMFC was able to share. 
One was that men should be aware of what being properly dressed 
meant: smartly turned out and handsome.41 The historian Nicholas 
Hrynyk shows that in the peacock revolution in Canada, fashion adverts 
set out to heterosexualize men—their heterosexuality was intensified 
as fashion became more extravagant.42 The same strategy was adopted 
by the SMFC, despite the fact that the clothes they marketed already 
reeked of traditional masculinity.

In the spring of 1966 Klädnytt could tell its readers about the strange 
scenes in London, where women dressed in peaked caps, shirts, ties, 
and slacks and the men were interested in pretty floral clothing.43 The 
easing of distinctions between women’s and men’s clothing in the 1960s 
and 1970s was not welcomed by the SMFC. There was never a word in 
its material about the unisex trend, which made considerable inroads 
courtesy of popular culture and designers such as Yves Saint Laurent.44 
Unease that changing youth fashions would set young American men off 
in what was considered the ‘wrong direction’ worried many adults with 
traditional values. The fashion for long hair, like colourful clothes, was 
thought part of the feminization process it was feared young men were 
undergoing. The notion that men were becoming more feminine was a 
misogynistic one, because femininity was valued lower than masculinity. 
At its worst, fashion sceptics convinced themselves that young people 
would become homosexual.45 Whether strait-laced Americans or SMFC 
texts, both attributed to clothing the power to change society and 
individuals alike. This, of course, was another reason why the SMFC 
wanted to act as Sweden’s fashion gatekeeper, as to its mind it would 
then have the chance to construct an approved masculinity.

In the 1950s, film stars and other celebrities had a considerable 
sway over fashion, and the older generation worried that young people 
would be led astray by their idols’ extravagant style.46 In the late 1950s, 
the SMFC used famous men in its advertising campaigns. Instead of 
dismissing celebrity influence on youth fashion, the SMFC chose to use 
their role models as part of its strategy to reach out to young men. An 
example of this was its advert in the magazine Se (‘See’) which featured 
the speedway star Olle Nygren’s dress style. Readers were told that when 
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competing he wore leathers, but in the evenings on the dance floor he 
went for a snappy suit. He had a feeling for what was appropriate to 
the occasion, and understood that his leathers were only right for the 
speedway track.47 By holding up Nygren as an example, the SMFC wanted 
to set boundaries for fashion, urging young men not to ape the trend of 
wearing a leather jacket when it was out of place. A suit was always the 
right choice—confirmed by a photo of Nygren flanked by two young 
women, one straightening his tie and the other giving him a peck on 
the cheek. As always, the men who chose to dress appropriately were 
guaranteed success with the opposite sex.

Adapting to a new era
In 1957, the same year the SMFC was founded, it was criticized in the 
evening tabloid Expressen for wanting to transform men into tin soldiers, 
helping make them uniformed bores.48 The SMFC was continually sniped 
at in this way. It was certainly not uncommon for the press to accuse 
it of being reactionary. In 1966, the SMFC ran adverts in Expressen 
as part of its campaign to rejuvenate Swedish fashion. Despite young 
people often tending to excess, it said their style had had a positive 
effect on how Swedes dressed. Now was the time to be courageously 
fashion-forward. Referring to the criticism almost ten years earlier, it said 
the twenty-four companies that now made up the SMFC campaigned for 
good fashion, but did not want to ‘preserve a dress etiquette more suited 
to a tin soldier’.49 The same year, the SMFC announced that ‘imaginative 
Swedish fashion’ was the theme of its upcoming advertising campaign, 
and there was talk of a new venturesomeness.50 In 1967, it admitted that 
incisiveness attracted more people to fashion, so it urged retailers to 
dare to be bold in their window dressing, while at the same time not 
forgetting ‘functional, normal’ alternatives.51

Klädnytt acknowledged there were those who thought the SMFC 
should take fashion in a more mundane direction, but it was not inter-
ested in doing so, stressing it was not its role to be cautious. It was 
certain a revolution in clothing was coming, as the 1960s and 1970s 
would show. Once again, it said it was worth being daring, at least to a 
point.52 Plainly, the SMFC wanted to be seen to be keeping up with the 
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times. By positioning itself as forward-looking and trend-conscious, it 
wanted to advance its position and improve the general perception of 
it and its work. It said uniformity was not desirable and individuality 
was what mattered.53 In that spirit, it presented what was described as 
a long-awaited alternative to dinner jackets and formal suits: a cocktail 
suit, better suited the informal social gatherings of the 1960s.54 It was 
designed to be made in lightweight fabrics, with the jacket perhaps 
made of a different fabric than the trousers, or even a different colour. 
It could be worn with ‘imaginative cravats’ to add to its unconventional 
flair.55 ‘No one wants to be sloppily dressed these days. Nor do they want 
smothering propriety. No, now they want to play around a bit. Be less 
strict. But still elegant’, as the SMFC said in its fashion forecast in 1974.56

Once a major player, with constant references to its work in the press, 
in both positive and negative terms, interest in the SMFC began to wane 
in the late 1960s and the mentions were fewer and further between. By 
this stage Sweden was in the grip of a textile crisis, just as the new types 
of fashion arrived with young people at the forefront. The SMFC warned 
the Swedish clothing industry that it ‘cannot afford to stand aloof from 
the debate’, and should instead make itself heard by giving interviews 
in the local press or talks about fashion to local associations.57 Media 
visibility would strengthen the SMFC in its coveted position as fashion 
gatekeeper. The SMFC espoused the kind of short-term fashions it had 
previously eschewed, and behind it all was a nagging fear it would lose 
its role as the menswear expert. There was a duality in the SMFC’s 
position, because it both participated in and defined what was modern 
through its media channels, advertising campaigns, and trend analyses, 
yet equally it was dependent on the media for visibility for its member 
companies’ creations to ensure that sales increased. There were several 
examples of the SMFC being credited with the course of men’s fashion, 
as when Svenska Dagbladet wrote that its influence so Swedes dressed 
well should not be underestimated.58 The SMFC was thus positioned 
between its member companies and the press, which gave it some ability 
to determine both fashion consumption and the fashion debate. In other 
words, it could act as a gatekeeper of fashion, because in the 1960s it 
often had the hoped-for impact.
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In 1965 it became obvious the SMFC would have to adapt to changing 
fashions, and, contrary to its earlier stance, it set up an ‘avant-garde 
committee’ to investigate fashion and make the most of what might 
affect the course of fashion in general.59 Rather than dismissing the 
unconventional, it now wanted to be the one to formulate what more 
extreme fashion might be. This keenness for gatekeeping was seen when 
the SMFC chose to translate international fashion to Swedish conditions 
in 1975, predicting that avocado green and yellow would be fashionable 
colours, but that the strong yellow would have to be toned down for the 
Swedish market.60 The SMFC wanted to define the Swedish fashions 
which its member companies would offer to the shops and ultimately 
to consumers.

Despite the SMFC’s growing adaption to the realities—and advances—
of the fashion industry, its belief in the significance of the suit never 
wavered. In its fashion forecast for the autumn and winter of 1970–1, and 
even though most in the fashion world thought otherwise, it said reports 
of the demise of the suit and tie were wildly exaggerated. It confidently 
predicted the suit would continue to dominate in workplaces where 
there was no special workwear. In their time off, though, men could 
relax and be ‘free in all respects, do what we want, and dress freely and 
individually’.61 Suits did not have to be synonymous with the greyness 
of everyday life, but following the dictates of fashion could best be made 
in the bright, happy colours.62 Freedom became a recurring theme in the 
SMFC’s pronouncements from the mid-1960s on. Noting the Swedes’ 
growing prosperity and new leisure habits, the SMFC agreed there was a 
need for new ways of dressing. A more informal era called for informal 
types of clothing. The SMFC presented the tweed ‘weekend suit’ as an 
alternative to leisurewear. Said to be more robust than the leisurewear of 
the past, it brought to mind ‘the gentleman of yesteryear, the landowner 
out on a Sunday stroll—these are perhaps the kind of associations we 
want today from our attire’.63 In other words, the SMFC’s response to 
the need for new types of clothing in the 1960s and 1970s was to promote 
traditional garments. In its operations the SMFC was ambivalent about 
change: on the one hand, it welcomed the freer ways of dressing, but 
on the other it regretted the wholesale abandonment of earlier norms. 
It would be best to strike a balance, as described in 1975.
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If freedom of dress is to be a positive, one should distance oneself from 
uniformity, whether in a suit or leisurewear, in order to dare to express 
oneself personally in one’s dress, to play a little, to be bold—but with 
judgement. That is the difference between good and bad taste.64

A balance had to be struck between extravagant and conservative 
clothing. The SMFC kept pushing the boundaries of what was acceptable, 
and by the 1970s was thus prepared to welcome a degree of boldness 
in fashion.

Mission impossible?
The definition of fashion in its simplest form is change. The approach 
adopted by the Swedish Men’s Fashion Council might thus be thought 
paradoxical: produce prêt-à-porter collections that consumers wanted 
to buy, but at the same time try to deflect fashion by claiming that slow 
change, classic styles, and quality were the right choices. The SMFC was 
torn between the traditional and the modern. Its wish to have a hand 
in defining what fashion, the rules of dress, and style were for Swedish 
men can be explained by the fact it wanted to position itself as a fashion 
gatekeeper. The SMFC simply wanted to set the boundaries for Swedish 
men’s fashion, and by extension for Swedish masculinity. However, it 
made several misjudgements—especially about the influence youth 
culture would exert—and it seems to have overestimated its own ability 
as both a fashion barometer and a fashion gatekeeper.

The SMFC’s demands for quality and slow fashion were well suited to 
the debate about disposable culture, which grew in the 1960s to explode 
in the 1970s. There were calls to conserve the Earth’s resources, and 
people were exhorted to use their common sense and not be tempted 
by fashion.65 By then the SMFC had probably already played its part, 
and with the textile crisis in full swing it did not have the capacity to 
spot the new trends and turn them to its advantage. In the end, it failed 
to hold onto its position as a fashion gatekeeper that it had aspired to 
for so long.
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Chapter 13

Women’s power in the 
creation of a European court

Duchess Anna of Courland
Almut Bues

Non credete voi, disse Leonora, che gli huomini non conoschino il 
nostro merito?
Lo conoscono ben essi, ma non lo voglion confessar per inuidia in parole.1

Court history was primarily political history and generally there was 
silence about the female nobility, who have often been forgotten. Usually 
the information is restricted to passing remarks based on funeral sermons, 
which therefore have a pronounced religious emphasis. The life perspec-
tives of female nobility rarely became part of the country’s history and its 
culture. The historian Michaela Hohkamp has systematically developed 
the soror (sister) as a gendered person, switching between different 
kin-roles—sister, cousin, niece, aunt.2 This was how women’s networks 
spread across Europe. The female nobility played an especially prominent 
role in sustaining dynastic bonds, giving the impetus for innovation. 
Because the royal consort was a constant in a European culture driven 
by dynastic politics, recent studies have focused on foreign consorts 
as agents of cultural transfer.3 By creating cultural arenas at court, a 
consort could exert all forms of indirect, soft power. Court culture was 
closely linked to politics.

This essay charts the part played by Anna of Mecklenburg (1533–1602), 
the first duchess of Courland, in the creation of a representative court as 
both a ruler’s household and an administrative centre embedded in the 
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European network. Coming from a centre of the Northern Renaissance 
in the Lutheran duchy of Mecklenburg, the princess was soon able to 
disseminate these cultural trends in her marital home. It could only 
occur successfully if the local environment was open to these trends, as 
was the case in the duchy of Courland. After moving to her new home, 
the duchess proved to be a capable designer of her new surroundings, at 
the same time as the ‘umbilical cord’ to her family of origin remained 
intact. Duchess Anna’s commitment in the cultural field was particularly 
significant. Since most of the material objects from that era have not 
survived, extensive archival research will be used to illustrate this process.

A new stage in life
Full of pride, Duke Albrecht VII of Mecklenburg reported the birth 
of a daughter, Anna, and invited his sister-in-law to Schwerin for the 
christening on 30 November 1533.4 With her elder brother Georg and the 
children of her godmother Elisabeth of Brunswick-Lüneburg, a zealous 
Lutheran, the princess received a meticulous education in Münden.5 
In 1549, the year of her return home, Mecklenburg became officially a 
Lutheran duchy. Duke Johann Albrecht, her eldest brother, energetically 
started remodelling the princely court along Italian Renaissance lines, 
transforming it into an intellectual centre. With the division of the duchy 
in 1552, her brother Duke Ulrich also worked on creating a splendid 
Lutheran court befitting his new status in Güstrow. Princess Anna 
frequently travelled to visit relatives in Strelitz, Stettin, or Königsberg, 
where she took part in hunts and met important princes such as the 
future king of Sweden, Johan III.6

Soon her relatives were casting about for a suitable match for her. 
She put paid to the plan to marry her to Prince Erik from Sweden’s 
young Vasa dynasty by simply refusing, and the intended marriage to 
King Sigismund II Augustus of Poland went the same way.7 In 1564, the 
Polish king suggested the ruler of the newly created Lutheran duchy 
of Courland and Semigallia. Neither Anna’s mother nor her brothers 
showed any inclination for this marriage.8 At King Sigismund Augustus’ 
request, their Brandenburg relatives (his brother-in-law Elector Joachim 
II was Anna’s uncle) tried to persuade them, but the alliance remained 
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controversial among the Mecklenburg family, and her brother Ulrich 
did not contribute to her dowry.9 The 30-year-old Anna met her future 
partner in Königsberg for a blind date and was favourably impressed, 
but the negotiations dragged on.10

In the end Duke Albrecht of Prussia arranged the wedding for his 
godchild in Königsberg on 12 March 1566.11 The dowry consisted of 
gold necklaces, jewels—including three diamond cross pendants—gold 
chains, rings, and belts. In lieu of the silverware, the consort received 
2,000 thaler, which were probably invested in Königsberg or Danzig.12 
Gifts were presented by the kings of Poland and Denmark, the bride-
groom, Duke Albrecht of Prussia with his wife and son, the Duchess of 
Mecklenburg (a daughter of Duke Albrecht), and the cities of Danzig, 
Riga, and Lüneburg.13

Duchess Anna’s first impression of Courland was positive, even though 
it was certainly not easy for the ‘first lady’ to enter an environment that 
had been ruled by men for centuries.14 Most probably it was not only in 
fiction that she appeared as a foreign body for which the gentlemen first 
had to change their manners.15 In the autumn of 1566, Duke Albrecht 
sent her a covered litter; he probably knew that she was pregnant.16 
Kinship was established at baptism, when relatives and neighbouring 
or befriended rulers were asked to be the godparents. The Polish king 
and the duke of Prussia were godfathers when their firstborn, Sigismund 
Albrecht, was christened on 20 April 1567. Her brother Johann Albrecht, 
unable to attend, sent his ‘dearest gem, which I have at this time and 
which I myself wear from time to time, for which Your Grace has had a 
liking for a long time’.17 How close the duchess was to her eldest brother 
is proved by a letter: ‘Your Grace does not leave me now, therefore I ask 
Your Grace for God’s sake … for when I have Your Grace with me, it 
seems to me that I have the whole world with me.’18

On her marriage, like any princess she was released from her family 
associations and handed over to her husband’s family; yet the ties to her 
native dynasty were not severed completely. Portraits and small gifts 
for cabinets of curiosities maintained friendships—popular items from 
Courland were amber, but also elks, wild horses, and greyhounds or 
hunting dogs.19 Families by marriage were particularly important for 
the dukes of Courland, as they had no old connections of a European 
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standard of their own.20 Ducal consorts originating from the old dynasties 
ranked higher than their parvenu husbands, so Duchess Anna, like her 
successors, retained her original coat of arms, which was quite unusual.21

Marriage usually meant lifelong separation from one’s birth family, 
but the siblings maintained links across hundreds of miles by, as they 
called it, ‘visiting each other in writing’. That this was a poor substitute 
can be gleaned from Duchess Anna’s handwritten postscript to a letter 
sent to her brother Ulrich: ‘and I often desire from my heart that we 
may meet and speak to each other once more in this world.’22 Duchess 
Anna’s extensive correspondence with all four brothers plus her sisters-
in-law Elisabeth of Denmark and Anna of Pomerania, and later with 
her two sons and nephew Duke Sigismund August, as well as with her 
two daughters and befriended nobles, has been preserved.23

The correspondence not only reflected the far-reaching connections 
with relatives and neighbouring courts, it served as a means to act 
politically. Duchess Anna often accompanied her husband on his travels 
and was therefore well informed about the politics of the region.24 ‘At 
the urgent request’ of her husband, Duchess Anna asked the elector of 
Brandenburg, her cousin, for military assistance.25 The nobility’s feeling of 
solidarity represented a common interest, while the welfare of the family 
was the main driving force of all action and thus also of the reports in 
their correspondence. The letter writers not only enquired after their 
correspondent’s health and children; they passed on news—such as the 
elections in Poland–Lithuania or news from Livonia—and recommended 
artists, theologians, writers, artisans, and courtiers to each other.26 In 
a sense, princesses acted like today’s ambassadors.

One of the preconditions for a reasonable household in the marital 
home was the construction of an appropriate ducal seat with a beautiful 
palace garden that reflected contemporary taste. Mitau was intended 
to be Duchess Anna’s widow’s seat, so she played an active role in 
planning the new palace there: the old convent building was extended 
by a modern three-wing complex and service buildings.27 Soon the place 
became the most important town, and later capital, of the duchy. In 1569, 
Duchess Anna wrote to Mecklenburg that her consort ‘was willing to 
improve some of his houses here in Livonia and to build them slightly 
more gracefully and to decorate them’, and she asked her brother for 
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skilled craftsmen.28 New artistic forms found their way to Courland. 
In 1571, Duke Gotthard received the report: ‘An Italian pediment has 
almost been finished and will please Your Ducal Grace; and I can assure 
you, Gracious Duke and Lord, that the Italian frontoni will decorate 
the entire house.’29 The semicircular gable, known after its country of 
origin as the Welsche Giebel or Italian gable was characteristic of the 
Northern Renaissance.

It was not only in architecture that the ducal couple in Courland 
liked to follow Mecklenburg models; family members also exchanged 
knowledge and news about the art of gardening or the latest clothing 
fashions. In comparison to her brother Duke Ulrich’s famous Renaissance 
garden in Güstrow, Duchess Anna’s gardens were rather modest, and 
she asked for exotic plants such as vines (Weinholz).30 Her sister-in-law 
Anna of Pomerania, on the other hand, was responsible for the latest 
styles in fashion, and for example she sent ‘a new model of coats, as are 
now in use in the kingdom of Denmark’.31

Duchess Anna took the court of her brother Johann Albrecht in 
Schwerin as the model for her own court household. With 163 servants, 
the ducal court in Mitau was one of the smaller courts in Europe; Duchess 
Anna employed 23 hoffgesindt (court servants), including two ladies-in-
waiting and five maids, similar to her sister-in-law Anna of Prussia.32 
Many of Duchess Anna’s servants came from Mecklenburg, had studied at 
the University of Rostock, or had served for a time at her brothers’ courts, 
such as her hofmeister Melchior von der Lühe, her secretary Erasmus 
Behring, the court servant Balthasar von Mecklenburg, the children’s 
tutor Georg Rotermund, and chancellor Christian Leopold.33 This led 
to a permanent exchange of ideas, not only between ducal servants, but 
also artists and craftsmen, who were not only often in the princesses’ 
entourages, but were passed round between relatives—like the bead 
embroiderer David Tochatz or the painter Master Peter.34

A capable manager of family and household
Widowed in 1587, Dowager Duchess Anna was left with three minor 
children, and she duly concentrated on their education and marriages. 
Both sons were to choose their wives from their maternal dynastic kin.35 
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While Friedrich, as the eldest, remained in the country, his brother 
Wilhelm was able to study at the University of Rostock under the care 
of his uncle.36 Her daughter Elisabeth was also sent to Mecklenburg to 
be educated and make a suitable marriage befitting her rank. While 
her husband had married off their daughter Anna to the neighbouring 
Catholic Radziwiłł family in accordance with the best political tactics, 
Dowager Duchess Anna relied entirely on her kin.

The dowager duchess supported all her children wherever she could. 
For the heir to the throne, Duke Friedrich, she requested Cardinal 
Jerzy Radziwiłł’s intercession with King Sigismund III regarding the 
enfeoffment in 1589. In 1592, on hearing of her son-in-law’s death in 
Cracow, Dowager Duchess Anna immediately asked for assistance for 
the widow, her daughter Anna.37

Although Dowager Duchess Anna was not installed as regent—the 
Oberräte ran the affairs of state—she was involved in politics. She received 
the Polish king in Mitau and repeatedly sent messengers to Warsaw 
and Vilnius, as well as to the sejmy of 1587 and 1592.38 She corresponded 
with Polish officials (such as Jan Zamoyski) and Lithuanians (Krzysztof 
Radziwiłł/Kristupas Radvila), now no longer in her own hand but by 
official dictation. In 1597, she and her sons as peace-loving, loyal vassals 
expected to be protected by Poland from Muscovite invasion.39 In her 
correspondence with Cardinal Jerzy Radziwiłł, she not only raised the 
question of the calendar riots in Riga, but also asked for support in 
regaining Pilten and Grobin, and protested against the taxes imposed 
on her Dahlen estate.40

Duchess Anna was a competent estate manager. She was able to redeem 
several mortgaged estates thanks to her prudent economic manage-
ment. She leased or gave away estates, confirmed purchase agreements, 
determined boundaries.41 On her Grünhof estate she released at least 
one peasant from bondage.42 She traded with relatives in Mecklenburg, 
exchanged oats, chickens, salmon, and wax for Lüneburg salt, and acted 
as a broker for merchants.43 Financial transactions were also discussed 
among her kin, although the ducal family did not want to be accused 
of taking all their money out of the country.44

The ducal lifestyle was expensive, compounded by the children’s 
studies and marriages, so the duchess repeatedly had to borrow money.45 
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When she requested a bond of 6,000 thaler at 5% interest from her brother 
Ulrich, she explained confidently that her bond was valid without the 
signature of her sons, ‘since we paid for this security in cash from our 
own money in order to do with it as we chose or it pleased us at any time, 
and our leibgedinge and our sons have nothing to do with whether we 
sell or pawn it, since we are fully entitled to act for ourselves, although 
our eldest son Duke Friedrich has good knowledge of the matter’.46

In economic matters, there were close contacts with neighbouring 
Riga. In response to accusations of border violations, the duchess repeat-
edly called for a joint commission to regulate the borders regarding 
salmon weirs and fishing rights.47 Disputes also arose over stranded ships 
and Courland’s unofficial harbours.48 Duchess Anna usually took care 
of these matters herself, rarely leaving it to her staff to act. She managed 
it all competently and was a highly respected partner. Merchants were 
known to request her assistance with mediations, and one David Rein 
asked her to be a reference ‘since he has good hope and confidence, this 
intercession of ours will be very useful and beneficial to him’.49

Unbroken chains of kinship
As a widow, Dowager Duchess Anna visited her home country several 
times (a journey of some 1,200 km which took roughly a month travelling 
at a reasonable pace), which underlines how close the ties with her 
relatives had remained. On her last journey in 1598, the 65-year-old 
duchess had set out for the old Empire ‘with very few people’ as she 
told the Council in Danzig.50 The quartermaster’s list (Fourierzettel) 
with which she announced her passage to Duke Johann Friedrich of 
Pomerania comprised the ducal coach (drawn by 8 horses), the coach 
of the ladies-in-waiting (4), the maids’ coach (2), the chancellor (4), the 
equerry Joachim Viereggen (3), the junkers (young noblemen) (6), the 
chancellery (3), the ducal baggage wagon (6), her cup-bearer and silver 
servant (4), the supplies cart (6), the cook (2), the cook’s companion (1), 
the quartermaster (1), the trumpeter (1), and two single-horse-drawn 
wagons (Einspänner) (4), with a total of 55 horses.51

On her way back in the autumn of 1598, Dowager Duchess Anna and 
her son Duke Friedrich used their stay in Loitz with Duchess Dowager 
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Sophia Hedwig of Pomerania-Wolgast to arrange the marriage between 
the Duke of Courland and her daughter Elisabeth Magdalena, which was 
to be held in Wolgast on 4 May 1600.52 The last time the whole family had 
met was at her daughter Elisabeth’s wedding in distant Teschen, a match 
arranged by Dowager Duchess Anna’s brother Ulrich’s consort Anna, 
whose brother-in-law Franz II of Saxe-Lauenburg was the brother of 
Sidonia Katharina, the mother of the bridegroom Duke Adam Wenzel of 
Teschen.53 Dowager Duchess Anna had personally visited Lauenburg for 
this reason in the spring of 1592.54 On 4 August 1595, after the conclusion 
of the marriage negotiations, the dowager duchess set off for Teschen 
with her daughter Elisabeth and son Wilhelm (Duke Friedrich had to 
remain in Courland); her daughter Anna, the chief lady-in-waiting at 
the Polish royal court, joined them from Cracow.55 The wedding was 
celebrated on the grand scale on 17 September 1595, with the Emperor, the 
Polish, Swedish, and Danish kings, and their Brandenburg, Mecklenburg, 
Saxon, and Silesian relatives there in person or by proxy, while the 
Silesian towns sent gifts.56 Here, too, the bond of a common religious 
denomination had been a deciding factor.

Following Duke Albrecht’s example, the Master of the Livonian 
Order Gotthard Kettler had seized the opportunity of paying homage 
to the Polish king to establish a Lutheran hereditary duchy in 1561. This 
modernization was associated with an educational programme, in which 
his consort Duchess Anna played an active role. The duchess possibly 
granted scholarships for gifted pupils to study abroad.57 As long as the 
duchess lived in Courland, 117 scholars from Livonia, 83 from Riga, and 
8 from Courland studied at her brother’s university in Rostock; one of 
them was her son Wilhelm, who enrolled for the winter semester of 
1590–1.58 Theologians such as Paul Einhorn and Paul Oderborn had 
studied in Rostock as well.

Commitment in the cultural sphere
Although not all ducal consorts publicly participated in political busi-
ness, many of them could wield influence in religious, charitable, or 
cultural matters, the classic fields of activity for a princely consort. 
The Kirchen Ordnung (church ordinance) for Courland as well as the 
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Kirchen Reformation (reformation agenda), both printed in Rostock in 
1572, had not only Duke Gotthard’s but also Duchess Anna’s full-page 
coat of arms prominently displayed.59 The church ordinance contained 
a programme for the reform of the Landeskirche (Courland regional 
church), especially for founding churches, creating schools and endowing 
hospitals.60 Relatives of Duchess Anna such as sister-in-law Elisabeth of 
Denmark are known to have been involved in reconstructing churches 
and protecting hospitals and convents.61 Anna’s social engagement is 
not so easy to verify, but the duchess certainly maintained hospitals 
and supported the poor in Courland. In 1591, she issued sumptuary laws 
on weddings and clothing that forbade unnecessary luxury; in 1593, a 
decree was issued that regulated everyday life in Mitau.62

Memorial culture was part of princely representation. After her 
husband’s death, Dowager Duchess Anna continued the building of 
churches, such as the one in Grenzhof (1567–1591). She also founded 
new churches in Bauske (1591–1594) and Sahten (1591–1609). In the last 
decade of her life she paid for the construction of St Anne’s Church 
(begun before 1573), as well as for the Trinity Church (1574–1615) in Mitau, 
where, as Julia Trinkert has shown, a choir gallery influenced by Italian 
Renaissance forms was installed in the 1590s, for which there are models 
in Güstrow.63 Dowager Duchess Anna may have borrowed or been sent 
her siblings’ pattern books from Mecklenburg. Whether artists made 
their way from the Netherlands via Mecklenburg to Courland is just as 
unclear as the exact role Anna played as a patron of the arts.

It can be assumed that there was a stylistic and thematic proximity to 
ecclesiastical and profane works in Mecklenburg, even though the works 
of art have largely been lost. Art in Mecklenburg was flourishing, where 
for example the court painter, Erhard Gaulrap, had studied for three 
years under Cranach the elder. Portraits of the young Princess Anna 
must have existed to be sent to other princely courts. In April 1562, the 
painter Peter Boeckel signed for a ‘half-length portrait in watercolour 
of Miss Anna, my gracious prince and lord’s sister.’64

The painting collections had two important focal points. First, 
there were the portraits of relatives, visually connecting the dynasties, 
highlighting current alliances, but also representing a pan-European 
consciousness of the nobility through the serried ranks of ancestral 
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portraiture. Second, as they were dispatched across Europe, they created 
a sense of European art by their choice of subject or artist. Duke Albrecht 
of Prussia, for example, sent his court painter Jakob Binck, who had 
been trained in the Netherlands and whom he had already placed at 
the disposal of Johan III of Sweden in 1562, to Duke Gotthard in 1565.65

Peter Boeckel, who had been employed at the courts of Mecklenburg 
since 1561, painted several portraits. He created official double portraits 
of dukes Johann Albrecht and Ulrich with their wives. A similar double 
portrait also exists of Duchess Anna with her husband, but unlike the 
other pairs the duke is not looking in her direction.66 It was perhaps an 
instance of two individual portraits put together later, or perhaps the 
diverted gaze points to their very different dynastic descents. While 
Duke Gotthard is dressed unpretentiously but wears the princely fur 
collar, Duchess Anna is portrayed in a robe of the Spanish court fashion, 
customary at the Mecklenburg court and seen in a strikingly similar 
portrayal of her sister-in-law Anna Sophia.67

In the sixteenth century, medals were increasingly used as a means 
of princely representation. They invariably had a portrait of the ruler, 
and often their coat of arms or motto, and were considered important 
diplomatic gifts. Like her brothers’, Duchess Anna’s portrait has survived 
in medal form. She may have brought the silver cast medal of 1567 to 
Courland as a wedding gift from Mecklenburg. The obverse shows the 
duchess in a dress with puffed sleeves, wearing a pendant with gem and a 
gold chain around her neck, the ruffled collar leading to a hairnet set with 
stones, and a fashionable cap on her head, the whole effect reminiscent 
of a portrait of her niece Sophie in a wedding dress by Hans Knieper.68

Duke Ulrich in particular paid great attention to this medium and 
liked to give away his pieces cast in gold to people who were close to 
him.69 Dowager Duchess Anna thanked her brother for a medallion in 
1598.70 It may be assumed that this was the gold cast medal on which the 
duchess dowager is shown in a costly robe but without further adornment, 
wearing a millstone collar and a light, lace-adorned bonnet. Instead of 
the portrait of her husband of thirty years before, the reverse now bore 
her motto, An Gottes Segen alles gelegen (God’s blessing all around).71

Princesses’ books did not belong to the ducal house and were passed 
down in the female line. Thus, the catalogue of the ducal library in 
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Mitau does not record any of Duchess Anna’s property, only that of her 
sons.72 Like her brother Duke Johann Albrecht, she is known to have 
owned books from an early age, as Luther’s sermon on the first book 
of Moses survives with the inscription ‘1554 SHNDG ANNA-FZM’.73 
In the second half of the century, prayer books and alba amicorum 
were in fashion, particularly among the nobility, and formed part of 
the dynastic memorial culture. They were used to document social 
connections, friendships, and family ties, capturing for posterity the 
configurations of interpersonal relations that existed at a specific place 
and moment of time.

Duchess Anna was firmly integrated into the Northern European 
circle of Lutheran princes and princesses as her prayer book showed, 
as she used it as an album during her journey in 1592, with the result 
that there are entries by her niece Dowager Queen Sophie of Denmark 
and her daughter Elisabeth of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel, her cousin 
Dowager Duchess Elisabeth Magdalena of Brunswick-Lüneburg and 
her sister Hedwig of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel with the latter’s daughter 
Dorothea Augusta, by Dowager Duchess Christine of Holstein-Gottorp 
and her daughters Christine (before her marriage to the future Karl 
IX of Sweden in August 1592) and Anna, as well as by Hedwig Maria 
of Pomerania-Wolgast, whose sister Elisabeth Magdalena would later 
marry Friedrich of Courland.74 On her later travels Anna signed the 
friendship books of Count Johann Jacob II zu Eberstein (‘NGLMKA 
1596’) and Duchess Erdmute of Pomerania-Stettin (‘AGSAG 1598’).75

The Northern European princely houses were also united by their 
martial culture. With the outbreak of the Polish–Swedish War (1600–1629) 
the danger of war grew for Courland too, as King Karl IX intended ‘to set 
our dower house and town of Mitau on fire and in blood’, and Dowager 
Duchess Anna asked her brother Ulrich to mediate in Sweden.76 The 
precarious situation and the death of her daughter Elisabeth hit the 
duchess hard. She became bedridden early in 1602 and died on 4 July.77 
Her plain pewter sarcophagus has been preserved in the duke’s crypt in 
Mitau; the Resurrection is engraved at the head end of the sarcophagus 
lid, below which is an inscription about the duchess. The left side has 
quotations from the Gospel of St John framed by her paternal coats of 
arms of Mecklenburg at the head end and Pomerania at the foot. On 
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the right side there are quotations from the Letters of St Paul with her 
maternal coats of arms of Brandenburg at the head end and Denmark 
at the foot.78

Conclusion
Duchess Anna has been completely underestimated as a Renaissance 
duchess. She was a good advisor and support to her husband. As an 
energetic widow, she helped ensure the survival of the duchy, which 
had only been created about twenty years earlier and was in danger of 
collapse because of the initial lack of a legitimate grandson and heir. 
Her siblings, who had shown an early interest in the Baltic region, 
were a great help to her. Since the duchy of Mecklenburg experienced 
something of a cultural heyday under her brothers, it can be assumed 
that many innovations came north through her mediation. As it would 
be the scene of numerous hostilities, there are hardly any original works 
of art left in the territory of the former duchy of Courland. The legacy of 
the Kettler dynasty, which died out in 1737, was scattered far and wide. 
In order to get even a vague sense of Duchess Anna’s activities today, 
one has to consult the archives of many different countries.

While until 1561 it was mainly the Teutonic Order that determined 
cultural life in Livonia, Gotthard’s marriage to the princess from Meck-
lenburg brought a new intensity to its cultural encounters. Now there 
was not only a demand for religious works of art, but Dutch and North 
German artists, who in turn had numerous connections in Southern 
Germany and Italy, were able to develop a wide range of activities. The 
Renaissance, even if it did not produce the same result in every country, 
was a European movement. The decisive factors in its dissemination were 
letterpress, trade, and dynastic connections. A lively exchange of ideas, 
materials, and people took place between Mecklenburg, Pomerania, 
Prussia, and Courland, and it was Duchess Anna who acted as a broker 
in this process.
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Chapter 14

Foreign information operations 
in Sweden, c.1725–1750

A media system approach
Erik Bodensten

As the Estates of the Realm gathered in Stockholm for the Diet of 1742, an 
anonymous pamphlet had just hit the streets. It concerned the succession, 
a pressing question since Queen Ulrika Eleonora died the year before, 
leaving the country without an heir and mired in a disastrous war with 
Russia. In a matter-of-fact tone, the author had gone over the pros and 
cons of the obvious candidates. His conclusion was controversial, though: 
the Estates should pick the heir to the Danish throne, so uniting the 
two Scandinavian kingdoms. Only if they joined forces could they win 
the war and stop Russia’s expansion, which threatened both countries. 
The time had come to put the old bitter rivalry behind them. It was 
an epistolary pamphlet and typical of the genre: a detailed letter by a 
sensible, well-informed, and sagacious man, who enlightened and gently 
admonished his friends and relatives. It was nominally addressed to 
two young relatives, who were asked to share its contents to persuade 
the Estates to sound out the Danish court.1

In both form and content, it gave the impression of having only 
Sweden’s interests at heart, and the author described himself as a 
god-fearing, patriotic Swede. The reality was that it was part of a concerted 
campaign by foreign and domestic actors to influence Swedish public 
opinion and interfere in the succession. The pamphlet had been printed 
abroad at the behest of the Danish envoy in Stockholm, Gustav Grüner 
(1688–1763), and it followed to the letter his secret instructions from 
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the Danish Privy Council to influence the Swedish Estates. As well as 
a list of points to make, Grüner had been given a considerable amount 
of cash, which he used to rapidly establish an extensive network in 
Sweden. As the opening of the Diet on 20 August 1742 approached, this 
network set about distributing the pamphlet. As it became apparent 
that the succession would dominate proceedings at the Diet, interest 
in the pamphlet increased; its price soared, all sorts of written copies 
began to circulate, and it was not long before there were German and 
French translations. The Diet’s powerful Secret Committee discussed 
how best to handle it and whether to complain to Copenhagen. For 
fear of giving it the oxygen of publicity, however, they decided to do 
nothing. It is not known for certain who wrote the pamphlet. It was 
probably a Swedish county governor, Johan von Brehmer (1677–1754), 
who had Danish connections—he was well received at the Danish court 
when he spent a couple of weeks in Copenhagen that summer. Later, 
on 5 October, a satisfied Grüner was able to report home that he had 
successfully covered his tracks: the author was now widely assumed 
to have been a much-respected and recently deceased member of the 
Swedish Council of the Realm.2

As the Dutch historian Helmer Helmers points out, there is ample 
evidence that public diplomacy was an established, even widespread, 
practice in early modern Europe. It is time to revise the traditional 
views of early modern diplomacy (characterized as ‘cabinet diplomacy’, 
conducted out of the public eye) and government propaganda (for 
domestic consumption).3 In the hopes of informing or influencing 
public opinion in other countries, governments regularly used public 
diplomacy, including war propaganda, public diplomatic ceremonies, 

and news management.4 Their objective was often simply to enhance 
or protect the image of their diplomats, or the prince they represented, 
with a message addressed to a more general, European public.

Little attention, though, has been paid to clandestine public diplomacy, 
best characterized as information warfare of the kind so prominent 
in geopolitics today.5 It saw governments try to shape public opinion, 
influence election outcomes, discredit governments, and generally 
meddle in the political process and public policy of other sovereign states. 
Government-sponsored propaganda and information operations were 
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intended to be subversive, and thus directly targeted other countries’ 
public officials, decision makers, and electorates. By the eighteenth 
century, European governments knew of this threat.6 This present essay 
redresses the imbalance with a case study of early modern information 
warfare in Sweden in peacetime, between 1725 and 1750.

Lacking any major systematic study, our knowledge of why and how 
the foreign powers operated in the Swedish media environment in this 
period is rather sketchy. Nevertheless, the literature offers some important 
clues, in a few instances even providing us with strong evidence of how 
foreign powers went about seeking to inform, persuade, deceive, and 
threaten Swedish audiences, whether overtly or covertly.7 In what follows, 
I paint a fuller picture, drawing on previous research and linking the 
different fragments in a general synthesizing analysis. Empirically, the 
article focuses on how the actors—both foreign and domestic—utilized 
the broad repertoire of available media types, and how different media 
strategies, practices, and technologies were combined to achieve the 
best effect.

In this, I have been inspired by the recognition in recent media 
history of the highly complex nature of media systems, of which all 
media are necessarily part. Now alert to the extent to which media have 
interacted and affected one another, media historians have abandoned 
monomedia and multimedia for transmedia perspectives—remediation, 
for example, or circulation. As a systemic approach, media history covers 
(or ignores) many political, technological, economic, social, and cultural 
factors separately; however, all such factors should also be considered 
an interconnected whole. A full media analysis cannot be limited to 
the technology, for example. If nothing else, the function and status of 
all media are determined by what Lisa Gitelman terms the protocol of 
any given medium—its norms and practices at a particular time and 
place, whether postal infrastructure, censorship regulations, genre, 
and so on. Yet this reductionism is common. Too often, the changes in 
media history have been explained by referring to innovation or novelty, 
failing to recognize that the media system itself is constantly changing 
and always comprises both emerging and surviving media features.8 
This criticism extends to Swedish historians, who tend to underplay 
the changes in Sweden’s media system in 1725–50, because, unlike, for 
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instance, the much briefer period of 1766–72, there was no relaxation of 
censorship. With a broader systemic approach, the significance of the 
earlier period is apparent.

When asking what foreign governments’ media strategies, practices, 
and technologies were, it is also essential to acknowledge the inherently 
transnational character of all media.9 The Swedish media system neither 
existed nor functioned in isolation, but was part of the wider European 
media landscape. The transnational realities and choices made by diplo-
matic actors when operating from inside and outside the Swedish media 
system should not be discounted. To combine the scholarship on early 
modern media and diplomatic practices, this essay thus addresses the 
question of change. How did diplomatic actors and practices respond to 
changes in the early modern media, such as the advent of print culture 
and an increasingly influential public sphere? Conversely, did diplomatic 
actors and practices serve as agents of change? Did public diplomacy 
throw open new spaces to public debate and revolutionize the various 
media in ways the ruling elites did not want, as Helmers suggests?10

I will demonstrate how diplomatic leaks were used to shape Swedish 
public opinion, and focus on the two most widely used media, printed and 
handwritten pamphlets, before looking at attempts to evade censorship. 
I conclude with a case study of the media practices, norms, technologies, 
and arenas involved in one specific foreign information operation in the 
1730s. First, however, the historical context, essential to understanding 
why foreign information operations in Sweden seem to have been both 
more frequent and more significant in this period.

Media system, political system
The European media landscape was transformed in the early modern 
period, and with it politics, which was increasingly determined by 
political opinion in the public sphere.11 In Sweden, the changes accel-
erated in the second quarter of the eighteenth century. Printed texts 
now tentatively offered dissenting political opinions, albeit carefully 
obscured because censorship was still a reality. The printed alternative for 
explicit, polemic political opinion was anonymous, illegal publications, 
but they had to be produced abroad and smuggled into the country, 
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which often proved difficult, time-consuming, and costly. Therefore, 
most who wanted to influence political opinion chose to make their 
voices heard anonymously in clandestine, handwritten texts, which 
were easier to produce and circumvented the censors. Manuscript and 
printed political texts, which became increasingly common in the late 
1730s, complemented one another, transformed the public sphere, and 
influenced the only officially recognized central political arena, the Diet, 
Sweden’s parliament. As the public sphere gained a more prominent 
political role, people grew accustomed to the public airing of political 
opinion and information, and began to view the practice as a right. Finally, 
the Diet, recognizing that political culture had changed, introduced 
sweeping legislation in 1766 which made free speech a constitutional 
right, and gave rise to an array of new political prints.12

Driving this process was a new political system, increasingly parlia-
mentarian in nature, introduced in around 1720. Instead of strong 
monarchs, Sweden was now ruled by the Council of the Realm and, 
when it was in session every third year or so, the Diet. The political 
elite, riven by factionalism in the fight for political power, turned to 
the public sphere for support from an ever-broader section of society. 
Opposition politics made the struggle for political opinion a national 
concern, and with it public opinion and an expanding political nation.13

This new political and media landscape, however, meant new opportu-
nities for the foreign powers which wanted to influence Swedish politics, 
most notably Russia, Denmark, France, and Britain. Their financial 
means of gaining political influence in Sweden—war subsidies, party 
contributions, and patronage and gifts for individual politicians—are 
charted in the literature.14 However, other means, albeit less well-known, 
could also be deployed.

Leaks of diplomatic documents
Foreign information operations in Sweden in the period seem to have had 
two aims. The first was to influence Sweden’s political superstructure—in 
the back of everyone’s minds was the restoration of strong royal rule. The 
second was to influence Swedish foreign policy, especially its choice of 
allies. European states fell into one of two alliance blocs, which at that 
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point were roughly balanced, but where Sweden could tip the scale.15 As 
foreign envoys had an accepted role to play in the diplomatic manoeuvring 
over the balance of power, they had a natural opportunity to influence 
domestic opinion by simply publicizing select parts of their negotiations.

Take the twists and turns of Sweden joining either the Hanoverian 
Alliance or the Alliance of Vienna in 1726–7. On 4 June 1726, the British 
envoy to Sweden, Stephen Poyntz (1685–1750), sent a memorandum to 
the Swedish Council that expressed sharp criticism of the slowness 
in the negotiations for an alliance, the unspoken message being one 
of support for the Council faction who wished to see Sweden join the 
British–French Hanoverian Alliance immediately. When the Diet was 
summoned to decide the issue, written copies of the memorandum began 
to circulate, clearly in order to sway the Estates. The memorandum had 
been written in French, but soon was circulating in a Swedish translation 
to reach a wider readership. Opponents of the alliance, however, quickly 
put together a response, written by Samuel Triewald (1688–1743), a 
Swede working for the Holstein–Russian legation in Stockholm, which 
circulated in manuscript in both French and Swedish. However, to be 
printed it had to be sent abroad, which proved problematic. Poyntz was 
relieved to report to London that it only circulated ‘very privately’, and 
by the time the printed version finally arrived and began to circulate in 
early 1727 a decision was already imminent. In a desperate attempt to 
court political opinion, the Austrian and Russian envoys made written 
copies of their own memorandum public, and with it the minutes of the 
negotiations, which spelt out that Sweden had been promised generous 
subsidies if the Estates rejected the Hanoverian Alliance, and in the same 
breath threatened that any attempt to join would be seen as a deliberate 
breach with both imperial courts. The Estates frowned on the fact that 
these documents were sold on the streets of Stockholm, free to ‘dance 
a minuet around town’.16

Another example was the publication of a diplomatic note from the 
Russian ambassador Johann Albrecht von Korff (1697–1766) to Sweden’s 
new crown prince, Adolf Frederick (1710–71) on 15 November 1746. Korff 
had read the note aloud to Adolf Frederick in a private audience, telling 
him he had Empress Elizabeth to thank for his crown and that he should 
be distinctly more grateful and pro-Russian. According to Korff, the 
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Empress alone could guarantee him the succession, given it was still 
contested, and her patience was wearing thin. Korff was obviously meant 
to scare the crown prince into submission; more broadly, however, he 
seems to have been instructed to instigate a regime change. By making 
the Russian government’s position public—that Sweden’s pro-French, 
anti-Russian leadership was unacceptable, and made peaceful relations 
impossible—Korff apparently hoped to frighten the Swedish Estates 
into choosing a new more pro-Russian government. To make the threat 
credible, Russia staged large-scale army and naval manoeuvres along the 
border and into Swedish territorial waters throughout the Diet, which led 
to widespread rumours. A few days after the audience, Adolf Frederick 
noted that copies of the note were already circulating in Stockholm’s 
coffee houses. They spread rapidly, as Chancellor Carl Gustaf Tessin 
(1695–1770) heard from one of his many informants, who, arriving in 
Malmö, 500 kilometres south of the Swedish capital, found that Korff’s 
text was being passed around. On 5 January 1747, Tessin informed his 
colleagues in government that the note was not only doing the rounds 
of the courts of Europe, but print copies were available, and it had even 
been published in foreign newspapers.17

Another possibility was to publish diplomatic correspondence, genuine 
or false, to compromise one’s opponents.18 For example, in March 1743, as 
Sweden’s succession crisis came to a head, a forgery of that kind was found 
when the home was searched of a Royal Chancery official, Anders Rydelius 
(1705–68), who had been agitating among the Estate of the Peasants on 
behalf of the ruling Hat party. Rydelius protested he had been given the 
document by Thomas Plomgren (1702–54), a leading Hat and confidant 
of the French ambassador Marc Antoine de Lanmarys (1689–1749), to 
translate it from French into Swedish. Plomgren admitted it, but where 
he obtained the original was never said, nor Lanmarys’s involvement. 
The document was said to be a written copy of secret instructions for 
the British envoy in Stockholm, Melchior Guy Dickens (1696–1775), 
from the foreign minister John Carteret (1690–1763), setting out how 
Britain had intrigued against Sweden and the details of its continuing 
campaign to persuade the Estates to choose the British candidate as 
heir to the throne. Carteret ostensibly told Dickens which Swedes to 
approach, and he cited earlier British diplomatic correspondence. The 
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document is a typical example of disinformation—intentionally false or 
inaccurate information, deliberately spread, in this case to discredit the 
British candidate. Lord Carteret was furious when he heard, especially 
as copies of the document had soon begun to circulate, and instructed 
Dickens to go to the Council and demand their promise to get to the 
bottom of what was ‘evidently a contrivance of the French faction to 
discredit us’.19

Printed and handwritten pamphlets
By the 1720s, pamphlets had long been a key means of political commu-
nication in many parts of Europe.20 However, in Sweden, they were only 
just beginning to make inroads. Between 1725 and 1750, pamphlets, 
usually as written copies, grew steadily in political importance. It also 
seems to have been the medium of choice for those who wanted to 
influence Swedish political opinion from abroad. The fact that so many 
of the pamphlets in the 1720s and 1730s can be linked to foreign interests 
indicates that other governments were a driving force in the medium 
becoming so important so fast.

The leaked documents already described were essentially white 
propaganda—the source was acknowledged and the information was 
accurate—but most pamphlets were on a sliding grey scale, although 
only rarely were they so misleading as to warrant being labelled black 
propaganda.21 The Danish pamphlet of 1742, with its ambiguous sources, 
bias, and half-truths, was a classic of its type. The author was not only 
anonymous, but hid his identity. It was not spelt out that foreign interests 
lay behind it, though it was the obvious conclusion to draw, given how 
clear a political line it followed.

For an early example, there was the Diet of 1726–7. Again, it was Poyntz 
the British envoy who circulated an anonymous, handwritten pamphlet 
in Stockholm. As well as the usual epistolary form, the author used the 
classical rhetorical device of weighing the pros and cons in a (misleading) 
claim to impartiality. The author was Otto Wilhelm Klinckowström 
(1683–1731), a Swede who Poyntz said in a diplomatic dispatch had 
been paid £200 as a fee. Poyntz was pleased with how things went: the 
pamphlet, which said Sweden should join the Hanoverian Alliance, 
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spread quickly, and after only a week of being available (in Swedish, 
French, and German) he could report it had ‘made many converts’.22

A greater element of disinformation was found in pamphlets intended 
to discredit. Usually attributed or addressed to political opponents, 
one example of this type of pamphlet, circulating at the same time as 
Poyntz’s, argued against Sweden joining the Hanoverian alliance: it was 
addressed to ‘Your Excellency Horn’, Chancellor Arvid Horn (1664–1742), 
who was trying to muster the Diet’s support for the alliance, and was 
ostensibly taken from his correspondence with an anonymous confidant 
that showed several serious allegations to be true, among them that Horn 
had his eye on the Swedish throne. The friend pressed Horn to change 
his mind about the alliance, which would only lead to war with Russia, 
and to stop slandering Duke Charles Frederick of Holstein-Gottorp 
(1700–39), whose claim to the Swedish throne Horn should acknowledge 
rather than, as now, obstruct. Of course, it cannot be ruled out that 
people thought it was a genuine letter, yet it was so obviously partial 
that few can have been in any doubt that it was a fiction. Publicly, the 
Secret Committee gave it no credence, ordered the public executioner 
to burn every copy that could be found, and offered a large reward for 
the identity of the author.23

Considerable effort was put into tracking down the author, but 
without success. There were guesses, but all of them were wrong, because 
it was in fact the Holstein-Gottorp court chancellor, Andreas Ernst von 
Stambke (1670–1739). The surviving correspondence offers an almost 
unique insight into this foreign information operation. The pamphlet had 
been written at Duke Charles Frederick’s court (then in St Petersburg), 
on the orders of the duke himself. Particularly illustrative is a letter to 
the duke dated 3 October 1726, in which the Holstein councillor, Johan 
von Pechlin (1682–1757), gave a detailed account of what had been done 
and the measures they had taken to prevent detection. They had been 
careful not to use the ducal chancery’s usual stationery, for example. 
Pechlin also explained the difficulties of making the copies. The plan 
was to distribute the pamphlet in Swedish, with only those who could 
not read it receiving the German version. The trouble was that the 
copyists did not speak Swedish, so the work had taken longer than 
expected. Therefore, with the Diet fast approaching, a Swedish officer 
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in the Duke’s service had been brought in to help with the copying. He 
was also made to arrange distribution in Sweden. Under the pretext 
of a personal trip home, he had sent off packets of pamphlets from a 
number of post offices across Sweden in order to make it difficult to trace 
them. To be on the safe side, each envelope had a different seal and was 
addressed in a different hand. Several dozen pamphlets at a time were 
distributed to a large number of political, administrative, military, and 
church leaders. It was only when a local postmaster became suspicious 
of what the arrest warrant described as a man ‘with black hair and 
brown clothes’ that the authorities learnt of the pamphlet and began 
making inquiries.24

The Holstein pamphlet was hand-copied, a reminder that print was not 
the automatic choice; in fact, on the contrary, printed pamphlets were still 
very rare in Sweden. It was only with the abolition of censorship in 1766 
that they overtook written copies. The few before then were invariably 
printed abroad in German and French, although there were a handful 
of Swedish, English, and Dutch examples.25 Indeed, it is even rarer to be 
able to tie a printed pamphlet to a foreign information operation. At best, 
there were usually only rumours and hints to that effect. There was for 
example a pro-British opposition pamphlet of 1740 printed in London, 
where the unusual place of publication alone made contemporaries 
suspicious and prompted the Swedish government to protest.26

The same was true of the anti-government campaign at the Diet of 
1746–7, when a number of pamphlets tried to undermine the ruling Hats 
and their anti-Russian foreign policy with a combination of threats, 
persuasion, character assassination, and disinformation. The operation 
was a collaboration between the Swedish opposition and the Russian 
government.27 One of the pamphlets insisted that Russia’s intentions 
towards Sweden were always good, that Swedish revanchism was doomed 
to fail, and that ending the Swedish–Prussian defensive alliance as the 
Hat government wanted would only provoke Russia; instead, the Estates 
should oust the corrupt councillors who were responsible for Sweden’s 
desperate situation, otherwise, as the anonymous author warned—
and threatened—renewed war was a certainty. Chancellor Tessin (the 
pamphlets’ main target) should pay for his crimes with his life. Soon the 
Swedish pamphlet was also available in French and German versions, 
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they too printed abroad and smuggled into Sweden. King Frederick I, the 
Crown Prince, and Tessin himself were among those who received copies 
anonymously.28 Tessin, convinced the campaign was being orchestrated 
by the Russian embassy in Stockholm, claimed to know which Swedish 
oppositionists had helped the embassy.29 In at least one instance we know 
he was correct: according to a Russian diplomatic dispatch, one of the 
pamphlets was written by a former Swedish councillor and member 
of the Cap party, Gustaf Bonde (1682–1764), and printed overseas with 
Russian help, probably in St Petersburg or Reval.30

How to avoid censorship
Foreign diplomats were expected to present their credentials to Kungl. 
Maj:t, the King in Council, and to interact only with the government and 
not directly with the public.31 There were of course ways to circumvent 
the ban. A common tactic was to approach one of the Dutch or German 
newspapers which were read in Sweden, and which readers had come 
to rely on for the politically sensitive information usually omitted by 
the Swedish press.32 This was the Danish envoy Grüner’s media practice 
of choice in 1742. In November that year, he heard that Duke Charles 
Peter Ulrich of Holstein-Gottorp (1728–62), whom the Estates had 
just chosen as heir to the Swedish throne, had converted to Russian 
Orthodoxy. The Duke had moved to St Petersburg to be with his aunt, 
the new Empress Elizabeth Petrovna (1709–62), and it looked likely he 
would be appointed her successor. His conversion seemed to confirm 
this, while excluding him from the Swedish throne. Grüner had to find 
a believable way to inform the Estates that their candidate was out of 
the running, while shepherding in a Danish candidate. He had heard 
of a written account that the Danish court had just received from the 
legation in St Petersburg, and thinking it might prove useful asked 
Copenhagen to forward it to him to be circulated in Stockholm, and 
that relevant parts be published in the Gazette d’Altona, which Grüner 
knew had many Swedish readers.33

Another way of circumventing censorship was to use legally published 
material to sway public opinion, with correct information the authorities 
could not object to being published. During the succession crisis of 
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1742–3 the various candidates used pictures—portraits, family trees—to 
illustrate the dynastic relations, and by extension the foreign candidates’ 
claims to the Swedish throne.34 Another example was Russia’s success 
in discrediting both the Swedish government and its French allies in 
the autumn of 1739. Russia and Austria had recently concluded a peace 
treaty with the Ottoman Empire, which was a political disaster for the 
Swedish government, not only because its plans to rewrite its eastern 
borders were brought to nothing, but because it had inadvertently made 
the rapprochement possible: egged on by France, it had sent a large 
contingent of troops to the Finnish part of the kingdom, but instead of 
making the Russian government more willing to negotiate with Sweden, 
it had rushed Russia into making peace on other fronts, to be ready 
to counter the Swedish threat. When word reached Stockholm that 
France had in fact arranged the peace, it was understood that Sweden 
had been duped into forcing Russia to the negotiating table in order 
to save the Ottoman Empire, France’s most important ally against the 
Hapsburgs, from imminent defeat. The news compromised France’s 
position as Sweden’s ally and undermined the foundations of the Swedish 
government’s foreign policy. However, there was lasting uncertainty, 
not only about whether the peace would hold, but even whether the 
peace treaty had been ratified. Were they in fact still at war and in the 
field? Was that the reason why no peace treaty had been published? 
Were the rumours that France had acted as a go-between correct? 
Into this confusion came the request from the Russian ambassador in 
Stockholm, Mikhail Petrovich Bestuzhev-Ryumin (1688–1760), that 
Swedish newspapers print a correct Swedish translation of the peace 
treaty in question—something the Swedish government found hard to 
refuse. This leveraging of wholly accurate information was reattempted 
a few weeks later in December 1739. Because of the peace agreement, the 
negotiations for a Swedish–Ottoman offensive alliance and subsidies 
halted; Swedish negotiators in Constantinople were only able to extract 
a watered-down defensive alliance from the High Porte. To clarify 
whether this was indeed the case, and, while he was about it, discredit 
the Swedish government and its anti-Russian allies, Bestuzhev-Ryumin 
had the treaty printed and distributed to demonstrate it lacked offensive 
potential and made no promises about subsidies.35
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Pulling out all the stops
One of the most extensive foreign information operations conducted 
in Sweden in the period was in the 1730s, following the collapse of 
negotiations for an alliance between Sweden and France. It would 
warrant closer analysis if only as an example of the media strategies 
and methods described above being combined to best effect, but the 
clear evidence of the Swedish government’s countermeasures makes it 
even more revealing.

The background was the French government’s refusal to ratify the 
treaty it concluded with Sweden on 14 June 1735. Relations between the 
countries, which were traditionally close allies, were already deteriorating, 
and when France balked at the treaty its reputation in Sweden suffered 
serious damage. The episode also undermined the Swedish government, 
which was partly to blame, because on 5 August it chose to renew a 
Swedish–Russian defence treaty, which ran directly counter to French 
interests. The Swedish government was in an especially awkward position, 
because less than a year earlier it had been instructed by the Swedish 
Estates to pursue the French subsidy treaty, in order to make it possible 
to go to war against Russia.

The French ambassador to Stockholm, Charles-Louis de Casteja 
(1693–1755), received instructions from the Secretary of State for Foreign 
Affairs, Germain Louis Chauvelin (1685–1762), to make sure ‘la nation 
suédoise’ knew the Swedish government was entirely to blame, and to plot 
with oppositionists to overthrow the government and install a pro-French 
government. Like Copenhagen’s instructions for the Danish campaign 
in 1742–3, so Casteja was told which arguments to use—varied according 
to his audience’s views on France. He was also sent a memorandum to 
be handed to the Swedish government. This he did on 18 January 1736, 
but only after he had consulted with his Swedish ‘friends’ (meaning 
the opposition, some of whom were members of the government) and 
accordingly rewrote some passages in even more forceful terms. The 
memorandum of course defended French policy in recent years, but it 
was also a blistering attack on the Swedish government for defying a 
direct order from the Estates, which was grounds for dismissal. It also 
held up the prospect of more subsidies, provided Sweden had a more 



gender, materiality, and politics

284

pro-French government. The Swedish government, aware that copies of 
the French memorandum were already circulating in Stockholm and 
across the country, took its time to draw up a long, pointed answer, 
plainly written with Swedish public opinion in mind. Casteja was 
reminded he was ‘accredited neither to the Estates nor to the Nation but 
to His Majesty’, and thus should not attempt to address the public, let 
alone sway public opinion. Yet the government seems to have hesitated 
to publish its new hard line, as historically France had been Sweden’s 
most important ally. It settled for the time being on sending copies of 
the response along with the French memorandum to Sweden’s envoys 
abroad.36

It soon became apparent that the leaked French memorandum was 
part of a larger campaign. When the Swedish government met on 15 
March 1736, the king drew the councillors’ attention to two handwritten 
pamphlets that had recently come to his notice, but which had been 
circulating in Swedish and French since at least December. Similar in 
form and content, they apparently originated from the same Francophile 
circles. Both were anonymous and written in epistolary form, with the 
authors presented as patriotic Swedes who had sat in the previous Diet, 
and therefore knew exactly what the government had been instructed 
to do—and had flagrantly ignored. Typically for the genre, the ‘letter 
writers’ announced they had no particular insight into the workings of 
government, but then proceeded to pick over the negotiations in detail, 
complete with astute commentary and analysis. Blame for the failure 
of the negotiations fell squarely on the governing majority, who were to 
be reviled for their ‘cringing fear’ and for being bought by Russia and 
Britain. It was similar criticism to the French memorandum, but far more 
brusque and contemptuous in tone—so much so that the government 
labelled them pasquils, and ordered the public executioner to burn 
every copy. They were ostensibly impartial and investigative, but in fact 
tendentious in the extreme. There were no counter-arguments, no hint 
of self-criticism. The clearest indication that they were addressed to the 
Swedish public was the reminder that the country was in dire straits. 
With no French subsidies, Sweden would groan under new taxes, and 
‘trade and manufactures throttled’, ‘the son of toil robbed of his daily 
bread and his livelihood’, ‘the serving-men’s woeful salaries curtailed’. 
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There was considerable resentment at government level, and when the 
pamphlets were read aloud in Council the Francophiles among them 
found it wise to protest their innocence and their ignorance of the 
pamphleteers’ identities. Despite extensive inquiries and the promise of 
a large reward, the authors remained anonymous. Few doubted that the 
French ambassador was behind it all, though. Suspicion fell on Olof von 
Törne (1686–1745), who was very close to Casteja and was his go-between 
with the Swedish opposition. Time after time, Casteja described him 
as indispensable to the French cause, and judging by Casteja’s remarks 
in the diplomatic correspondence and the large sums he paid him, he 
trusted him implicitly.37

At this point in the spring of 1736, the Swedish government was made 
aware of the leak of several other documents from the Swedish–French 
negotiations, with written copies now circulating in both Swedish and 
French. One was a letter dated 10 July 1735 from Chauvelin to Casteja, 
instructing him to immediately dissuade the Swedish government 
from renewing the Russian–Swedish treaty, and to present said letter 
to the Swedish government, which he had done on 21 July. Casteja had 
circulated copies of the letter that November, apparently to refute the 
Swedish government’s claim that France had advised Sweden against the 
Russian treaty renewal only after it had been signed on 5 August 1735. The 
government felt compelled to set the record straight by publishing several 
documents from the negotiations, including the French memorandum 
of 18 January 1736 and its response. The versions that had already been 
leaked were misleading, so Chancellor Horn, the leading figure in the 
government, was keen to quash them and ensure the public had access to 
accurate copies, printed for ease and speed of distribution; however, the 
pro-French minority opposed any form of disclosure. The compromise 
was to distribute written rather than printed copies, and only to central 
government officials, provincial governors, regimental commanders, 
and leading clergy, though the covering letter said that anyone who 
asked should be given the opportunity to read and copy the documents, 
so that ‘all faithful subjects’ could ‘separate truth from falsehood’ and 
‘judge’ for themselves. Not long after, however, the documents were 
printed anonymously in the Dutch Republic in both French and Dutch. 
It could have been Horn, bypassing his opponents in government while 
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avoiding a complete break with Versailles; it could have been the French, 
wanting to make the documents public in print in a way that would be 
read in Sweden. Either way, the French government expressed its outrage 
and demanded the Swedish government publish a denial in the Dutch 
newspapers, which it refused to do.38

While the Swedish government was considering its countermeasures, 
the French ambassador and his Swedish ‘amis’ continued their attempts 
to sway public opinion. Törne criss-crossed Sweden to rally support. 
In May 1736, for example, Casteja asked Chauvelin for a large sum 
of money to cover Törne’s travels, which was immediately granted.39 
Handwritten pamphlets were of central importance to their efforts 
to shape public opinion. Some twenty or so survive from the period. 
It is not known who the anonymous authors were, but the degree of 
detail about the diplomatic negotiations indicates they must have been 
written with the help of the French ambassador and his colluders in 
the Swedish government. One indication of the intended audience was 
the language, which was often French. The texts circulated when the 
Diet convened in 1738 to determine the fate of the government were 
almost all in Swedish, however. That does not mean they were any 
less highbrow. The popular pamphlet known as Castejas testament, 
for example, was extremely long, informative, and larded with select 
passages from government minutes, diplomatic correspondence, and 
Swedish–French negotiations. Carefully angled, it nevertheless quoted 
the originals correctly and at length, and rectified much of what had 
been published elsewhere. Notably, it played up several compromising 
statements by Horn himself. The pamphlet was obviously designed to 
paint a full picture of the negotiation process for the Estates, underlining 
that it was the government’s decision to prioritize the Swedish–Russian 
treaty renewal that led to the break with France.40

Texts that had been published legally could also be leveraged. Just as 
a new session of the Diet began in 1738, a copy of the Swedish–Russian 
treaty of 1735 appeared, nailed to the pillory in central Stockholm. The 
corners of the sheet of paper had been burnt away, in a deliberate echo 
of how the public executioner dealt with libels on the very same spot. 
A few days later, the charge was repeated in handwritten copies of an 
anonymous pamphlet found nailed to several of the city’s church doors, 
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an example of how different media forms could interact. The author, who 
mockingly purported to be the Russian ambassador Bestuzhev-Ryumin, 
promised a rich reward for the name of the person who had burnt the 
treaty.41

The exact details of this French information operation are obscure, 
as might be expected—it is impossible to determine how far the French 
ambassador’s involvement went in designing, financing, publishing, 
and distributing opposition pamphlets, for example—yet it is still an 
unusually good illustration of how a foreign government might run 
an information operation in Sweden. It is also plain that the Swedish 
government was deeply divided about how best to handle France, which 
remained a potential ally. The government knew what was going on 
and voiced its concerns, yet it was very slow to act and never took the 
initiative.42 It decided to expel Casteja in June 1736, for example, but he 
was allowed to continue as ambassador and did not quit Stockholm 
until early 1738.43 Only then, with the Estates about to assemble in 
Stockholm, did the government attempt a charm offensive. It was too 
little, too late. Horn and his Caps were ousted from power at the Diet 
and replaced by a pro-French Hat government, bringing home to foreign 
and domestic observers what a significant force public opinion had 
become in Swedish politics.44

Concluding remarks
Foreign interference in Swedish politics in peacetime by using the media 
is demonstrably not a new phenomenon.45 In the eighteenth century, 
several foreign governments sought to shape Swedish public opinion, 
meddle in the political process, and influence public policy in this 
way. Unsurprisingly, much of it defies historical investigation—those 
involved took great care to cover their tracks—but some conclusions 
are still possible.46

There can be no doubt that foreign operators—including Swedish 
subjects in foreign service, such as Samuel Triewald—played a crucial 
role, but they did not act on their own. They were always dependent 
on Swedish political figures with whom they had common interests, 
and who provided the crucial language skills, political insight, and 
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distribution channels. They clearly preferred Swedish authors familiar 
with Swedish politics. Conversely, foreign states assisted domestic actors 
and shouldered some of the cost of shaping public opinion. Foreign 
support was key in accessing printing presses abroad, which Swedish 
political actors were denied at home by rigorous censorship—just one 
example of transnational entanglement and the interplay of national 
media systems. To these witting agents we must add everyone who 
brokered information and disinformation without knowing its foreign 
origin or purpose.

Both foreign and domestic actors clearly benefited from this type 
of collaboration, and it proved to be highly successful more than once. 
With regard to the close collaboration between the Russian and British 
ambassadors and the Caps during the 1765–6 Diet, Michael Metcalf has 
emphasized that this was to the advantage of the Swedes, who were 
able to use foreign funds to mobilize a considerable level of political 
support. The same can also be said of any media operation, such as the 
campaign mounted to strengthen Horn’s position at the 1726–7 Diet, 
or the opposition shoring up its position ahead of the 1738 Diet, to 
name but two. Compared to the vast sums of money spent by foreign 
governments in the form of subsidies, party contributions, and direct 
bribes, information operations represented a cost-effective method of 
exerting influence. Nevertheless, for Paris, St Petersburg, and London, 
the key issue remained the same: even though the fact of their having 
supported the ruling faction in Stockholm might result in political influ-
ence, there were no guarantees. Their collaboration might be grounded 
in shared interests, but the Swedish actors had political agendas of their 
own and were by no means passive subordinates. These campaigns were 
not directed from abroad. Instead, they seem to have been designed by 
foreign emissaries in discussion with their closest Swedish partners.47

Having said that, such a collaboration was not uncomplicated from 
a Swedish perspective either. Even the act of shaping public opinion 
amounted to breaking established norms, something that could have 
serious consequences for anyone getting caught doing this.48 To then 
also engage in relations with a foreign power further upped the ante. 
The oppositional members of the Council of the Realm who seem to 
have supported the French ambassador in the 1735–6 campaign clearly 
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experienced a loss of prestige, not least with regard to the king. However, 
this paled in comparison to the loss of legitimacy brought on by the 
Swedish opposition collaborating with the Russian ambassador in 1746–7, 
something that the Cap Party never fully recovered from. With no regard 
for his Swedish partners, Korff persisted in using the language of force 
and aggressively attempting to shape public opinion.

Turning to the different media practices involved, a wide range was 
used to discredit or bolster key politicians, their agendas, and their 
foreign allies, and to inform, persuade, threaten, and deceive Swedish 
audiences. Occasionally, foreign governments operated openly, despite 
being banned from directly addressing the Swedish public. Far more 
often, though, they operated covertly, hiding their identity and true 
motives, and hoping to give credibility to an argument or to discredit 
an opponent. In their efforts to use the media to deceive, we can see 
their use of its protocol, manipulating readers’ expectations that, say, 
diplomatic secrets would be exchanged in written correspondence 
between key players, or that they would find accurate information about 
foreign affairs in certain European newspapers and magazines and in 
printed peace treaties.

Although disinformation played an important role, it appears the 
dissemination of correct information was perhaps even more valued. 
In the Swedish government’s view matters of state were supposed to be 
a mystery—arcana imperii—kept out of the public eye, and enforced by 
strict censorship. There was thus great political potential in providing 
the public with the information they demanded but were denied. 
Foreign governments were well suited for such operations, because 
confidential documents from diplomatic negotiations could easily be 
leaked, with crucial information such as politically compromising 
quotes carefully highlighted. This information was then refashioned 
by pamphleteers or foreign newspapers and magazines known to have 
readers in Sweden—again, operating from outside the Swedish media 
system, circumventing the censors. Official documents, such as peace 
treaties that were readily accessible in other parts of Europe but not 
in Sweden, were also distributed to Swedish readers. Alongside this 
leveraging of information and disinformation, foreign operators also 
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provided arguments—formulated with great care—with which to sway 
opinion, usually as pamphlets, whether printed or handwritten.

Strikingly, the best use was made of the media technologies available. 
Manuscript had the advantage of flexibility and speed: written copies 
of a pamphlet could quickly counter an argument or leak a memo 
as a clarification. This was invaluable at critical, often fast-changing 
moments such as a session of the Diet, when printing abroad would 
be too slow and expensive. Against that, copying manuscripts by hand 
was time-consuming, and put a limit on the initial number of copies, 
while printed texts, with some planning and foreign assistance, could 
be reproduced in great numbers, promising a greater impact when 
distributed. Hence, the printed medium was particularly useful at 
the outset of a Diet—which was announced well in advance—when 
many hundreds of delegates gathered in Stockholm, and great numbers 
of copies were needed. This was the case with the Danish pamphlet, 
although even there the importance of timing was underscored by 
the envoy, Grüner, who worried it had been released too early when 
the succession crisis of 1742–3 dragged on.49 However, when neither 
speed nor timing was a factor, as in the periods between Diets, written 
copies sufficed. Copying was decentralized as part of the circulation 
process, as readers themselves copied a text before passing it on. As 
stressed initially, the two media technologies not only coexisted, they 
complemented each other in the ‘division of labour’ between old and new 
media found in all media systems.50 Manuscript was not dysfunctional 
and archaic, nor was print an absolute necessity for a successful media 
intervention. The Swedish media system comprised both emerging and 
older surviving media features, and the actors made full use of them 
all. Finally, turning to causality and change, it is difficult to determine 
the information operations’ exact effect on political policy in Sweden. 
French operations in the late 1730s to oust the Swedish government 
show there was potential. As the resources and effort spent show, all 
involved, foreign and domestic, recognized it. The evidence seems to 
support the view that these actors drove change, and did not simply react 
to the transformation of the Swedish media system and public sphere. 
As foreign governments and their Swedish counterparts tried to shape 
political opinion in Sweden, they forced Swedes who had refrained from 
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discussing matters of state in public to take an increasingly active part. 
Even the faction controlling the Swedish government had to come to 
terms with the fact that repression and censorship could not halt the 
debate, and instead they would have to join in.51 Foreign interference 
and, ultimately, international conflict—thus not only party politics and 
domestic factional conflict—helped transform the Swedish media system, 
pushing back the boundaries of public political debate, and establishing 
the pamphlet as the pre-eminent means of political communication.52

To summarize, in the Swedish case, public diplomacy clearly went 
beyond war propaganda, public diplomatic ceremonies, and news 
management—the main focus of previous research.53 Here, the foreign 
representatives, in conjunction with their Swedish counterparts, also 
turned to a form of clandestine public diplomacy, primarily aimed 
at domestic audiences, which could more accurately be described as 
information operations, or even information warfare.54
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Chapter 15

A spy, a murder, and a portrait
Peter Lindström

On the morning of 27 July 1737, the Council met secretly in the royal 
castle of Tre Kronor in Stockholm. There was no secretary present in 
the Council Chamber. On the agenda was whether to send spies to 
Constantinople to gauge the Ottoman Empire’s intentions and where 
it stood in relation to Russia.1 Sweden’s hope of forming a military 
alliance with the Turks for a joint war of aggression against Russia hung 
in the balance. For it to be even considered, however, they had to have 
reliable information. One of the spies who was duly dispatched in 1737 
was Malcolm Sinclair. The same Sinclair was sent on another secret 
mission in 1738, never to return. He was killed by Russian assassins as 
he made his way back to Sweden on 17 June 1739.

In this essay, two aspects of his murder will be examined: the secret 
political meetings at which the spy missions were planned; and the 
circumstances under which the Russian government acquired a copy 
of Sinclair’s portrait to identify him when travelling incognito. These 
aspects of Sinclair’s murder have only been briefly touched on in the 
literature, and therefore warrant elucidation in a little more detail.2 
Further, these events provide an insight into Sweden’s political culture 
in its Age of Liberty (1719–1772) and the internal power struggle that 
led to a change of political leadership, and ultimately to the disastrous 
war of revenge against the Russians (1741–1743). First, though, some 
background.
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Sweden’s negotiations with the Ottoman Empire
Since 1734, Sweden had been in negotiations with the Ottoman Empire, 
initially on the Turks’ initiative. The reason for the negotiations was 
the enormous debts run up by Charles XII (1697–1718) and his army 
during their four-year stay within the borders of the Ottoman Empire, 
following their defeat by Russia at the Battle of Poltava in 1709. The sultan’s 
munificence had its limits, and over the years there were increasingly 
stern demands that Sweden pay its debts. Official envoys were sent 
to Stockholm twice—in 1727 and 1733—to discuss repayments.3 At 
the negotiations, the Turkish envoys also put forward proposals for a 
closer alliance between the kingdoms against their common enemy, 
Russia, and raised the possibility of a trade agreement. They finished by 
requesting that a Swedish envoy be sent to Constantinople to continue 
the negotiations, if only as a token of good will. The Turkish envoys 
received only vague promises about the debt, but were assured that a 
Swedish envoy would be sent to Constantinople.4

The man picked as the envoy died before he had even left Sweden. 
Conveniently, though, there were already two suitable Swedes living 
in Constantinople, one of them the son of the leading politician and 
president of the Board of Trade, Daniel von Höpken. After some toing 
and froing, negotiations finally started in 1734, led for Sweden’s part by 
young men already in place in the capital of the Ottoman Empire. These 
delicate negotiations were drawn out, a consequence of Sweden’s abiding 
mistrust. According to the Swedish envoys’ instructions, they were to 
focus on facilitating the repayment of the debt and on trying to achieve 
as favourable a trade agreement as possible. When it came to a military 
alliance, the politicians in Stockholm were divided. Discussions in the 
Council of the Realm (the executive branch of government) and the 
Chancellery Board (the civil service) turned on the danger to Sweden’s 
reputation if it were known to have entered into negotiations for a military 
alliance with a kingdom considered a threat to Christendom, and which 
in all previous propaganda had been depicted as God’s arch-enemy.5 
In comparison, negotiating debt repayments and trade agreements was 
thought reasonably risk-free.6
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Despite the cautious stance on the question of an alliance while 
Arvid Horn was President of the Chancellery (and thus prime minister), 
the discussions started in 1734 continued in both Constantinople and 
Stockholm. The Diet of 1727, in the shape of its Secret Committee, had 
given the Council the go-ahead to launch a war of aggression against 
Russia if a favourable opportunity arose before the next Diet, an order 
repeated after the Diet of 1731, which meant the tempting offers of an 
alliance with the Ottoman Empire could not be ignored. However 
sensitive the issue was, though, several factors further complicated the 
negotiations. That the political leadership in Constantinople was replaced 
several times in rapid succession was one. Worse, the leading politicians 
in Stockholm struggled to evaluate the information they received from 
their envoys on the spot. It took months to receive replies to their letters 
(which were regularly opened on the road between Constantinople and 
Stockholm), and even then they doubted the information provided by 
the envoys could be trusted.7 They realized they needed something 
other than reports from the local envoys to obtain a reliable picture 
of the Ottoman Empire’s strength relative to Russia, the course of the 
ongoing Russo-Turkish War (1735–9), and views on an alliance with 
Sweden. Which brings us back to where this essay started, with the 
secret meeting of the Council on 27 July 1737.

Secret council meetings and intelligence briefings
Six councillors were present at the secret meeting: Carl Gyllenborg, 
Gustaf Bonde, Samuel Barck, Carl Gustaf Hård, Magnus Julius De la 
Gardie, and Evert Taube. Bonde told them he, Gyllenborg, and another 
councillor, Ture Gabriel Bielke, had been out to Karlberg Palace the day 
before to pay court to the king and queen. King Frederick I had said 
he wanted the Council to discuss the reliability of their information 
about the war between Russia and the Ottoman Empire. The king 
had complained that what had reached them had been late, and was 
insufficient and too tentative to decide one way or another. The king 
thought a couple of reliable people should be sent down through Poland 
to the Turkish border, where they would gather information about the 
situation and then travel back to report.8
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The king had said he had two possible candidates for the mission: a 
Major Schultz and a Lieutenant Sinclair, both officers in the Royal Guard. 
Schultz, a native Pole, had served in the Swedish army in the previous 
war. During Charles XII’s years in Bender (in what was then Moldavia), 
he had used Schultz for similar missions because of his command of 
Polish, Russian, German, and one of the Turkic languages and familiarity 
with the borders of Ukraine, Crimea, and Turkey. Sinclair too could 
speak Russian and Polish, and he was known for his ‘decency’.9

Once Bonde had finished, all the councillors present agreed the 
king’s proposal was good. Bonde undertook to send for Schultz and 
Sinclair and tell them about the plan. Christoffersson, a senior official 
at the State Treasury, would be summoned and ordered to pay out the 
money required for the mission. If Schultz and Sinclair agreed to take 
it on, it would be crucial the whole business remained secret, so Bonde 
would requisition the cash from the State Treasury in his own name, 
and he would hand it to Schultz and Sinclair. There would be nothing in 
writing, as Bonde would give the spies only verbal instructions, as they 
would be simple enough: travel through Poland to the border where the 
Ottoman and Russian armies were and report back to Bonde about their 
respective strengths. Instead of sending to Bonde by name, they were to 
address their letters to ‘Postmaster Johan Friedrich König’ in Hamburg.10

Once the Council had agreed what the mission could cost, Christof-
fersson was summoned to the Council Chamber and ordered to put 
together the cash for the following day. Bonde returned to the room—he 
had gone to find Major Schultz to explain the mission to him. Schultz 
had agreed to leave as soon as he had the money. Also, he had said 
he thought it best to travel down through Sweden to Ystad, and from 
there take a ship to Stralsund and on to Poland, instead of waiting in 
Stockholm to take some Gdansk ship, which could be delayed by bad 
weather. The Council approved his travel plans. Bonde said the person 
he had sent to find Sinclair had returned empty-handed; however, he 
had left a message that as soon as Sinclair got home he should go straight 
round to Councillor Bonde’s house, where Bonde would make him the 
same offer as Schultz.11

Bonde then asked the other councillors whether the two potential 
spies should be introduced, and should they be allowed to correspond 
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with each other during the mission? In his opinion, it would be pref-
erable for the two to travel by different routes and be unaware of each 
other. It would mean the Council could compare the contents of their 
reports and so better gauge the situation. Further, the spies would not 
risk revealing each other’s identities if captured. The other councillors 
present thought otherwise. It would be useful if the men knew of each 
other’s missions, and in order not to bump into each other along the 
way it would be better if they coordinated their routes in advance. The 
meeting ended with the decision that Bonde should go to the king that 
evening to tell him what they had said. The minutes of the meeting were 
approved the same day.12

The following day, Thursday 28 July, the Council reconvened for 
another secret meeting. Bonde said he had seen the king the evening 
before and read him the draft minutes of the meeting. The king had said 
how happy he was the Council not only agreed with his suggestion of 
using spies, but had taken steps to launch the operation. The king had 
told Bonde it would be best if Schultz immediately wrote to resign his 
commission—‘though only pro forma’—in order not to arouse suspicion 
when he was absent from the Royal Guard. On his return, he would be 
compensated and reinstated. Further, the king had said it was important 
that Schultz and Sinclair take different routes. Sinclair should make for 
Gdansk on the pretext of supervising the distribution of bequests from 
a fictitious relative there, having asked for a short leave of absence from 
his Royal Guard duties in Stockholm. The king had also asked Bonde 
to write to a lieutenant-general in Stralsund, who had been used as an 
‘intelligencer’ about Poland, to urge him to use his channels to gauge 
the strength of Russia’s forces. Bonde, the king had said, should write 
to a county governor in eastern Finland, Baron Frisenheim, and ask 
him to use his ‘intelligencers’ to the same end.13

The other councillors present had nothing against the king’s sugges-
tions. Bonde said Schultz had been to see him that morning to discuss 
the plan. Schultz had pointed out it would be unwise for him to ask to 
resign and to carry his discharge papers, as it would reveal he came from 
Sweden. Schultz had said it would be better to use the fact that his family 
were Polish nobility. Schultz had therefore already written asking for 
leave to visit Poland to protect his property interests there. Sinclair had 
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also seen Bonde earlier in the day, when he had said it would be difficult 
to use the Gdansk sea route, but that he had applied for permission to 
travel without specifying the route he would take.14

All the councillors present thought the king’s plan and the outcome 
of the conversations with Schultz and Sinclair earlier that day seemed 
promising. When it came to Schultz’s and Sinclair’s applications for leave, 
Bonde was to write answering that His Majesty the King in Council 
granted their requests, stating that consent had been given in Stockholm 
in the Council Chamber on 28 July 1737. Bonde was also to make sure 
their travel passports could quickly be issued by the Stockholm governor’s 
office. Bonde said he had received the cash he had requested from the 
State Treasury, so now all preparations were complete.15

The councillors went their separate ways, but then reconvened that 
afternoon. Bonde said that Schultz and Sinclair had already left. At their 
departure, they had decided they would use fictitious names in their 
correspondence: Schultz would call himself Schultetzki the merchant’s 
son, and Sinclair would be Anders Berg, also a merchant’s son. Bonde 
would be Gustaf Carlsson the merchant. Bonde explained he had written 
to Postmaster König to tell him to forward any letters for the merchant 
Gustaf Carlsson to him, Bonde.16

On Tuesday 25 October, when the Council next met secretly, ten 
councillors and the king were present.17 The meeting was called to discuss 
letters received from Sinclair and König that explained they had spent 
all their travel money. The councillors were unhappy the money had run 
out so fast, but because the mission was such a high priority they decided 
König should pay 200 ducats to Sinclair on request. As Sinclair had 
only written about ‘trade’ in his letter to Bonde—writing one merchant 
to another—the reply would ask him to spell out everything he knew 
about it. Bonde was also to write that since it was now autumn and the 
end of the trading season was approaching, the merchant (Sinclair) was 
expected to return to Stockholm soon. But before returning home, he 
should find a reliable correspondent who would continue to report on 
trade developments.18

On 1 February 1738, a small group of councillors met for a secret 
meeting in the Council Chamber.19 As before, Bonde had the floor. He 
said he had seen both Schultz and Sinclair since their recent return, 
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and Sinclair had the day before attended on the king and given him 
a written account of his travels, including the details of his itinerary, 
and the people he had met who had told him about Russia’s military 
forces and operations in Ukraine and Crimea, among other places. A 
Janissary officer he met said he knew some Swedish, because he had been 
on guard when Charles XII was held captive in Bender. The Council’s 
response was not recorded in the minutes, so it is not known how this 
new information from Schultz and Sinclair was received.20

A few months later, on Friday 17 June 1738, a county governor 
Major-General Carl Sparre came to the Council Chamber from the 
Diet, carrying a letter from the Secret Committee for His Majesty 
the King in Council. Sparre warned them it was important the letter 
only be read out in the Council, and that the request it contained be 
answered speedily by the secretary of state, Gedda. The letter was read 
out by Councillor Creutz. The king was indisposed, Sparre was told, 
but he should tell the members of the Secret Committee that an answer 
would be given as soon as the king had read the letter. De la Gardie and 
Bonde were sent to see the king at Karlberg Palace, while the minutes 
were immediately approved by Gedda. The secret meeting continued 
later that day, once De la Gardie, Bonde, and Gedda had returned from 
Karlberg. They said they had read the Secret Committee letter to the 
king. He thought it advisable to write the answer requested by the Secret 
Committee. The Council should go to Karlberg after the weekend to 
talk it over. However, the king asked that the Council discuss the matter 
with Chancellor Arvid Horn to get his opinion.21

On Monday 19 June, as the king wished, they foregathered at Karlberg 
in the Council Chamber there.22 When the king entered, he ordered 
everyone to leave the room except the councillors and Gedda as secretary 
of state. The king asked to hear the Secret Committee’s proposal again: 
it was for an official response to the Ottoman Empire’s latest proposal 
to form an alliance. After a brief discussion about how best to set about 
writing the answer, Gustaf Bonde spoke. He said there was nothing wrong 
with the Secret Committee’s eagerness to dictate how Sweden answered 
the Ottomans, but he was critical of parts of their proposed response. 
The exact details of their discussion are less important here; what matters 
was how anxious they were to keep everything secret (although, as Bielke 
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pointed out, experience told them it was well-nigh impossible to keep 
anything secret at the Turkish court). They considered the ever-present 
risk that the Russians would make peace with the Turks if they realized 
Sweden was about to enter into an alliance with the Ottoman Empire. 
After further discussion—in which the king, who spoke at length, plainly 
played an active role—they decided a draft reply to the Turks should be 
communicated to the Secret Committee.23

Just two days later, the question of sending a spy was raised in the 
Council. While the Council meeting was underway, Major Boye from the 
Secret Committee presented himself. All but the councillors and Gedda 
were asked to leave, and once everyone had left the room Boye handed 
over a sealed letter dated the same day, 21 June 1738. Before leaving, Boye 
passed on the Secret Committee’s request that the matter be dealt with 
in ‘silence’. The Council opened the letter, which contained the news that 
Sinclair was to be dispatched to the ‘Turkish border’ again. They asked 
Bonde and Gedda to go immediately to Karlberg Palace to go through 
everything with the king. When they returned, they presented the king’s 
position. The king had said that since the Secret Committee had already 
picked Sinclair for the mission, they should proceed quickly. More to the 
point, Sinclair had been elected to the Secret Committee at that year’s 
Diet, and the king pointed out that neither a journey overseas nor the 
reason could be kept secret for long. He added that the value of Sinclair’s 
intelligence from the previous year was hardly on a par with the costs. 
Neither he nor Schultz had been so close to events that the information 
they had gathered could be considered reliable, the king said.24

When the Council again met in secret the following day, the opera-
tion was set in motion. Christoffersson was summoned from the State 
Treasury and told to ready the money. The Council decided it should 
give its instructions verbally: Sinclair was to travel to a suitable place as 
fast as he could and obtain information that was as certain as possible. 
When it came to travelling incognito and corresponding with Councillor 
Bonde in Stockholm, Sinclair was to proceed exactly as he had done the 
year before. The same applied for mail, which was to go via Postmaster 
König in Hamburg. As soon as the minutes had been approved on the 
spot by Gedda, all their decisions were forwarded to the waiting Secret 
Committee.25
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The next day, a deputy appeal court judge called Cederhielm came to 
pass on the Secret Committee’s responses to the Council minutes it had 
received the previous day. Once Cederhielm had left, the Council decided 
unanimously the mission should begin immediately. Bonde and Gedda 
were sent back to Karlberg to talk to the king about it. Christoffersson was 
sent for, too, to double-check the money would be ready at short notice. 
When Christoffersson arrived, he was ordered to have the cash ready in 
a moneybag the following Monday, to be delivered ‘in all silence’. The 
Council would make sure he got a receipt. That same day, a receipt was 
issued for the money in Bonde’s name; the next day, Gedda reported 
back that the Secret Committee had given him the go-ahead for the 
mission.26 With that, it was decided on the Secret Committee’s initiative 
that Sinclair would return to the Ottoman Empire as a spy, to follow 
the course of the war in the region and report back to Stockholm, and 
taking with him a copy of the official reply to the Turkish leadership’s 
proposals for military cooperation. Unfortunately, though, the mission 
would cost Sinclair his life. As was realized at the time, the Council and 
the Secret Committee could not hope to keep Sinclair’s departure secret, 
despite their best efforts. The question was how the Russian assassins 
would recognize Sinclair, given he was travelling incognito? The answer 
seems to have been a copy of a portrait of Sinclair.

Sinclair’s portrait
In 1737, at the time of Sinclair’s and Schultz’s first mission, a portrait of 
Sinclair had been copied at the Stockholm home of Arvid Posse (who went 
on to join the Council in 1739). The incident and its possible ramifications 
were uncovered only a few weeks after the news of Sinclair’s death reached 
Stockholm in 1739, and all involved—the artist Carl Fredrik von Cöln, 
an apprentice feldsher and servant of Arvid Posse’s called Carl Bolin, 
and a sergeant in the Royal Guard called Lars Ekman—were arrested 
and interrogated. Their questioners found it difficult to establish what 
had happened, because the three’s stories did not add up, and their 
versions of events kept changing under questioning.

Cöln the painter was first questioned by the Deputy Governor of 
Stockholm Anders von Drake on 24 July 1739. Cöln said that he was 22 
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years old and had been taught to paint by his father, who was a wallpaper 
painter in north Stockholm. He had worked in the city for Schedefell 
the portrait painter, then he had worked on his own, but for the last 
two and a half years he had served in the Royal Artillery. When Drake 
asked if he had been in the service of any lord, such as the councillor 
Count Arvid Posse, Cöln replied that he had not. The previous summer, 
though, he had painted a portrait of the count and his countess.27

Drake then asked if he had ever copied a portrait of an officer in the 
Royal Guard? Cöln said no. Drake reminded him he had admitted to 
having done some work at Posse’s house, and surely he had seen the 
portraits of most of the officers of the Royal Guard hanging in the count’s 
hall. Perhaps he had painted copies of some of them? Cöln swore on his 
‘life and soul’ he had not. Drake asked if he had heard of anyone else 
copying a portrait in Posse’s hall, but he denied that too. Cöln explained 
he had not heard anything of the like until he was arrested and told 
he was suspected of having done a portrait of an officer in the Royal 
Guard named ‘Sinclair or Sinclo’. Drake said he realized Cöln might 
have done it in all innocence, with no ill intent, but Cöln, for his own 
sake, should confess to avoid more severe punishment. When Cöln 
stubbornly continued to deny everything, Drake halted the interrogation, 
warning Cöln not to talk to anyone, not even the guards, about what 
had passed between them.28

Next day, Posse’s manservant Carl Bolin was brought in for ques-
tioning. Bolin said that late the previous summer, when Count Posse 
was away in Uppsala with his sons, he Bolin had a visit from Sergeant 
Ekman and a painter called Cöln. They had asked if Cöln could copy 
Sinclair’s portrait, which hung in the count’s hall. They said it was because 
a woman in love with Sinclair wanted his portrait. Bolin refused at first, 
because the countess was at home and might enter the hall and notice 
the portrait was missing. But they had said it would take hardly any 
time, and they would not take the original away, so then he agreed. In 
the time it took him to go off to find something to eat, Cöln copied the 
portrait. When Bolin returned, Cöln had thanked him and left. Drake 
asked him when the portrait had been copied, and Bolin thought it was 
before the Diet opened—around the time of Sinclair’s first trip to the 
Turkish border. Bolin remembered he was later sent to a Countess Sack, 
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and while there he heard her say she had heard Sinclair say that on his 
travels he had seen his own portrait circulating in the Russian camp.29

Drake asked the manservant if Cöln had told him which woman 
wanted the portrait? No, he did not know, said Bolin, but Sergeant Ekman 
had later said Cöln was under the protection of the Russian envoy. Bolin 
ended by wishing ‘the Devil take the knave who had deceived them so’. 
Bolin was told not to talk to anyone and was sent back to jail.30

With Bolin back under lock and key, Cöln was summoned for further 
questioning. First he was asked if he had come to his senses and would 
now answer the previous day’s questions differently. Cöln admitted he 
had lied out of fear, and after the interrogation he had been stricken with 
remorse. Now he was ready to get everything off his chest.31

In 1736 he found himself under the protection of the Russian envoy in 
Stockholm. From the envoy’s German secretary, Funck, he had received 
a ‘protection’, a document bearing in this case the Russian empress’s 
seal, which guaranteed his safety, though otherwise he was free to 
practise his profession as a painter. Cöln added he had never lived at the 
Russian envoy’s house nor ‘eaten of that minister’s bread’. A few days 
after the inauguration of Ladugårdsland Church, as Hedvig Eleonora 
Church was then known—the very time the Council had met secretly 
before Sinclair’s first departure—Cöln had joined the Royal Artillery.32 
At that point, he had returned the letter of protection to Funck. Funck 
had then asked him to obtain Sinclair’s portrait, because he thought 
Sinclair had a beautiful face. Cöln duly went to Posse’s manservant, 
whom he knew from the work he had done for the count, having visited 
the house several times. The manservant said no at first, but allowed 
himself to be persuaded. At about nine o’clock one morning, Cöln had 
removed the original from its place and taken it home, where he copied 
it. At about five o’clock that afternoon he had returned the portrait, and 
he later handed over the copy to the Russian envoy’s secretary.33

When asked what he had been paid for the job, Cöln answered 
that he had received nothing besides an earlier promise he would be 
recommended for the Royal Artillery, successfully as it turned out. Cöln 
later heard that Funck had been given a considerable sum of money to 
use to obtain a copy of the portrait, but Cöln had not seen a penny of 
it—all he had was two cups of tea on the Sunday morning when he gave 
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the copy to Funck. Cöln added that Funck had not said what he would 
do with the portrait. However, Funck had told him to make the copy 
slightly darker than the original. Cöln did as he was asked, which had 
pleased Funck, who said the copy was more realistic than the original, 
and then he had locked it in his chest of drawers. Later, Cöln was told the 
Russian envoy, Bestuzhev, had sent away the copy of Sinclair’s portrait, 
‘thereby making Sinclair unhappy’, which was a source of great anxiety 
to Cöln.34 Cöln was sent back to jail and the third man, Sergeant Lars 
Ekman, was summoned for his first interrogation.35

Ekman said that about two years before, at Michaelmas-tide (late 
September), he and Count Posse’s manservant had gone to ‘Stormens 
gård’ in Drottninggatan to see ‘the dancing bear’. While they were there, 
Cöln had come up to them—Ekman knew him, as he had often been 
in Count Posse’s house, painting—and asked Ekman if he could copy 
Sinclair’s portrait, which was hanging in the count’s hall. Ekman had 
said that because he was no longer working as Posse’s manservant he 
would need to discuss it with Bolin, the current manservant. Bolin had 
by then also promised Cöln he could copy the portrait. When Ekman 
arrived at Posse’s house the next morning, Cöln had already taken down 
the portrait; Ekman could see him seated in Bolin’s chamber, copying 
the portrait onto a canvas in a frame ‘that painters usually use’, though 
he was using only a small part of the canvas. Then he had cut out the 
corner he was painting on and taken it with him. Ekman had pointed 
out he had painted it in ‘coarser colours’, and it was not very similar to 
the original, but Cöln had said he would touch it up later.36

Ekman was asked by his questioner if the original portrait had left 
the house, and he answered with an emphatic no, it had been painted 
in Bolin’s chamber. He was also asked if Cöln had said why he wanted 
a copy of the portrait. Ekman replied he had been told some woman 
wanted it, but he had not noted who because Bolin, not he, was now the 
manservant of the house. He was asked if he knew a Russian envoy had 
wanted the portrait, or that the copy had been used for a different purpose 
than was first said. Ekman said emphatically not; had he realized ‘there 
was some scheme afoot’ he would have been careful not to get involved. 
He finished by swearing he had heard nothing else until recently, when 
he was told the portrait copy had been spread, and in the worst case 
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might have contributed to Sinclair’s death. He was mortified, for as he 
said, he loved Sinclair so much ‘he would lick the dust where he trod’.37

After the initial interrogations, the questioners knew the three men’s 
stories differed in several respects, including whether Cöln had copied 
the portrait at Posse’s house (as Bolin and Ekman claimed) or whether 
he took it home to copy (as Cöln said). Questioning was resumed two 
days later on 28 July.

Cöln was given the opportunity to confirm his earlier answers, and 
then he was asked whether he had in fact copied the portrait at Posse’s 
house. Cöln was definite that he had not, and added that once he had 
taken the original down from the wall he had wrapped it in a cloth he 
had brought with him. However, he had not carried the painting home 
himself; he had paid an unknown boy he met in the street a few pennies 
to carry it for him. He now remembered that a year ago the Russian 
envoy’s secretary had bumped into him in town somewhere between 
Mynttorget and Riddarhustorget, and asked him to paint a portrait 
of another officer. He had refused, saying the portrait of Sinclair was 
enough. Secretary Funck had told him to keep quiet about the whole 
business and not to talk to anyone about it.38

When asked, Cöln admitted he had talked it over with Ekman and 
Bolin, and that all three regretted the incident. Bolin had told Cöln that 
Count Posse had asked him about it. The interrogators sent Cöln into 
an adjoining room and summoned Bolin to lean on him. Had he truly 
seen Cöln copying the portrait in Posse’s house, and if so, where? Bolin 
replied he could not know for certain if the portrait was copied in his 
room or in the hall, because he had gone out to eat in the meanwhile, 
leaving Cöln alone with Ekman. But he was certain the portrait could 
not have left the house, because when he got home from his meal it 
was hanging in its usual place. He also remembered Cöln had come to 
the house at noon and said everything was done. He continued that he 
had gone with Ekman and Cöln that evening to a place in Norrmalm, a 
district in the north of Stockholm, where the ‘dancing bears’ were and 
where Cöln lived. They saw the bears perform, and had said nothing 
more about the portrait. When the interrogators pressed Bolin, he 
admitted he was not certain if it was Ekman or Cöln who had told him 
the job was finished that afternoon. He was also unsure whether he had 
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seen that Cöln had brought brushes and other painting equipment with 
him, and admitted that when the count was away he took the liberty of 
going home to his wife during the day.39

Bolin was shown out and Sergeant Ekman was summoned. Ekman 
insisted he had seen Cöln in Bolin’s chamber copying the portrait, using 
brushes and paints, and that as far as he knew the original portrait never 
left Count Posse’s house. Ekman was sent out of the room and Cöln was 
brought in to describe events again from start to finish. He now said 
Bolin had taken down the original portrait for him and watched as he 
wrapped it in a cloth. Then he had left through Bolin’s chamber, using 
a special passage that led out of the house—Bolin had told him that 
was the way to go so no one would see him leave. According to Cöln, 
Bolin had been handed the original portrait after the job was finished 
that same afternoon. He had not done it himself, though; the same boy 
who had carried it home for him had taken it up to Bolin, while Cöln 
waited at Posse’s front door until the boy returned.40

The interrogators decided it was time for Cöln and Bolin to be 
confronted with each other’s stories, and Bolin was brought back into 
the room. Bolin insisted he had told Ekman and Cöln that the portrait 
should not leave the house at the point when they asked if they could 
copy it. Cöln simply repeated his version of events. After this brief 
confrontation, Cöln was sent out of the room again. Bolin was now 
asked to answer honestly. Was it not the case that the portrait had left 
the house that fateful day? Bolin havered, saying he was not certain 
whether the portrait had left the house or not. But he now remembered 
he had once heard Count Posse talking to some officers about the portrait 
having been copied there in the house and that the copy had later been 
sent off, but Posse had not spoken to Bolin about it.41

Once Bolin was out of the room, Cöln and Ekman were called in for 
a confrontation. Cöln said that he could not remember whether Ekman 
had indeed been present when he received the portrait from Bolin. On 
the other hand, he clearly remembered that he had not copied the portrait 
on the spot; he had not even brought any brushes or paints with him. 
Ekman stood by his story: the portrait had been copied there in the house, 
in Bolin’s chamber. He had seen the face when it was only half done.42
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The confrontation between Ekman and Cöln was halted and Ekman 
was sent out. Cöln was pressed to say where he had copied the portrait, 
but he repeated his previous story. Cöln was asked to reflect on whether 
it was likely Ekman would lie about seeing him in Bolin’s chamber, 
copying the portrait, as it would ‘neither help nor hinder’ Ekman. On 
further ‘serious reflection’, Cöln said that he might have done what 
Ekman claimed. But when he realized they did not intend to force him 
to say anything but the truth, he pulled himself together and said he 
had taken the portrait home to copy, and he would be lying if he said 
otherwise.43

The interrogations tried for several more days to get to the bottom of 
it. More people were summoned and questioned, including Cöln’s father, 
but with no consensus reached on the exact course of events. Ekman 
said at one point he had seen Cöln in Bolin’s chamber, folding the copy 
he had just finished, to which Cöln retorted that everyone knew how 
absurd it would be to fold a painting when the paint could not possibly 
have dried. Evidently stressed, Bolin explained away his poor memory 
by saying he had been psychologically damaged by a shipwreck when 
he worked at sea, and he also admitted that once he had been berated 
by Count Posse (who used ‘harsh words’) for allowing the portrait of 
Sinclair to be copied. Cöln, questioned further, revealed he had fallen 
out with his father, which was why he had sought the Russian envoy’s 
protection before joining the military.44

The conclusions drawn by Deputy Governor Drake and the others 
who interrogated the three have unfortunately not come down to us. 
The question of where the portrait of Sinclair was copied—in Posse’s 
house or elsewhere—may seem unimportant, but it was the point on 
which the stories differed most, and which was the subject of most of the 
questions. Other than Drake, all the questioners were military officers, 
which may explain why they gave most credence to Sergeant Ekman’s 
testimony.45 Plainly, though, the man who had least to lose by sticking 
to his story was the artist, Cöln. It would make no difference to his 
treatment and possible punishment which room he had been in when 
he copied the portrait. Against that, Bolin as Posse’s manservant risked 
far more than a tongue-lashing from the count if he admitted he had 
allowed any property to be illicitly taken from the house. Posse’s former 
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manservant, Ekman, was probably willing to back Bolin up, but equally 
will have wanted to free himself of the suspicion of allowing someone 
to steal from under his nose, even if only temporarily.

As for later observers, it is hard not to be baffled by the interrogators’ 
willingness to accept that those involved acted in good faith—for that 
detail was never questioned by Drake or any of the other interrogators 
at any stage. Not even when the case came before the Council sitting as 
Justitierevisionen (the Supreme Court), the highest court in the country, 
was that detail called into question: they decided that all the suspects 
should be released on bail, although they could not request copies of 
the minutes. Cöln remained in custody longer than Bolin and Ekman, 
because he was considered more ‘involved’ than the others and there 
was a risk he might do something rash if he were released too soon.46

Envoi
It is perhaps not so strange that the possible significance of a copy of a 
portrait has attracted little attention in the literature about Sinclair’s 
murder. Clearly, the whole story was hushed up by politicians at the 
time. All those involved were released relatively quickly, but it would 
hardly have been necessary to warn them not to say anything: admitting 
to their involvement would have been madness, given the ugly mood 
in Stockholm once news of the murder broke.47 Sinclair’s murder was 
propaganda dynamite in the power struggles in Stockholm during the 
Diet of 1739. The Hats, the hawkish party led by Carl Gyllenborg, were 
clamouring for war against Russia, so it suited them to call for revenge 
for Sinclair’s murder at the hands of the Russians. The propaganda after 
the murder, as the literature has established, was part of the preparations 
for Sweden’s war against Russia in 1741–3.48

The secret negotiations and interrogations considered here shed light 
on the dominant political culture of the day. The interrogations provide 
evidence that politics existed outside Stockholm’s formal arenas, whether 
in pubs or in streets and public squares.49 The Russian empress wanted 
to derail Sweden’s negotiations with the Ottoman Empire and used her 
envoy in Stockholm to do so. The envoy, in turn, used his servant who, 
helped by local networks, put their more questionable schemes into 
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action. None of it was especially remarkable; however significant the 
consequences, it was still all part of normal diplomatic life.50

The secrecy surrounding the discussions about Sinclair’s missions 
provides an insight into the political manoeuvrings between the king, 
the Council and the Diet. Before the Diet of 1738, the king apparently 
played a key role by pursuing negotiations with the Ottoman Empire, 
and he was the one who first proposed Sinclair for a secret mission. 
When the Diet convened, in accordance with the constitution and the 
Diet Act, the Secret Committee took a firm grip on the reins. The king 
clearly opposed the Secret Committee’s decision to send Sinclair on the 
second secret mission, but had to gracefully give way.51

Ultimately, the circumstances of one spy’s murder offer detailed 
insights into a political culture characterized by pragmatism, rumour, 
and power struggles in Sweden’s formal and informal arenas.
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Chapter 16

A good reputation, deep 
pockets, and the King’s subject

The qualities prized by a Swedish 
consul in the eighteenth century

Martin Almbjär

Svante Norrhem’s research career began with a doctoral thesis on seven-
teenth-century Swedish chancellery officials.1 One of his findings was 
the importance of having a large social network for those who wanted 
a career in the royal bureaucracy.2 The conclusion to be drawn from 
his results was that the Swedish state was used in self-promotion, that 
merit was of only relative importance to appointments, and that those 
with sufficient influence could control the key posts in the bureaucracy 
and the army by appointing people loyal to them. The results in other 
countries have been similar.3 This type of research tones down much of 
the contradiction that many historians see between the public good and 
self-interest in the broadest sense.4 The state administration evidently 
worked well, despite the social networks built into it, or perhaps because 
of them. Recent research has further argued for the significance of 
the interplay between private and public interests in the early modern 
period. Many now believe that the early modern state benefited from 
its reliance on private actors and entrepreneurs for its exercise of power, 
use of resources, and innovation, and recently Peter Haldén has argued 
for the centrality of family ties to the emergence of the premodern state 
around the world.5

One field that has made strides because of this development is the 
history of diplomacy, where the recent studies which have demonstrated 
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the importance of social networks and cultural practices in international 
relations are typically bracketed together as the new diplomatic history. 
Svante Norrhem too has been active in this field, not least in his and 
Peter Lindström’s study of foreign diplomats active in Sweden and 
Denmark–Norway. Like the study of state formation, recent diplomatic 
research has shown that both self-interest and the public good governed 
the actions of early modern diplomats, as did their family ties, cultural 
preferences, and multiple loyalties.6

Consuls were a key group among early modern diplomats. They 
represented one or more countries in a particular port, and functioned as 
general factotums. A Swedish consul could be responsible for everything 
from trade to Swedish subjects’ contacts with the local authorities, 
correspondence with the authorities in Stockholm, helping Swedish 
subjects in need, and acting as a notary, all while conducting trade 
himself.7 Although the post of consul had medieval origins, there was 
a surge in numbers in the eighteenth century, when European states, 
including in Scandinavia, established multiple new consulates across 
Europe and beyond.

In consular research as in administrative research, the interplay of 
private and public interests, of self-interest and public benefit, has been 
emphasized in the literature. In the early modern era, consuls were 
incorporated into the diplomatic and commercial structures of the state 
to a variety of ends, while the post of consul remained an attractive 
one.8 Those who applied for consulships helped drive the expansion 
in the number of consulates. In the case of the US, for example, Silvia 
Marzagalli has shown that spontaneous applications were the principal 
reason for the establishment of many of its consulates.9

However, when historians have tried to explain the expansion of 
the network of Swedish consulates, the role of private actors is barely 
mentioned. The notable exception is Gustaf Fryksén’s study of Sweden’s 
first consul in Algiers, Logie, which highlights the role of personal 
networks and private mediators for the Swedish consular service. Logie 
received much support from the Stockholm merchants and helped 
relatives and friends receive appointments to other consulates.10 Yet, the 
usual explanation is that the number of consulates grew to keep pace 
with the state’s interest in protecting and promoting Swedish trade in 
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the Mediterranean. It was the state, and above all the Board of Trade and 
its mercantilist policy, which envisaged Sweden’s consulates working 
together with trade protectionism, organised shipping convoys to the 
Mediterranean, peace treaties with the rulers of the Maghreb, and the 
existence of trading companies to make Sweden’s foreign trade flourish.11

However, the literature is alert to those who applied for consulships 
doing so to increase their credibility, their status, and their attractiveness 
as trading partners. It also acknowledges the importance of Stockholm’s 
merchants in advising on such appointments and the opportunities it 
gave them to promote the people in their networks.12 We also know that 
some consulates stayed in families for several generations, and there 
were often unclear boundaries between the consul’s private and official 
business, as most were unpaid and had to work in trade to support 
themselves.13

Yet despite knowing all this, no one has thought to check whether 
the Swedish state’s macroeconomic goals really were behind the expan-
sion of the Swedish consular system, nor has anyone looked at what 
the individuals involved thought about self-interest. To the extent the 
relationship between self-interest and public benefit is addressed, it is a 
secondary concern, and sometimes even a menace. Leos Müller writes 
that ‘The Board of Trade did not limit consuls’ mercantile activities—in 
spite of the fact that they could become entangled in a conflict of interest 
between their roles as consuls and as merchants.’14 It would, thus, be 
useful to know how the authorities and others reasoned about the 
relationship between the consul’s private business and his office. Not 
least, the findings of such a study would contribute to the ongoing 
international debate about how well consuls put the interests of their 
fellow subjects and the state ahead of their own.15

This essay thus sets out to show how Swedish consuls were rated by 
their contemporaries, using documents that contain such judgements, 
and especially those generated by appointments to consulships in Spain 
between the late seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries. I will 
consider which arguments were made, which qualities were regarded 
as valuable, what importance was accorded to the consul’s personal 
finances, and whether they saw potential conflicts between self-interest 
and public benefit. I will show that the consuls’ private business was 
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crucial in several ways, and was rarely described as a threat to their 
consular duties. On the contrary, it was seen as a prerequisite.

The merchants’ trust
For a consul, having the right contacts or being well known was a 
key quality. The literature, as we have seen, has noted the Stockholm 
merchants’ role, as they often decided whether someone should be 
appointed or not. They were always consulted by the authorities (the 
Chancellery Board and the Board of Trade) on appointments to consul-
ships, and had to submit written opinions for or against the appointee, 
ranking the candidates if there was more than one, and sometimes 
advising against having a consulate. Once the merchants’ opinions had 
been solicited, the two boards made their own assessments, which were 
submitted along with a recommendation to the King in Council, and the 
king appointed the consul. For the consulships in Spain, the two boards 
almost always followed the merchants’ advice and even repeated their 
arguments when advising the King. Sometimes they disagreed however. 
For example, the merchants advised against appointing a consul in 
Malaga in the 1750s, while the boards thought it was needed for trade.16

Stockholm’s merchants were thus important, and they had to be 
able to trust the candidates for consulships. The term trust features in 
almost every application I have studied. The merchants made much of 
it in their responses to the boards, and the boards did the same in their 
recommendations to the King in Council.17 Conversely, misconduct by 
a consul could lead to a lack of trust.18 The exact meaning of the term 
is not clear, but evidently there were ways a consular candidate could 
win the merchants’ trust.

As the literature has found, this came down to contacts: the merchants 
had to know the candidate from before in a business context. Jakob 
Martin Bellman, for example, moved to Spain in 1732 and settled in 
El Puerto de Santa Maria where he set up a trading company. Later he 
moved to Malaga.19 Over the years he had done business with several 
merchants in Stockholm, who could thus speak on his behalf before 
he was appointed consul in Cadiz in 1744. He even travelled home to 
Stockholm to court the merchants.20 Similarly, a British merchant called 
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George Wombwell, who was made the Swedish consul in Alicante in 1738, 
was the commercial agent for the Plomgren brothers, who were leading 
merchants in Stockholm; it was they, not Wombwell, who contacted the 
Swedish authorities when there were difficulties with his appointment.21

The importance of personal contacts was also shown by the fact 
that people without well-established connections to the merchants in 
Stockholm still drew attention to their Swedish contacts. Jean Josef de 
Brabander, who was a native of Bruges, applied without success to open 
a Swedish consulate in A Coruña in 1793. He elaborated on his work for 
the Gildemester trading company in Lisbon, where he had proved his 
competence to Swedish merchants such as Hasselgren in Amsterdam 
and Hasselgren & Björkman in Stockholm.22

Relationships with foreign merchants could be important because 
the potential consuls could link Swedish merchants with leading 
foreign trading companies. This was evident in the appointment of 
Pierre Dochers as Swedish consul in the Canary Islands in 1734. In his 
case, Herman Berewout, a councillor in Amsterdam, had submitted 
Dochers’s application to the Swedish envoy in The Hague, who in turn 
recommended Dochers to the boards in Stockholm. The merchants were 
hesitant because they did not know him personally, but on the other 
hand the Swedish consul in Amsterdam was prepared to vouch for him: 
Dochers was an experienced merchant and his promoters, the Berewout 
family, had an excellent reputation.23 In 1774, when two men asked to 
be Swedish consul in Alicante, the boards preferred one because of his 
‘particularly widespread Credit and reputation even among foreign 
trading houses, including in particular the house of Horneca & Hope 
in Holland, which circumstance carries much weight for a Swedish 
Consul.’24 On another occasion, the Stockholm merchants enjoyed the 
prospect of being associated with the Alicante trading company St Porte 
& Welch.25 The appointment of a consul could thus be used to establish 
ties between the Crown, the Stockholm merchants, and foreign trading 
companies.

To an extent, the Swedish consular system thus formalized various 
types of merchant networks and commercial relations. In cases such 
as Dochers or St Porte & Welch, major foreign trading companies were 
brought into the ambit of the Swedish consular system. Since they were 
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always consulted, the Stockholm merchants could use their influence to 
ensure the people they thought desirable got the job. That merchants in 
other cities were not consulted about consular appointments was a source 
of irritation, but the procedure never changed.26 On a couple of occasions, 
the merchants in Gothenburg weighed in about an appointment in Spain, 
but otherwise it was only the Stockholm merchants who had a say.27

It should not be forgotten, as the literature shows, that certain 
practical problems were readily solved by the appointment of existing 
acquaintances, overcoming geographical distance, language issues, the 
need for competent commercial agents, and variations in social and legal 
context. This was especially the case where the Swedes were relatively 
new to the market, such as Spain.28 For the Stockholm merchants, the 
advantage of appointing a man who was already there—and whom they 
had dealings with—was that they knew he could deal with local issues, 
and in the end that benefited all Swedish merchants engaged in foreign 
trade, not just those in Stockholm. Consuls, lastly, helped ships’ captains 
buy supplies or arrange cargos for Swedish vessels: the correspondence 
between the consuls in Spain and Swedish merchants have numerous 
examples of the importance of such services.29 It was another reason it 
was so important to have reliable people in place.

The authorities’ trust
The fact the Stockholm merchants’ opinion carried such weight prob-
ably had much to do with the Chancellery Board’s and the Board of 
Trade’s difficulties in assessing candidates. Would-be consuls had rarely 
interacted with the authorities back in Sweden as much as they had with 
Swedish merchants. (One rare exception was Hans Jakob Gahn, who 
before he was made consul in Cadiz had worked for the Chancellery 
Board and left with good testimonials.30) A return trip to Spain took 
months, and even then it was uncertain whether someone sent to assess 
a candidate would obtain reliable information. For the boards, it was 
easier to shift much of the responsibility to the Stockholm merchants, 
even though they were against the merchants having the final say—after 
all, the consuls were public officials.31
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Yet there were at least two ways the boards could have evaluated the 
consuls’ competence. First, consuls reported regularly to the boards about 
trade, war, and other matters, so a prospective consul could improve 
his chances by making a show of his insight and knowledge.32 Bellman, 
as we know, had been careful to visit Stockholm to meet the boards 
and merchants. Once there, he petitioned the King in Council about 
Swedish trade opportunities in Cadiz, and especially wool. He later sent 
in a detailed report to the Board of Trade in which he set out the state 
of Swedish trade, how he would make it prosper, and his plans for the 
Cadiz consulate, which he saw as the focal point of a district to include 
Malaga, Seville, El Puerto de Santa Maria, Sanlucar de Barrameda, 
and Ayamonte.33 Gahn was another example. Once he had been made 
interim consul in Cadiz in 1773, he diligently informed the boards about 
trade openings and sent in a lengthy report about trade in Cadiz.34 Gahn 
was angling for the permanent post, so he had to get on the right side 
of the boards. As previous research has found, in their correspondence 
with their employers the consuls were at pains to present themselves as 
indispensable, knowledgeable, and skilled, but it must have been even 
more important when applying for the consulship.35

Second, the boards could gather information from the Swedish 
embassy in Madrid, and, before it opened in 1743, the Swedish embassy 
in The Hague. They might not vouch for the candidate’s qualities as 
a merchant, but at least the diplomats were there on the ground. It 
helped that diplomats were courted by people interested in becoming 
Swedish consuls, and in forwarding their application to the Swedish 
authorities they could comment on the candidates’ qualifications for 
the job. Hopefuls had frequently had contact with the embassy, helping 
Swedish ships in ports where there was no Swedish consul. In such 
cases, the embassy staff could vouch for the applicants, as when Real the 
secretary of the mission wrote to say the Dutch consul Gaspar Vernet 
had assisted ships anchored in Alicante by advancing them cash and 
in one instance arranging a captain’s funeral.36

The embassy could even appoint deputy consuls or representatives 
with consular powers without asking Stockholm’s permission. The consul 
Bellman and the envoy Fleming together signed on the Flemish Jean 
François van der Lepe as a Swedish agent in Madrid in the late 1740s. 
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They had decided he was needed to deal with issues that the status of 
the Swedish envoy prevented him from touching, such as ‘lower courts 
and lower-ranking officials, with whom it is best a Minister does not 
confer or have acquaintance’.37 Likewise, Ehrensvärd and Adlerberg, the 
heads of the Swedish legation, set up a network of authorized agents in 
northern Spain in the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. At 
that time, one Bernardo González Álvarez, a Spanish official and lawyer, 
was also present in Madrid as a Swedish agent.38

Yet though the Madrid embassy played its part in the expansion 
of the Swedish consular network in Spain, it was still the case that the 
embassy could not outvoice the Stockholm merchants if they did not 
agree about an appointment. An attempt to make Van der Lepe consul 
general failed, despite the secretary of mission listing all the good he 
had done by easing trade regulations for Swedish ships, facilitating 
the Swedish East India Company’s business, handling the caper trade, 
brokering freight for Swedish ships, and more. Adlerberg also failed to 
get the boards to formalize his northern Spanish network.39 In both 
cases, the Stockholm merchants put a stop to it.

Clients and family ties
Beyond their relationships with merchants and Swedish officials, a 
prospective consul’s family connections could have an impact. When 
Gustaf Baumgardt in Alicante told the Swedish authorities of his decision 
to make Fredrik Christiernin his deputy, he referred to Christiernin’s 
long experience from Cadiz and Alicante, but added that he was also the 
brother of the merchant Carl Olof Christiernin in Cadiz (who was Gahn’s 
trading partner) and the ennobled war hero Harald af Christiernin.40

 The importance of family ties was seldom, if ever, underlined like this, 
but they nevertheless had an important part to play. Baumgardt, before he 
was consul in Alicante, had served under his stepbrother Arendt Dreijer 
during Dreijer’s time as Swedish consul in Cadiz (1767–1773).41 Dreijer’s 
successor, Hans Jakob Gahn, made his relative Carl Olof Christiernin his 
vice-consul and trading partner, and his brother Fredrik Christiernin 
also worked in Gahn’s offices.42 There was even a consular dynasty, with 
a succession of members from the same family: Wilhlem Almgren in 
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Barcelona was succeeded by his trading partner and son-in-law Wilhelm 
Gabriel Westzynthius, who was succeeded by his son.43 In all these cases, 
consulships were a way to corner leading positions in international trade 
for themselves and their relatives. It brought them the experience which 
made them suitable candidates.

Client–patron relations were never given as a reason, but certainly had 
an impact on who was chosen. It was in the nature of such relationships—
or at least the attempts to engineer them—that there were only fleeting 
glimpses at the end of letters home to the Swedish authorities. Anders 
Arfvidsson in Malaga addressed Chancellor Von Höpken as his patron, 
and when Baumgardt in the autumn of 1776 left for Alicante to take up 
the consulship, he wrote to the Chancellor Ulrik Scheffer regretting 
he did not have time to visit Scheffer in person, but hoped he would 
remain ‘now and in the future in Your Excellency’s great protection’.44

Cash and credit
A consul had to have money. Unsurprisingly enough—especially as the 
Crown expected the vast majority to support themselves without pay. 
Unlike Danish consuls, the Swedish authorities allowed few consuls to 
charge consular fees for Swedish ships that put in at their port.45 There 
were a handful of exceptions: in Spain, for example, the consuls in 
Cadiz were paid a salary and could charge fees.46 Sure enough, the first 
Swedish consular decree of 1793 stated that a sufficient fortune was one 
criterion for a successful candidate, as he should not run into financial 
difficulties or destroy confidence in Sweden’s trade by the ‘decay of his 
credit’ (understood here as both reputation in a broader sense and trust 
in a financial sense). If he filed for bankruptcy, he would immediately 
lose the consulship.47 An example of how personal finances could foil 
someone’s ambitions was the former Swedish consul in Philadelphia, 
who hoped to take over the consulate in Cadiz in the early nineteenth 
century. No one questioned his ability, but he had no money to speak 
of and his credit was poor because of his messy personal finances.48

There were two reasons the Swedish nation’s honour and credit 
were bound up with a consul’s personal finances. One was that by 
appointing a merchant as consul the Swedish state was associated with 
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his trading company. In exchange for higher status as the representative 
of the Swedish Crown, the consul assisted Swedish subjects who passed 
through his port, and by dint of his consulship could boost the status of 
his trading company and lead the way in Swedish trade. As the Board 
of Trade put it in 1771, it was useful for consuls to engage in trade, 
considering the ‘enlargement and improvement of the kingdom’s trade’ 
by ‘establishing reputable Swedish trading houses in the foremost foreign 
trading places’.49 In the case of Cadiz, this connection was so strong 
that when Jakob Martin Bellman was made consul in 1744 his trading 
house was in effect authorized by the Crown, and the Board of Trade 
and Chancellery Board had to be notified of any future partnerships. 
He was expected to choose Swedish partners for preference.50

To be sure, the consulate in Cadiz was a special case, because the 
majority of goods from the Spanish colonies were landed there. Of all 
the Swedish consuls in Spain, only the Cadiz consuls were instructed to 
avoid using the local courts for their private business, as their character 
‘so exposed might thereby suffer’.51 The idea of Sweden’s association with 
specific trading companies did however surface when other consuls were 
appointed too. When Wilhelm Almgren asked to be made the Swedish 
consul in Barcelona, the boards and the Stockholm merchants said his 
appointment would be ‘useful’, because it would see the establishment 
of a Swedish trading company in the city.52

The Swedish Crown associated itself with the consuls’ private busi-
nesses in other ways: the consulate and the consul’s trading company 
shared offices; and the consulates were incubators for future consuls.53 
Whether in the consuls’ instructions or in discussions about candidates, 
there was an expectation that consuls would take on Swedish mentees 
who in future could take up the reins.54 For example, in the early 1770s 
the Swedish envoy in Madrid was told to inquire about the willingness 
of several foreign prospective consuls to employ Swedish staff.55

The second reason Sweden’s honour and credit was tied to the consuls’ 
personal finances was the costs of the consulship. Their work helping 
Swedish ships was a significant expense. Before a ship could dock, it had 
to be inspected by customs officers and officials from the local sanitary 
board, all of whom charged to do so. Then Spanish stevedores had to 
be paid to unload and load cargo and supplies. The consul might have 



a good reputation, deep pockets, and the king’s subject

327

to pay for it all out of his own pocket. In the event of illness, piracy, or 
shipwreck there would be court costs, board and lodging for the crew, 
hospital fees, the purchase of new clothing and gear, and the cost of the 
crew’s journey home. In extremis, the consul paid burial fees. Further, 
consuls had to pay the aguinaldo,  New Year bonuses to local officials, 
including the governor, to ensure their continued cooperation in the 
coming year.56 According to Catia Brilli, the New Year bonuses should 
be understood as an ‘important guarantee and protection instrument’ 
in case ship’s captains became involved in trade disputes where the 
governor sat as judge.57 Then there were the costs of correspondence, 
because the consuls were in frequent contact with the authorities back 
in Sweden, the embassies, other consuls, and the Spanish authorities, 
and had to forward letters to and from Sweden.58

All the expenses were reimbursed and were a way for the consuls 
to make money: they simply passed on the charges to the shipping 
companies. In ports which saw many Swedish ships it was probably a 
significant source of income, especially when Swedish warships put in 
for provisions and repairs. In Spanish ports, the Swedish consuls were 
often also the only Swedish trading company. As an embassy secretary 
in Madrid said at one point, a consul could ‘profit by Swedish trade’.59 
Nevertheless, personal wealth and good credit were necessary if the 
consuls were to carry out their duties.

Naturally, the Swedish authorities were aware of the risks of basing 
the exercise of public office on private wealth. In 1768, Friesendorff, an 
envoy extraordinary, complained that Selonf, the Swiss-born Swedish 
consul in Cartagena, ‘by his behaviour and scant inclination to attend 
to the affairs of the Swedish nation, leaves little hope of him rendering 
the looked-for service and assistance’, as he devoted his time to his own 
complicated business dealings.60 In 1789, the Swedish Board of Trade 
said that foreigners were worse than Swedish-born consuls because they 
only sought to benefit themselves and not to promote Swedish trade, 
which they knew little about.61 In this, the Board of Trade’s criticism was 
reserved for foreigners, not for self-interest as a driving force. Generally 
speaking, personal motives were seen as an opportunity rather than a risk.
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The Swedish king’s subject
Being a subject of the Swedish king, or not being a foreigner, was thus 
an important variable for potential consuls for several reasons. First, 
nationality was a priority on a general level. The Swedish king’s subjects 
were preferred, not only because they would establish trading companies 
and help Swedish trade in foreign ports, but also because Swedes were 
trusted to do their best to support and promote other Swedes and the 
Swedish flag. This was formulated as early as 1719 by the Board of Trade, 
which wanted the King in Council to appoint only the king’s own 
subjects as consuls, as they would be more honest and diligent, and in 
a different way than foreigners ‘have close to their hearts what could be 
to the advancement of Swedish shipping’.62 Swedish subjects were also 
expected to have a grasp of the Swedish economy and be better placed 
to see how Swedish trade could be promoted. As the Board of Trade 
said in 1789, ‘special knowledge of the state of Swedish trade, knowledge 
of the Swedish language, and a love of kingdom and fatherland’ were 
among a Swedish consul’s key qualities.63

Second, a foreign subject who represented Sweden could well find 
himself having to defend Swedish interests at the expense of his own 
nation, or vice versa. When in 1792 the consul in Alicante, Baumgardt, 
wanted to appoint a Spaniard as the vice consul in Cartagena, the envoy 
Ehrensvärd protested that a Spaniard, on Spanish soil, would repeatedly 
face situations where ‘in all court cases or trade interests, partly by his 
own inclination and partly by the laws of the land, he will always be 
forced to be partial, to the detriment of Swedish seafarers.’64

Third, there was the hope that a Swedish-born consul would eventually 
return home, taking with him the wealth he had acquired abroad, to the 
benefit of Sweden. If for no other reason, it mattered because the consuls 
enriched themselves as commercial agents for Swedish merchants, and 
these profits were not to go to foreign trading companies.65

Fourth, a consul represented the Swedish flag and the Swedish king. 
Although the official nature of the job was rarely mentioned, it could 
be decisive. Fredrik Brandenburg from Swedish Pomerania, who ran a 
trading company in Cadiz and was the commercial agent for several other 
Swedish trading companies, temporarily took over the management of 
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the Swedish consulate in 1766.66 By all accounts, the Swedish authorities 
were satisfied with him, and when the permanent position became 
available he was a top candidate. However, by then it had come to the 
knowledge of the Swedish authorities that Brandenburg was already the 
Russian consul, and Russia was Sweden’s arch-rival. It was impossible 
to be loyal to both crowns, the boards said, if only because the Russian 
consulship was better paid. Equally alarming, the Russian empress 
would have to approve the Swedish king’s choice, as Brandenburg could 
not take on another consulship without imperial permission. And the 
Swedish consulate had an archive filled with documents about Swedish 
shipping and other business. As Russian consul, Brandenburg always had 
a Russian mentee with him, just as the Swedish consuls were expected 
to train up Swedes, and since the consulate and Brandenburg’s trading 
company would share offices, the Russian junior would have access to 
its entire archive, including any sensitive information.67

Yet even though Swedishness was accorded great importance, 
foreigners remained attractive throughout the eighteenth century. Swedes 
made up the majority of those who actually took up their consulship 
(10 out of 14), but count everyone who was appointed and for whatever 
reason never took office and everyone recommended by the boards, and 
foreigners were in a majority.68 There was an even greater preponderance 
of foreigners among the Swedish deputy consuls, although there are no 
registers to confirm it. It was telling that Ehrensvärd as envoy did not have 
the support of the boards in his opposition to Baumgardt’s appointment, 
despite the acknowledged dangers of appointing a Spaniard as Sweden’s 
representative in Spain. Deputy consulships were difficult to fill and 
were paid by the consul, so he could choose as he wished.69 Foreigners 
also continued to be appointed as Swedish consuls in other countries 
besides Spain. In 1789, 17 of all 48 Swedish consuls were foreigners.70

Nor was it invariably a problem that prospective deputy consuls and 
authorized agents were already acting as consuls for other states. The 
network of consular-like agents in northern Spain included men who held 
several consulships, and in part had grown from an agreement between 
Sweden and Denmark–Norway in 1793 to use each other’s diplomats 
and consuls.71 It is easy to imagine that in a Swedish perspective these 
multi-consuls brought certain advantages. They had experience of 
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consular work, they knew what the position entailed, they had established 
networks in their place of business, and they were familiar with local 
officials: that was at least how Baumgardt reasoned when he wanted to 
appoint deputy consuls for the islands of Ibiza and Mahon. Not only had 
he collaborated with them before, his candidates had served as consuls 
and deputy consuls for other states, had ‘good reputations’, and were 
‘best able in foreign places to provide for the Swedes who arrive there’.72

Self-interest for the public good
From how prospective consuls were evaluated, we can see their private 
fortunes and private networks were crucial to their appointment and 
later to their work. For a consul, private business and public office hung 
together and could not be separated. The Swedish Crown to an extent 
associated itself with the consul’s trading company, which with its 
newfound status was better positioned to expand its trading operations, 
and thus Swedish trade per se, in foreign markets. In the case of the 
Cadiz consulate, that association was notably strong. The close link 
between the consul’s private business and the public good especially 
distinguished the Swedish consular system from the French, where 
since 1681 consuls had been forbidden to engage in trade so they would 
concentrate on their consular work.73

The Swedish authorities were aware of the risk that consuls might 
neglect their duties or sully their reputation—or Sweden’s—by their 
business activities. Presumably, it was why so much of the responsi-
bility for assessing potential consuls was delegated to the Stockholm 
merchants, who, being expected to vouch for candidates, seem to have 
limited themselves to men they knew or wished to become acquainted 
with. It was the people in their own networks who benefited, but the 
merchants needed men on the ground they trusted if they were to 
pursue long-distance trade in the first place. The result was that some 
merchant networks were promoted more than others. The consuls’ own 
networks grew while they were in post, as their work brought them 
into contact with merchants across Sweden (contacts in Gothenburg 
were especially important in view of its significance for the country’s 
imports and exports). Nor should it be forgotten that the Board of Trade, 
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the Chancellery Board, and the Stockholm merchants occasionally 
used consular appointments to establish relations with foreign trading 
companies.

Where self-interest and public benefit collided was in the question of 
nationality. A Swedish-born consul could speak the language, knew about 
Sweden’s economy, and so on; a foreign-born consul was thought more 
likely to neglect his office and fail to promote Swedish trade to focus on 
his own business. A Swedish subject could be expected to prioritize the 
public good. Self-interest per se was only dangerous when Swedishness, 
or at least loyalty to the Swedish king, could not steer it in a productive 
direction. The questions of loyalty and nationality could be awkward in 
other ways too. At the extreme, the Swedish king’s sovereignty could be 
called into question, as when Brandenburg was not made the Swedish 
consul in Cadiz because his appointment by the king would be approved 
by the Russian empress. That was unthinkable.

Regardless of the hazards of appointing foreigners as Swedish 
consuls, though, it is obvious we should re-evaluate our view of the 
eighteenth-century Swedish consular system, its expansion, and its 
modi operandi. Private forces were important, fundamental even, to that 
expansion, because the Swedish Crown rarely paid salaries or allowed 
fees. The establishment of Swedish consulates around the Mediterranean, 
besides those in the Maghreb, was the tangible result not only of the 
government’s mercantilism, but also of a process driven by merchants 
who were willing to be associated with the Swedish state for their own 
purposes. Perhaps especially the latter. Not only were private motives 
and private resources not a threat, but they were thought a prerequisite. 
The public good and self-interest in symbiosis, on paper at least.
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Chapter 17

Between Britain and Prussia
Victoria, Princess Royal, German 

Empress and Queen of Prussia
Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly

If the primary purpose of a royal marriage was to produce a legitimate 
heir, an important secondary purpose was usually to forge a political 
alliance between two different territories. This meant that the royal 
consort was often by definition a foreigner at her husband’s court. In 
spite of this, on arrival in her new territory, she was expected to identify 
herself more or less immediately with the dynasty into which she had 
married, to align herself with the interests of her new subjects, to absorb 
their culture and learn their language, and to integrate herself into her 
new court by conforming to its ceremonial and etiquette. To a greater or 
lesser extent, however, a foreign consort always remained an outsider at 
her spouse’s court. Not only could her foreignness not be argued away, 
but her sense of her own identity and rank, independent of her husband’s 
status, was bound up with her own origins. The consort herself often 
reminded those around her that she came from another dynasty, for 
instance by using plate at a banquet that was stamped with her own 
coat of arms, rather than with that of her husband’s.1

This raises the question as to whether a foreign consort was able to 
mediate between the two cultures to which she owed loyalty and whether 
she was able to function as an agent of cultural transfer. To discover 
if this was the case, Svante Norrhem, Jill Bepler, Almut Bues, and I 
designed a research project, Marrying Cultures: Queens Consort and 
European Identities, 1500–1800, which ran from 2013 to 2016 and was 
funded by HERA (Humanities in the European Research Area).2 In our 
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research we examined a number of marital unions which linked Britain, 
Denmark, Finland, Germany, Naples, Poland–Lithuania, Portugal, 
Spain, and Sweden.

At an early stage of our deliberations Svante Norrhem was the one 
who taught us to think in a more complex way about the role and 
agency of the consort. He pointed out that, if she was personally active 
in the process of cultural exchange between her marital and her natal 
courts, she could be regarded as an agent. If she was used by others to 
introduce new art forms or ideas to her marital court, then she was an 
instrument. She could be regarded merely as a catalyst, however, if, 
for instance, the two territories linked by her marriage brokered trade 
relationships, of which she herself knew nothing.3 These distinctions 
were of great assistance to the members of the project as we researched 
our chosen case studies, which were spread across three centuries and 
over a wide geographical area. Naturally, too, our understanding of 
what ‘cultural transfer’ meant became much more nuanced over the 
course of the project. We learned to discern the web of relationships 
that connected the whole of dynastic Europe and to understand the 
extent to which territories linked by a royal or princely marriage were 
connected through their ‘histoire croisée’ or entangled history, and that 
cultural exchange was a two-way process.4

We also learned early on that one of the biggest stumbling blocks in 
the path of an early modern consort seeking to integrate into her new 
environment was confessional difference. If a consort professed a different 
confession to that of her husband and her subjects, she could not worship 
with them, and stood in danger of becoming a focus for conspiracy 
theories. This is what happened to Catherine of Braganza (1638–1705), 
the Portuguese Catholic wife of Charles II, king of Great Britain and 
Ireland. In 1678 she was accused of taking part in the ‘Popish Plot’, a 
wholly fictitious conspiracy supposedly directed against her husband 
and Britain.5 She was eventually exonerated but only after she had lived 
under a cloud for a number of years. Suspicion of foreign consorts was 
also often aroused because they were frequently expected by their natal 
dynasties to intervene politically on behalf of their countries of origin. 
This could lead them to engage in actual treasonable activities. Anne 
of Austria (1601–66), the Spanish princess who at the age of eleven was 
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betrothed to Louis XIII, king of France, and who came to France when 
she was 14, certainly did so. In the war between France and Spain which 
began in 1635 she sided with Spain, and was forced to confess in 1637 that 
she had been secretly corresponding for years in Spanish and in cipher 
with her brother Philip IV, king of Spain, and with another brother, 
the Cardinal Infante Ferdinand, Governor General of the Spanish 
Netherlands. She had been using the Parisian convent of Val-de-Grâce, 
which she founded in 1624, as the site of her conspiratorial activities.6

Even where there was no question of treason, members of the 
consort’s natal dynasty often expected her at the very least to influence 
her husband in their favour. Elise Dermineur and Svante Norrhem 
himself demonstrated how Frederick the Great expected his sister 
Luise Ulrike of Prussia (1720–82) to promote Prussian interests at the 
Swedish court when she married Adolf Fredrik, king of Sweden, in 
1744.7 The Habsburg archduchess Marie Antoinette (1755–93), sent to 
France in 1770 at the age of 14 as the bride of Louis XVI to cement a 
Habsburg–Bourbon alliance after the Seven Years War (1756–63), was 
expected by her mother Empress Maria Theresia to promote Habsburg 
interests in Paris.8 The foreign consort not only had to avoid arousing 
the suspicion that she was working for her natal dynasty; she also had 
to avoid the appearance of exerting any overt political influence over 
her husband whatsoever, for politics was considered men’s business. 
Her husband’s reputation could be destroyed if it was believed that she 
wore the trousers in the relationship.

Prince Albert and a democratic Germany
The Marrying Cultures project only considered early modern consorts, 
so the question that this essay addresses is whether the situation of the 
nineteenth-century consort was any different. Royal marriages were, 
of course, still arranged because of the same biological and political 
imperatives as early modern ones, but was the foreign consort still 
regarded as an outsider and did she still automatically fall under suspicion 
for that reason? Did nineteenth-century courts grow culturally closer 
together or was rather the reverse the case? Were there new developments 
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in the nineteenth century that altered the context within which the 
consort had to operate?

An excellent test case is the marriage of Victoria, Princess Royal 
(1840–1901), to Prince Friedrich Wilhelm of Prussia (1831–88), which 
took place in 1858.9 Both of the princess’s parents were descended 
from the Wettin dynasty of Saxe-Coburg. Her father was Albert of 
Saxe-Coburg and Gotha (1819–1861), second son of Duke Ernst III of 
Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, and her mother was Victoria, Queen of Great 
Britain and Ireland (1819–1901), whose mother was a Coburg.10 In 1861 
Friedrich Wilhelm became Crown Prince of Prussia, on the succession 
of his father as Wilhelm I, king of Prussia (1797–1888). In 1871 Wilhelm 
I became the first German emperor and, for ninety-nine days in 1888, 
Friedrich Wilhelm as his successor ruled as Emperor and King Friedrich 
III.11 The Princess Royal was therefore Crown Princess of Prussia for 
twenty-seven years and reigning Empress for less than four months. To 
signal her loyalty to her late husband, during the thirteen years of her 
widowhood she always used the title ‘Kaiserin Friedrich’.

Victoria’s father, Prince Albert, was a man of great intelligence and 
organizational ability whose subordinate position as mere consort to his 
wife, a queen regnant, gave him no proper outlet for his political ideas.12 
He took a keen interest in German politics and wished to see a united 
Germany under the leadership of Prussia. He wrote to his daughter 
on 13 September 1859 that, while he supported Prussia’s hegemony in 
Germany, for him Germany came first and Prussia second.13 He also 
envisaged Prussia as ruling with a liberal constitution and a parliamentary 
democracy. During the months in which the future king of Prussia 
and German emperor, Wilhelm I, took refuge in England after the 
1848 uprising in Berlin, Albert thought he had convinced Wilhelm of 
the rightness of his vision, and he continued to correspond with both 
Wilhelm and his liberal wife, Augusta of Sachsen-Weimar-Eisenach 
(1811–90), to promote these ideas.14 He saw the marriage of his eldest child 
Victoria to their eldest son Friedrich Wilhelm as a means to that end.

The wonder is that this marriage, planned for dynastic and political 
reasons, was a consistently happy one, in which Vicky, as she was always 
called in the family to distinguish her from her mother, bore her husband 
eight children, of whom two sons and four daughters reached adulthood. 
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It was a marriage of equals, in which the couple held the same values, 
even if Friedrich Wilhelm did not envisage modelling Prussia quite as 
closely on Britain as his wife did.15 Frank Lorenz Müller says of their 
voluminous correspondence that their exchanges ‘were informed by a 
self-evident mutual respect. The crown prince appreciated his wife’s 
learning, intelligence, and energy and never baulked at bowing to her 
superior judgement or failed to express his admiration for her.’16 They 
worked as a team for causes they believed in and discussed politics and 
the affairs of the day together. This aroused the disapproval of Berlin 
society and the Prussian court, which believed with the sociologist and 
ethnologist Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl, writing in 1855, that the inequality 
of man and woman was a law of nature.17 Woman, Riehl explained on 
page after page of his treatise, was in every way subordinate and inferior 
to man, building on ideas already expressed by such thinkers as Wilhelm 
von Humboldt and Johann Gottlieb Fichte fifty years before. Fichte’s 
Grundlage des Naturrechts, first published in 1796 but very much still 
current in the mid nineteenth century, declared: ‘The tranquillity of 
the woman resides in the fact that she is completely subordinate to her 
husband and that she has no will other than his.’18 The man’s role was 
in the public arena and the woman’s was in the home and, because this 
was a law of nature, it was immutable. Women therefore did not need 
higher education and certainly could not participate in politics.19 Through 
her independence of mind, her desire to read and to learn, her work to 
improve women’s education (see below) and her strong opinions, the 
Princess Royal automatically laid herself open to serious criticism at 
the Prussian court.

The Princess Royal and Prussian politics
That she was interested in politics was not surprising, for, before she left 
home on her marriage in 1858 at the age of 17, the Princess Royal had been 
rigorously trained by her father to espouse the political values he held 
dear, and he went on advising her in a stream of letters up to his early 
death in 1861. He wrote to her at length, for instance, on 18 January 1860 
on the impossibility of a Protestant territory entering into a concordat 
with the pope and on 18 December 1860 on the question of ministerial 
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responsibility (a subject on which she had sent him a memorandum), 
and how that related to parliamentary or absolute monarchy.20 Prince 
Albert also acted as a mentor and father figure to Friedrich Wilhelm and 
even visited the young couple in Berlin in 1858.21 A. N. Wilson describes 
Albert’s conception of Vicky’s influence after her marriage as follows:

The seventeen-year-old girl was to be the ambassador, in the Prussian 
Court and capital, for the values which Albert had espoused and nurtured 
for the whole of her life: an alliance between royalty and a representative 
Parliament; an enlightened acknowledgement of the role played by the 
Crown in the cultural and spiritual life of a nation. Vicky was to be the 
Great Exhibition made flesh; the Society for the Improvement of the 
Working Classes translated into German; the friend of poets, novelists 
and scientists; the patient, behind-the-arras adviser to all government 
departments, whether in the field of armaments, colonial adminis-
trations, urban planning, drainage, museums, university education.22

These would have been unrealistic expectations of any young princess 
at any court in any era. At the Prussian court they were completely 
impossible, and they illustrate Prince Albert’s ignorance of Prussia and 
Prussian political ideas and ideals. Albert’s death in 1861 meant that 
the task he had given his daughter became a sacred mission to a dead 
saint. She saw it as her duty to try to fulfil it during the ensuing forty 
years that she spent at the Prussian court, but circumstances beyond 
her control made this impossible.23 Had Albert been alive to give her 
advice and moderate the expectations he had placed on her, her life as 
crown princess of Prussia and later as Empress might have been easier.24

Prince Albert did not realize the rigidity of the Prussian court, the 
tensions between Wilhelm I and his wife Queen Augusta and the degree 
of control exerted by the reigning couple over the Crown Prince, his wife 
and their children, a control that made their lives difficult throughout 
their marriage. What Albert did not foresee either was the conservative 
turn that Wilhelm I’s politics took when he finally succeeded to the 
Prussian throne in 1861 at the age of 64. He insisted on a coronation 
in the old Prussian capital of Königsberg on the Baltic, the first such 
coronation since 1701 when the Prussian monarchy had been initiated 
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by the coronation of Friedrich I (1657–1713) as ‘king in Prussia’. Wilhelm 
I was determined to demonstrate to his people and to the world that he 
was no ‘creation of parliament but a monarch by the Grace of God’.25 
His actions were anti-liberal from the first. He dissolved parliament 
if its members disagreed with him, appointed conservative ministers, 
and devoted much of his time and energy to the improvement of the 
army. He clashed with the Prussian parliament, for instance, over the 
question of whether military service should last for three years, which he 
wanted, or only two as the parliament insisted. His actions led to a series 
of crises and they in turn to massive gains at the polls for the Deutsche 
Fortschrittspartei. Things were so serious that Wilhelm recalled Otto 
von Bismarck-Schönhausen (1815–98) from Paris where he was serving as 
ambassador and made him Ministerpräsident (prime minister) of Prussia. 
After the German Empire came into being in 1871, Bismarck became 
imperial chancellor, in addition to being prime minister of Prussia, and 
dominated Prussian, German and European politics from 1862 to 1890, 
when he was dismissed by Wilhelm II (1859–1941). The many excellent 
books that have been written about Bismarck as a man and as a politician 
show how, on the one hand, he was a masterly politician who knew how 
to manipulate the crowned heads of Europe as though they were chess 
pieces on a board. On the other hand, they demonstrate that he was 
completely unscrupulous and prepared to doctor the truth if it served 
his ends, that he dominated and controlled Wilhelm I in a never-ending 
psychodrama, that he used war with its hundreds of thousands of deaths 
to bring about the German Empire under the leadership of Prussia in 
1871, and that he was as willing to destroy individuals, including his 
own son Herbert, as readily as foreign nations. What this meant for the 
royal family is described by Jonathan Steinberg:

He created a system of rule that expressed his power over others—his 
capacity to manipulate King William I, to neutralize the royal family 
by inserting himself between father and son, between husband and 
wife, between father-in-law and daughter-in-law with what Russell 
quite rightly called ‘demonic power’.26
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Bismarck planted and nurtured mistrust of his son and heir in the 
king’s mind. Though Friedrich Wilhelm was a war hero and an excellent 
general who played a central role in Prussia’s victories in the Wars of 
Unification, his father prevented him from taking part in the government 
of Prussia and later of the Empire, and from as early as 1863 no longer 
allowed him to see government dispatches.27 As time went on, Friedrich 
Wilhelm became more and more depressed about his subordinate and 
irrelevant position, even though his wife did her best to support him 
and keep his spirits up.

On 2 February 1867, while her hopes for her role in her new homeland 
were still high, she wrote a long statement to her mother about what 
those were. It is worth quoting, first, as a manifesto from a princess 
whose field of action was so much more restricted than that of her 
own mother, who was a reigning queen and, second, in the light of the 
failure of her husband and herself to influence Prussian and German 
politics as they had hoped:

You are quite mistaken if you think I like politics. I should prefer never 
to hear a single word about them. But I feel a deep interest in the cause 
of liberty and progress … I love Germany. I glory in national feeling 
and I am ambitious for her greatness, unity and happiness. I am anxious 
that Fritz’s endeavours to promote this end may some day be crowned 
with success, and that dear England may sometime or other look upon 
us as fit to share her position in the world—not only by the force of our 
arms and the military talents of our nation but by the development of 
our freedom and our progress in civilisation. I do not know whether 
this is being fond of politics. It is more a feeling of the heart than of 
the head, and consequently a woman’s point de vue. All interests me 
that can lead to this result—every branch of science, art and industry, 
and I should like to help to push on and give all I possess to make the 
condition of my fellow creatures (more especially my countrymen) 
better in every way, to raise them each individually. You see with me 
the desire is not to meddle with or to direct things which are not my 
business—I am far too lazy for that—but to try and add my little might 
to all great and good purposes gives me pleasure, and not for the effect 
it may produce for myself but for the inward satisfaction it causes. I 
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think this is a part all women may take in politics and the one they 
are most fit for.28

Again and again, however, she was made a scapegoat whenever her 
husband did something that ran counter to Bismarck’s wishes. At the 
end of the Franco-Prussian War, for instance, Bismarck wanted Friedrich 
Wilhelm to bombard Paris in November 1870 to bring about a swift end 
to the war. Friedrich Wilhelm’s justification for refusing to do this was 
that his artillery experts had informed him that there was not enough 
ammunition. His refusal was laid at his wife’s door in her supposed role 
as puppet of the British government. Friedrich Wilhelm wrote two weeks 
later: ‘it is now the order of the day to vilify my wife as being mainly 
responsible for the postponement of the bombardment of Paris and to 
accuse her of acting under the direction of the Queen of England’.29 
The lie about the Crown Princess’s involvement came from Bismarck, 
who repeated it himself, got his wife to repeat it in the social circles she 
frequented and placed it anonymously in the newspapers. As we know 
today, it is easy to spread a lie or a conspiracy theory through the media 
but extremely difficult to erase it from the public consciousness or to 
demonstrate their falsehood.

As time went on and as Prussia under Bismarck developed in a 
direction that she deplored, the Crown Princess came back again and 
again in her letters to her mother to the topic of Britain’s superiority, 
making plain her disapproval of the way politics had developed in Prussia 
in the twenty years she had known it. Her constant denigration in the 
press and in Berlin high society and her distaste for Prussian militarism 
led her to cling to English values even more fervently. On 6 July 1873, 
for instance, she wrote, ‘England is the only country at present which 
devotes all its energies to the cause of “culture” and real civilisation.’30 
On 11 December 1880, she wrote, ‘I hold the British Constitution to be 
the best and most useful and blessed form of government in the world.’31 
The conclusion drawn by Hannah Pakula in her detailed biography of 
the Princess Royal is that, by 1880, Bismarck’s constant ‘accusations of 
divided loyalties aimed at Germany’s future Kaiserin for twenty-five 
years had finally become a self-fulfilling prophecy.’32 On 24 May 1880 
she wrote to her mother:



gender, materiality, and politics

346

I am shocked at the state of politics here. Bismarck plays the very D with 
everyone, and everyone takes it as a matter of course. Their apathy and 
servility and want of independence and dignity is grievous and shows 
how the German character has deteriorated through the inordinate 
vanity this man has instilled into people blinding them to better and 
higher feelings and aspirations. A more unwholesome and unsatisfactory 
state of things cannot be imagined. Where is public opinion? Where 
is an honest and energetic opposition to counterbalance a power so 
unlimited and so much abused. Despotism is rampant and the public 
seem utterly blind and to have lost all political instinct (if ever they had 
much). … A huge and perfect army and a statesman whom none can 
trust or believe—but everyone fears—do not in my opinion constitute 
the beatitude but everyone here seems to think the present state of 
Imperial and Prussian Germany the envy, dread and admiration of 
the world. They feel so very big, and their talk is so very tall that it is 
very trying to others who had dreamed of a better future, of a free and 
pacific Germany with a wise and enlightened government. Dreams of 
this kind will not come true, I fear.33

Friedrich Wilhelm had to wait until 1888 to succeed as both king of 
Prussia and German emperor. His reign lasted for only 99 days, for 
he too died in 1888. For most of the 99 days he was mortally ill with 
throat cancer and was being subjected to painful treatments which left 
him without the power of speech, so that he could only communicate 
by writing notes.

Victoria’s contribution in art and design
If they could not realize the political ideals they had inherited from Prince 
Albert, Victoria and Friedrich Wilhelm were much more successful in 
realizing his vision in the fields of art, applied art and industrial design. In 
1871 and without prior consultation, Wilhelm I made Friedrich Wilhelm 
Protektor der Königlichen Museen (Patron of the Royal Museums). This 
position was designed to keep him busy and away from politics, but was 
one which, as Katrin Wehry shows, he took very seriously and through 
which he was able to exert a lasting influence.34 Berlin had suddenly 
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become the capital of the new German Empire and the Crown Prince 
saw it as his task to give Berlin the collections and museums worthy 
of this new status and which would enable it to compete with Vienna, 
Dresden and Munich. He saw the museums as important pedagogical 
tools to raise the level of arts and crafts in Prussia generally and opened 
them to all, not just to the educated bourgeoisie. He also realized that 
art historical and archaeological research could only be carried out if 
scholars had access to complete collections. In his endeavours to support 
artists, to commission works and to acquire collections and objects for 
the museums, the Crown Prince was actively supported by his wife. She 
had already become a member of the Berliner Gewerbeverein (Berlin 
Society for Applied Art) in the 1860s and in 1867 had helped to found the 
Deutsches Gewerbemuseum (German Museum for Applied Art) with a 
school and library to assist craftsmen and designers in improving their 
work. This was inspired, of course, by the South Kensington Museum 
in London, founded by Prince Albert and later renamed the Victoria 
and Albert Museum.35 Assisted by Julius Lessing, the director of the 
Museum of Applied Art, Friedrich Wilhelm and Victoria assembled 
such a magnificent collection of furniture, porcelain, ivory, tapestries, 
ceramics, and silver from various palaces, organizations and donors 
that a new purpose-built building was needed. Martin Gropius and 
Heino Schmieden were commissioned to design a Museum for Applied 
Art in the neo-Renaissance style. It was built between 1877 and 1881 in 
the centre of Berlin and is known today as the Martin-Gropius-Bau. 
Victoria, an above-average amateur sculptor and painter who took art 
lessons throughout her life, continued to collect art and art objects during 
her widowhood and assembled a distinguished collection in Schloss 
Friedrichshof, the home she built for herself after her husband’s death.

Victoria’s Contributions in the Fields 
of Medicine and Education

As Crown Princess, Victoria also made successful and long-lasting contri-
butions in the fields of medicine and women’s education. Her concern 
for the war-wounded in Prussia’s war against Austria, the ‘German War’, 
led her in 1866 to turn rooms in Schloss Erdmannsdorf in Silesia into a 
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hospital. In 1869 she took part in ‘the Congress of Geneva’, as she calls 
it in a letter to her mother Queen Victoria, that is, the first international 
conference of the Red Cross organized by her mother-in-law Queen 
Augusta in Berlin in that year.36 Again, during the Franco-Prussian 
War of 1870–1, she made great efforts on behalf of wounded soldiers. 
Her husband notes in his diary that at first ‘all her endeavours and 
offers of help in the matter of tending the sick were contemptuously 
rejected—presumably on account of the anti-British feeling.’37 However, 
in early autumn 1870 she moved to the castle at Bad Homburg vor der 
Höhe near her sister Alice, who had married Ludwig IV, Grand Duke of 
Hesse, in 1862 and was living in the Hessian capital Darmstadt.38 Alice 
was deeply involved in the improvement of hospitals and nursing care 
in Darmstadt, and together the two sisters visited military hospitals, for 
instance in Mainz, Bingen, and Wiesbaden. Advised by her own doctor 
and by Miss Lees, a nurse trained by Florence Nightingale, Victoria 
commissioned the architect Louis Jacobi (1836–1910) to build a model 
military hospital in the courtyard of the old barracks at Bad Homburg.39 
Here 1,700 wounded German and French soldiers, including zouaves from 
North Africa, were treated. Victoria had an intensely practical interest in 
everything to do with modern medicine: hygiene, clean water, improved 
sewage treatment, the nutrition of babies. She tried to get the Prussian 
government to create a ministry of health.40 She also did all in her power 
to promote the professional training of nurses and supported the Verein 
für häusliche Gesundheitspflege (Society for Nursing in the Home), an 
organization to train nurses who did not have to become nuns in order 
to tend the sick. They became known as Victoriaschwestern (Victoria 
nurses) and the first five were qualified in 1885. After Victoria’s death, 
Ernst von Bergmann (1836–1907) and Robert Kutner (1867–1913), two 
prominent doctors who founded medical training in Germany, together 
with Friedrich Althoff (1839–1908), the great reformer of university 
education and research, founded the Kaiserin Friedrich Foundation 
in 1903 and between 1904 and 1906 built the Kaiserin Friedrich House. 
Funded by private donations its purpose was, and remains today, the 
further training of qualified doctors.

Other important initiatives supported by Victoria were devoted to 
improving training and education for women.41 In 1865 Dr Wilhelm 
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Adolf Lette had seen colleges for women in England and on his return 
founded the society the Verein zur Förderung der Erwerbsfähigkeit 
des weiblichen Geschlechts (Society for the Promotion of Gainful 
Employment for the Female Sex), based on the British Society for the 
Promoting of Employment for Women. The society was, not surprisingly, 
usually known by the much shorter title of the Letteverein. In 1866, 
with support and donations from Victoria, it opened the Lettehaus 
in Berlin, which provided lectures for women, had an employment 
agency, and held bazaars of handicrafts. In 1869 a residence for foreign 
teachers called the Victoria-Stift was opened, and in 1872 a secretarial 
and training school for girls. In 1873 these organizations moved into a 
new building, supported by large donations from the princess. On 25 
September 1875 Victoria wrote to her mother about a visit she paid to 
the Lettehaus, an institution, as she reminded her mother, that she had 
helped to found: ‘The pupils gain their living in different professions, 
bookkeeping—as clerks in telegraph office and insurance offices.’42 There 
was also a dress-making and sewing school, and Victoria says that they 
have trained 600 pupils in total. The Lettehaus still exists as a technical 
and art college, which today admits students of both sexes.

Another initiative was the founding in 1868 of what came to be called 
the Victoria-Lyceum, a college for women, the idea for which came from 
the Scottish educationist Georgina Archer (1827–82), who had lived and 
worked in Berlin since the mid-1850s.43 Archer realized that, after they 
left school, women had no opportunity for further education, so she 
proposed to the Crown Princess the establishment of lecture courses for 
women given by university professors. James Albisetti writes that ‘similar 
ideas reached Victoria at this time from her countrywoman Josephine 
Butler, the president of the North of England Council for the Promotion 
of the Higher Education of Women.’44 The first lectures were on French 
and German literature and the history of art. In 1869 courses on music, 
English literature, physics, and geology were added, followed later by 
chemistry, botany, philosophy, and pedagogy. From 1873 the lectures 
took place in the afternoon, so that teachers could attend. In this way 
the Lyceum contributed to the further education of female teachers. 
By its ninth year, more than 900 women were attending the Lyceum. 
Victoria worked closely with two other pioneers of women’s education: 
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Helene Lange (1848–1930), from 1902 President of the Allgemeiner 
Deutscher Frauenverein (General German Women’s Organization), and 
Henriette Schrader-Breymann (1827–99). Schrader-Breymann founded 
the Pestalozzi-Fröbel House in Berlin which also still exists today. Schrad-
er-Breymann and Lange both report in their memoirs that the Crown 
Princess dreamt of a comprehensive educational college where women 
could study any subject they wanted from practical housekeeping skills to 
university subjects. She also supported the founding of a Catholic school 
of domestic science for girls in 1896 in Bad Homburg and yet another 
of her projects was the founding of public libraries.45 It was, therefore, 
a bitter disappointment to her that, when her mother-in-law Empress 
Augusta died in 1890 and Victoria was herself now the Dowager Empress, 
Augusta’s honorary titles as patron of the German Red Cross and of the 
Vaterländischer Frauenverein (Patriotic Women’s Organization) did not 
automatically come to her. Instead, these honorary titles were given to 
her daughter-in-law Empress Auguste Viktoria and she was sidelined.46

Travel, communications, and the press
Many of the restrictions that Vicky had to suffer at the Prussian court 
were typical of what all consorts had to suffer. There were, however, 
three new elements that made the life of a nineteenth-century consort 
different from that of her predecessors in an earlier age. Two of them were 
positive. The first was the ease of travel brought about by the advent of 
the railways. This meant that Victoria and Friedrich Wilhelm were able 
to get to know each other before they decided to marry. Furthermore, 
Victoria did not have to say farewell forever to her parents and her 
home on her marriage, for she could and did visit them at relatively 
frequent intervals, and various family members, including her parents, 
visited her. The second was the speed of communication more generally. 
Telegraphic communication was possible after the laying of the Atlantic 
Telegraph Cable in 1866 and 1867 and, thanks to the expansion of the 
railways, letters could fly swiftly to and fro between the consort at her 
new court and her parents or siblings back home. The Princess Royal 
wrote at least twice a week to Queen Victoria and received answers just 
as frequently and, until her father’s death in 1861, corresponded just as 
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frequently with him. This was a mixed blessing at the very beginning 
of Victoria’s marriage because her mother attempted to control her 
every action, just as though she were still a child at home in Windsor 
or Osborne. In 1858 Baron Stockmar (1787–1863), Prince Albert’s trusted 
adviser, realized how this was undermining Victoria’s self-confidence 
and wrote to the prince to put a stop to it.47

The third major change, however, could make life very difficult for 
a consort and still impacts on the members of any royal family today. 
This was the development of a popular press thanks to new and much 
quicker printing techniques but also thanks to the invention of cheap 
paper made from cellulose, rather than from rags. Werner Telesko points 
out that, whereas the most important German-language newspaper, the 
Augsburger Allgemeine, sold scarcely 10,000 copies in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, the Berliner Lokal-Anzeiger, founded in 1883, 
rapidly reached sales of 100,000 copies, against much greater compe-
tition.48 English newspapers such as The Times, the Daily Telegraph, 
and The Standard achieved a similar rise in circulation as they lowered 
their prices, while weekly papers such as Lloyds Weekly News and 
Reynolds Weekly achieved sales of nearly 900,000 and 300,000 copies 
respectively by around 1880.49 In 1889, the Leipziger Illustrierte Zeitung 
had a circulation of 20,000, but by 1915 this had grown to 35,000. By 
1915 the Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung, founded in 1892, had a circulation 
of an astonishing 800,000. By 1900, the French newspaper Le Petit 
Parisien was able to sell as many as 1 million copies. In addition, many 
people read a newspaper without necessarily purchasing a copy. The 
press, now ubiquitous, moulded public opinion just as it does today, 
and Bismarck consistently used it to foment mistrust of the Crown 
Princess, to ensure that the rift between the Crown Prince and his father 
remained wide, and to prevent Prussia from moving in the direction of 
British parliamentary democracy.

Victoria’s widowhood
The story of Victoria is in many ways a sad one. She buried two of her 
young sons: 2-year-old Sigismund died of meningitis in 1870 while her 
husband was absent on the battlefield during the Franco-Prussian War, 
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and 11-year-old Waldemar died of diphtheria in 1879. She was forced 
to watch her husband become more and more depressed as he was 
pushed further and further into political irrelevance. She abhorred 
the antisemitic rhetoric that was becoming common in Prussia, just 
as she disapproved of the militarism of Prussian society. According to 
Frank Lorenz Müller, she made it obvious that her identity was British 
and not Prussian and so, because she was also thought to dominate 
her husband, she sabotaged her own hopes and plans.50 This is not the 
picture given in her early letters to her mother, in which she sincerely 
identifies herself with Prussia and wishes to work for it as her father 
wanted. That neither she nor her husband were able to promote the 
values they believed in and that she failed to convince her son, Wilhelm 
II, of those values was her tragedy.

Those loyal to Bismarck set about destroying her reputation even 
more comprehensively after her husband’s death. One of the most hurtful 
blows was dealt by the novelist Gustav Freytag (1816–95), a member of 
her husband’s and her own inner circle. In his memoir of the Crown 
Prince, whom he had known very well personally, he repeated the view 
that Friedrich Wilhelm was wholly under his wife’s thumb, insinuated 
that his victories in the Wars of Unification were not thanks to his own 
military skill but to that of one of his generals, and, most damning of 
all, that state secrets were conveyed by the Crown Princess and her sister 
Alice to Queen Victoria, who passed them on to France, Prussia’s enemy.51 
This kind of calumny is in line with attacks on all foreign consorts down 
the centuries and is the more damning because it is impossible to refute. 
During Friedrich III’s brief reign, his illness and death, Bismarck made 
sure to keep a wholly negative picture of Victoria before the public eye. 
The diarist Hildegard, Baroness von Spitzemberg (1843–1914), intimate 
friend of the Bismarcks, reports the kind of after-dinner comments 
Bismarck regularly made about Victoria. On 11 April, when Friedrich 
III was already mortally ill, the Chancellor declared that Victoria, now 
German Empress, not only totally dominated her husband, but also 
that the reason she was so determined to see her daughter married to 
Alexander von Battenberg, the former prince of Bulgaria, was because 
she wanted him herself as a lover. Bismarck went on to say how unlike 
her mother-in-law Dowager Empress Augusta she was lacking Augusta’s 
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distinguished air and sense of duty.52 Three years later, on 6 March 
1891, Baroness Spitzemberg reports Bismarck now comparing Victoria 
favourably to her mother-in-law, whereupon the Baroness taxes him 
with this contradiction. She then reflects on ‘the confusions that arise 
from similar comments made by Bismarck to journalists.’53 Bismarck, 
the most powerful man in the German empire, simply said whatever 
came into his head on a particular occasion in order to attack whoever 
disagreed with one of his policies. Because of his important position, 
these comments were published and believed. Another of his calumnies 
against Victoria was that she had secretly married her Chamberlain 
Count von Seckendorff shortly after her husband’s death, the implication 
being that they had been lovers while Friedrich was still alive.54 This 
scurrilous piece of fiction was still having to be denied in 1910.55 It, and 
the suggestion that Victoria was in love with her daughter’s fiancé, were 
designed to destroy the perception of Victoria’s marriage as happy and, 
by accusing her of unchastity, to blacken her character, as had happened 
to many consorts down the centuries.

In the years after his father’s death, Victoria’s eldest son Wilhelm 
II, now German emperor and king of Prussia, went out of his way to 
humiliate his mother. Shortly after his father’s funeral he asked her to 
leave the Neues Palais in Potsdam, her home for thirty years, and then 
made it impossible for her to live anywhere else in Potsdam.56 He is 
reported as describing her to the king of Italy as ‘that fat, dumpy little 
person who seeks influence.’57 Reports of his enmity towards his mother 
were surely responsible for the educationist Helene Lange destroying her 
correspondence with Victoria, apparently out of an exaggerated fear of 
reprisals on the part of Wilhelm II.58 However, in his memoirs, written 
in exile in the Netherlands and published in 1927 nearly ten years after 
his abdication, Wilhelm II provides a rounded and fair portrait of his 
mother. He mentions her intelligence and wide interests, her knowledge 
of art and of languages (she spoke four perfectly, he writes), her sense of 
humour, the efforts she made on behalf of art and design, of women’s 
education and medicine, but also her stubbornness, impulsivity, and 
love of debate and contradiction. He points out correctly that she was 
very young when she arrived in the Prussian court, to which she had 
to adjust. She was not very conciliatory (anschmiegsam is the word he 
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uses), but neither was the court willing to make allowances for her 
different nature. Wilhelm quotes his uncle, the British King Edward VII, 
who is supposed to have said of his sister that ‘in Germany she praised 
everything English, in England everything German.’59

All the sources, and indeed some of her own actions, suggest that 
Victoria was stubborn, as her son says, and unable to back down from 
a position she had assumed. She could not keep her opinions to herself, 
was neither tactful nor conciliatory, nor was she able to play the part of a 
meek daughter-in-law and wife with no ideas of her own. It is sometimes 
claimed that she could not implement her father’s plan for a liberal and 
democratic Prussia because her husband died at the very beginning of 
his reign. However, it is more than questionable that the couple could 
ever have done this.

Conclusion
As this essay has shown, a nineteenth-century foreign consort often 
suffered from many of the same difficulties that had always bedevilled 
the life of a foreign consort. She could be attacked simply for being 
a foreigner, just like the early modern consorts investigated by the 
Marrying Cultures project. Though Victoria, Empress Friedrich, came 
from a German dynasty, had a German father and a half-German 
mother, was related to half the German ruling families of the day, spoke, 
wrote, and read German, and was well acquainted with German culture, 
nineteenth-century Prussian nationalism and mistrust of Britain for 
political reasons meant that she was still constantly referred to as ‘die 
Engländerin’, just as, in eighteenth-century France, Marie-Antoinette 
was referred to as ‘l’Autrichienne.’ Because she was a foreigner, she 
could be falsely declared to be a traitor, like Catherine of Braganza in 
seventeenth-century England. Because she was a woman, she could be 
falsely accused of adultery. As Crown Princess, however, Victoria did 
bring about important and lasting achievements in the realms of art 
and design, of medicine and hygiene, and of women’s education, based 
in many cases on British models. In this way, she was able to act as an 
important agent of cultural transfer.
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Chapter 18

Subsidy treaties and 
troop contracts

A study in Europe’s transnational 
political culture

Peter H. Wilson

Several million Europeans were hired by foreign powers to serve in their 
armies either directly, or temporarily as auxiliaries between the early 
sixteenth and mid nineteenth centuries.1 Organizing this required not 
only more sophisticated and robust administrative systems, but also new 
kinds of written contracts. Known generally as ‘subsidy treaties’, these 
assumed an increasingly standardized form by the 1660s and persisted 
as an accepted element in interstate relations for another two centuries. 
The seemingly ‘commercial’ character of these agreements damaged 
the reputations of those involved at the time and subsequently. Svante 
Norrhem has shown how Sweden’s receipt of French subsidies led to 
accusations at home and abroad that the country had lost its honour and 
become ‘mercenaries’.2 Those paying were also often accused of lacking 
true allies and wasting their money on unreliable foreigners rather than 
displaying true manliness and fighting themselves.3

The controversies surrounding ‘mercenaries’—a potent yet ill-defined 
term—ensured that scholarship initially focused on the motives behind 
subsidy treaties and other troop contracts.4 Mid-twentieth-century 
research applied a narrow cost–benefit analysis, suggesting that those 
involved were primarily concerned to make money.5 The provision of 
foreign soldiers was always a costly, risky business, and profits in purely 
financial terms usually fell well below contemporary expectations and, 
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where they were made, they were unevenly distributed amongst those 
involved. The landgrave of Hesse-Kassel and the Swiss patrician elites 
were unusual in accruing large sums from successive agreements, and 
even they were often owed considerable arrears.6

Money was more a means to advance the ambitions and political 
objectives of those organizing foreign military manpower, as has been 
demonstrated by detailed studies of the diplomacy behind individual 
agreements.7 Other dimensions are increasingly attracting attention, 
including soldiers as migrants, travellers, their experiences, and their 
social world.8 Far less attention has been paid to the agreements them-
selves—the different types, their legal status, and the language and 
structure of their texts, all of which were ways in which the signatories 
sought to safeguard and advance their interests and to minimize risk.

Drawing on a unique dataset of nearly 1,000 agreements, this essay 
analyses the form of these documents, focusing on their legal status, 
language, structure, and content to trace their evolution across Europe. 
In doing so, it will contribute to our understanding of diplomatic culture 
and the character of interstate relations during the period when the 
modern conception of the sovereign state became the basis of Europe’s 
international order. Foreign military service was an essential element 
of Europe’s ‘fiscal military system’ which emerged during the early 
sixteenth century to facilitate the transfer of key war-making resources 
across political jurisdictions. This system was consolidated by the 
prolonged, large-scale conflicts between the 1660s and about 1720, and 
then remained relatively stable until renewed expansion during the 
French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars which also saw a dramatic 
shift towards more nationalized, ‘autarkic’ war-making. That in turn 
encouraged the dismantling of the system by 1870 as activities, such as 
serving foreign potentates, lost their legitimacy, and states sought to 
assert monopolies of violence over their territories and inhabitants.9

The fiscal military system encompassed warfare on both land and 
sea, and the various agreements explored here were also used to supply 
resources for naval warfare. Examples include the Dutch squadron 
serving Venice during its brief conflict with Spain in 1617, as well as the 
Dutch naval forces taken into British pay in 1795.10 As such arrangements 
only constituted a minority of cases, this essay concentrates on those 
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providing manpower for European armies. For clarity, the term contractee 
is used to denote those hiring soldiers, while contractor identifies those 
providing them. Of course, the labels are there to assist analysis, and 
the boundaries between these categories could be blurred in practice. 
Finally, foreign here means alien to the contractee’s jurisdiction, and 
thus does not automatically align with ideas of nationality based on 
language or culture. For example, though the proportion of Spaniards 
never exceeded 41.5 per cent of their monarchy’s army under Carlos II 
(1665–1700), the remainder included Italians, Burgundians, and Walloons 
who were also the king’s subjects. Germans, Britons, Irish, and Swiss 
collectively comprised around a third of the infantry—sometimes even 
more—and, for our purposes, count as genuinely foreign.11

The numbers involved were substantial, underscoring the importance 
of subsidy treaties and the other arrangements to European conflicts and 
diplomacy. The most famous foreign troops were the Swiss, of whom 
between 1 and 2 million served other powers between 1450 and 1850, 
with peaks of up to 80,000 at any one time. The number of Germans 
across the same period was probably significantly higher. Around 150,000 
Britons and Irish served in various Continental European armies during 
the first half of the seventeenth century, with large numbers of Scots 
and Irish serving thereafter. Foreigners mainly served as infantry rather 
than cavalry, though there were exceptions, notably the German Reiter 
(mounted pistoleers) who were hired by all parties during the French 
Wars of Religion.12 The proportion of foreigners amongst the French 
infantry fluctuated between 18 and 31 percent across 1643–1789. Even after 
the official abolition of foreign regiments (1792) and the introduction 
of universal conscription (1798), 6.5 per cent of French soldiers were 
foreigners in 1799, and overall, nearly one-quarter of the 3 million men 
who served the Napoleonic regime were not French.13

Foreign manpower was crucial to the expansion of warfare in early 
modern Europe, enabling contractees to mobilize rapidly at the outbreak 
of each new conflict. Permanent standing armies emerged unevenly 
after the late fifteenth century but existed only as cadres which had to 
be expanded through additional manpower and formations. Hiring or 
subsidizing foreign troops was attractive as these were (supposedly) 
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already mustered, trained, and often also located closer to the intended 
theatre of operations.

Individual capitulations
There were four primary categories of agreement governing the supply 
of foreign manpower (see Table 18.1). The contemporary use of terms to 
distinguish these was not entirely consistent, but the following discus-
sion copies the general use of capitulation for the first two types, with 
convention or treaty used for the other two. The most numerous were 
the capitulations for individual soldiers serving another power, often 
enlisting in one of specially designated ‘foreign regiments’ which were 
distinct yet integral elements of the French, Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, 
Venetian, Savoyard, Genoese, and several other armies. In addition to the 
Swiss, various European princes and aristocrats organized such units, 
while others were recruited abroad by the contractee’s own officers. For 
example, Irish infantry were recruited by Spain, and to a lesser extent 
France, during the seventeenth century with the cooperation of local 
gentry and the tacit acknowledgement of the Stuart monarchs, formally 
rulers of Ireland who were often happy to be free of Catholics whom 
they regarded as potential troublemakers.14

Another example is the Anglo-Scottish Brigade serving the Dutch 
almost continually between 1586 and 1782, which also illustrates the 
complexity of individual cases. Technically, this remained an English 
(from 1707 British) unit with its officers receiving their commissions 
from the king and not the Dutch States General to whose service they 
were merely ‘loaned’. However, the Brigade was essentially integral to 
the Dutch army and could only be used by Britain with the Republic’s 
agreement. The difficulties inherent in this arrangement ultimately proved 
insurmountable when Dutch support for American independence led to 
war with Britain in 1780, and the Brigade was disbanded two years later.15

Austria, Prussia, and several other states did not maintain separate 
foreign regiments, but nonetheless recruited soldiers from abroad directly 
into their regular units. Around a third of the Austrian and Prussian 
infantry came from the other German territories of the Holy Roman 
Empire. Soldiers could sign a capitulation directly, but often an element 
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of mediation through local powerholders was involved as they frequently 
joined Austrian or Prussian regiments commanded by their own prince 
or his relations.16

Like native volunteers (though not most conscripts), foreigners 
recruited through individual capitulations signed personal contracts. 
These might list special benefits, though these were usually collectively 
associated with the privileges enjoyed by foreign regiments, such as 
higher rates of pay or exemptions from some sales taxes. The benefits 
were steadily eroded in the later eighteenth century as contractees 
sought to cut costs. France’s agreement for six Swiss regiments in 1816 
placed their personnel on the same terms as French soldiers, reducing 
privileges to more symbolic aspects, such as distinctively Swiss martial 
music (Article 35) and their traditional red uniforms (Article 36).17

Prospective recruits’ bargaining was generally limited to the size of 
the recruitment bounty and length of service which fluctuated according 
to supply and demand. Competition for manpower had forced employers 
to pay additional cash bounties in the sixteenth century. These became 
more generous in the seventeenth century, especially after the 1670s, and 

Table 18.1 Contractual forms

Type Contractee Contractor Wartime 
Command

Right of 
Recall

Service Length Contractor’s
Recompense

Individual 
Capitulation

Sovereign; 
Semi-sovereign; 
Military 
enterpriser

Individual soldier Contractee’s 
direct command

No Intermediate
(~ 3 to 8 years)

Direct payment

Regimental
Capitulation

Sovereign Sovereign; 
Semi-sovereign; 
Military 
enterpriser

Contractee’s 
direct command

Rarely 
(except 
Swiss)

Permanent (> 
10 years)

Proprietorial 
rights
Pensions (Swiss 
cantons)
Maintenance 
costs

Auxiliary 
Convention

Sovereign; Semi-
sovereign

Sovereign; Semi-
sovereign

Contractee’s 
direct command, 
but contractor 
retained internal 
jurisdiction

Usually Temporary
(i.e. one 
campaign or 
conflict)

Maintenance 
costs

Subsidy 
Treaty

Sovereign Sovereign; 
Semi-sovereign

Contractee’s 
command.
Autonomous in 
peacetime

Usually Temporary
(rarely 
Intermediate ~ 
5 years)

Payment 
(subsidy) not 
directly related 
to actual 
maintenance 
costs
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varied thereafter, generally rising with each new conflict and falling 
again with the return to peace. Soldiers normally preferred short-term 
capitulations which increased their opportunities to quit, either altogether 
or to re-enlist, for which they could expect another recruitment bounty. 
Prospective employers were compelled to offer capitulations for three 
or even just two years’ service when demand for recruits was high, 
especially in wartime. Peacetime capitulations were usually much longer 
at around five to eight years as armies sought to reduce the cost and 
bother of recruitment. There was thus little to distinguish the individual 
capitulations agreed by foreigners and those of native recruits, including 
those who were embodied in units hired out as auxiliaries or provided 
to another power under subsidy treaties. Consequently, the rest of this 
essay will concentrate on three other forms of agreements which were 
unique to the provision of foreign military manpower.

Regimental capitulations
The second type of contract comprised capitulations for entire foreign 
regiments, such as the Swiss and German units serving France, Spain, 
Savoy, and the Dutch Republic. The Swiss usually made collective 
agreements with common terms for batches of new units supplied to 
a contractee, but usually capitulations were agreed separately for each 
regiment and were often renegotiated each time a new colonel assumed 
command. Given that at least 480 foreign regiments served France alone 
between 1535 and 1792, this type of agreement was far more numerous 
than the thousand or so auxiliary conventions and subsidy treaties.18

Foreign regiments were provided as a one-way transaction, with 
the unit intended as a permanent element of the contractee’s forces. 
Agreements often specified an initial period of service, but this could be 
left open-ended, reflecting the interests of the signatories. Contractees 
wanted to retain the right to disband the unit should it no longer be 
required, while contractors were frequently individuals or polities without 
the capacity to maintain such a large body of men themselves, and had no 
desire to have the responsibility for the men’s upkeep returned to them.

There were two subcategories of foreign regiment capitulations. Those 
for official regiments were made with contractors who enjoyed sovereign 
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or semi sovereign status like German princes and Swiss cantons. Though 
serving a foreign power, these units still nominally belonged to the 
contractor who (at least initially) appointed the regimental commander 
and subordinate officers, as well as organizing the recruitment. The 
unit retained ties to the contractor who was responsible for providing 
a regular flow of replacement recruits to keep the unit up to strength. 
Further, non-recognized regiments could be raised under particular 
capitulations signed directly by a contractor acting usually as a military 
enterpriser in that he not only raised the unit but commanded it whilst 
it served the foreign power. Particular capitulations included broadly 
the same terms as those for official regiments but, because he acted as 
an individual rather than a transpersonal polity, the contractor was 
generally in a weaker position relative to the contractee. He usually 
required approval from a higher authority to undertake the venture, 
but alone carried the risk. Contractees were far less likely to return or 
disband official regiments unilaterally, because their capitulations had 
the character of formal interstate alliances and were agreed for lengthy 
periods, such as a decade or more. Most Swiss capitulations were for 
official regiments, largely because the cantonal authorities sought to 
monopolize the financial benefits and patronage opportunities they 
brought. They were also concerned about potential adverse political 
repercussions if individual enterprisers made agreements with enemies 
of the powers currently employing official regiments. Nonetheless, 
particular capitulations were tolerated, for example in the case of the 
units provided to the Neapolitan army in 1735–88.19

Capitulations for German regiments were mostly ‘particular’ before 
the later seventeenth century. Thereafter, France and Sweden recruited 
their German units primarily from the subjects of the lands they had 
acquired through conquest between 1631 and 1681, while the German 
princes replaced the individual enterprisers in providing units to other 
powers, especially the Dutch, as well as several new units to France after 
1706. Individual contractors only remained important in supplying 
German troops to Venice and Savoy, though several princes acted as 
‘patrons’ of some of the units raised for Venetian service during the 
Great Turkish War (1683–99).20
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Auxiliary conventions and subsidy treaties
Conventions, the third category, arranged for the temporary hire of 
auxiliaries who entered the pay and command of their contractee, but 
who—unlike foreign regiments—were normally expected to return to 
their contractor’s service at the end of the agreement. Subsidy treaties 
were equally time-limited, but also less direct in only covering part of the 
expenses of troops who did not necessarily transfer to the contractee’s 
command. Indeed, all the 34 Franco-Swedish agreements in 1631–1795 
involved France merely subsidizing its partner’s military costs, unlike 
Sweden’s convention with the Dutch Republic of September 1688 which 
saw over 6,000 auxiliaries join the Allied armies fighting France during 
the Nine Years War.21

It was common for France, Britain, and to a lesser extent the Dutch, 
to make subsidy treaties with German princes in peacetime to secure 
first call on their troops who would be mobilized through a separate 
auxiliary convention in wartime. France paid subsidies to Hanover, 
Cologne, and several other German principalities in the late seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries on the understanding that they would remain 
neutral and not provide auxiliaries to its enemies in wartime. Other 
services were often included, such as granting the contractee transit 
rights across the contractor’s territory. A good example is the Anglo-
Dutch subsidy treaty with the elector of Trier in May 1702, in which they 
paid 25,000 taler annually to secure the use of strategic crossing points 
over the Moselle and the right to establish magazines on his territory 
to supply their own armies operating in the area. The elector was also 
obliged to maintain his own troops as garrisons in key fortresses to 
deny these to the French.22

As these examples indicate, the boundaries between auxiliary conven-
tions and subsidy treaties were often blurred. Various hybrid forms also 
existed, notably capitulations for new units signed by a contractor unable 
to raise sufficient troops to meet his own auxiliary convention. The returns 
to peace in 1697 and 1713 saw several auxiliary conventions replaced by 
capitulations arranging former auxiliaries to transfer permanently into 
their contractee’s service, because the contractor lacked the money to 
accept them back into his own service.
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Legal status
Regardless of type, all these agreements were considered legally binding 
contracts. Individual capitulations were governed by martial law.23 
Soldiers entering foreign service directly through individual capitulations 
were bound by their paymaster’s military code and could be judged for 
any infraction accordingly. The soldier’s nationality gave him little if 
any additional protection and, like others serving the same army, he 
had few options to dodge his obligations or to protest if his employers 
failed to fulfil theirs, for example by holding him in the ranks beyond 
the expiry of his capitulation.

Individual capitulations were agreed between the soldier and the 
recruiting officer and did not require separate ratification to be legally 
binding, though recruits generally only became fully subject to their 
paymaster’s martial law when they were formally sworn in and recorded 
in their unit’s muster roll. By contrast, auxiliary conventions and subsidy 
treaties resembled other interstate treaties in that they only acquired 
full validity when ratified by both parties. Capitulations for foreign 
regiments occupied an ambivalent position between these two forms, 
depending on whether they were ‘particular’ or for official regiments.

These distinctions reflected the belief that only the proper authorities 
had the right to organize and wage war. In the case of the Swiss and 
Grisons (Rhetia), official regiments were organized within the framework 
of long-running treaties agreed and ratified with the cantonal authorities. 
For regiments provided by German princes, agreements were usually 
negotiated by an envoy and subsequently ratified by his master as was 
the case with auxiliary conventions or subsidy treaties. By contrast, 
particular conventions appear largely to have acquired their legality 
immediately upon signature with the prospective colonel contracted 
to raise them.

The German ecclesiastical princes were a special case because they 
were elected by their cathedral chapters rather than hereditary rulers 
like their secular counterparts. Contractees were often keen to secure 
agreement from the chapter and any coadjutor (successor designate) to 
ensure a convention or treaty remained binding beyond the lifetime of 
the current prince. Münster’s bishops generally involved their coadjutors 
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in their agreements after the later seventeenth century, but Würzburg’s 
bishop ignored the protests of his cathedral canons when he signed a 
convention with the emperor in 1733.24 Capitulations for official foreign 
regiments, auxiliary conventions, and subsidy treaties all contained 
clauses governing ratification (within a certain period), invariably in 
the final part of the document. Unratified or suspended agreements 
did not necessarily lose their validity completely as the terms could be 
activated later through a new contract.

Language
Most agreements were monolingual, even amongst partners with different 
vernaculars. Britain and the Dutch Republic used French in their joint 
agreements with German princes after 1688, while the Dutch opted for 
Latin in some bilateral treaties with German ecclesiastical princes, like 
the bishop of Münster. France preferred its own language; a deliberate 
choice intended to assert superiority in what were already asymmetrical 
arrangements. Britain used French for most of its agreements with 
German princes. Spanish and Italian were less common, generally 
restricted to agreements between Spain and Italian contractors, or 
between these actors and the emperor or, less often, France. German 
was the main language in agreements between the emperor and the 
territories of the Holy Roman Empire, as well as with Denmark.

Bilingual agreements were also used since the seventeenth century, 
initially organized with one version followed by a full translation. Parallel 
texts became more usual from the 1660s, with both languages laid out 
side by side in the sequence of clauses in both manuscript and printed 
versions. Agreements between the Dutch and German princes used both 
languages. Multilingual documents appeared more frequently during 
the 1680s as auxiliary and subsidy agreements became more complex, for 
example in the raft of conventions made between the primary members 
of the Grand Alliance against France with individual or groups of 
German princes. In these instances, there could be a bilingual base 
document supplemented by declarations in various other languages as 
other parties joined.
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Structure
The agreements varied in length and complexity but developed along 
standardized lines. The practice of dividing the text into numbered 
clauses was already widespread by the 1620s, but not always adhered to, 
particularly in shorter agreements prior to the mid seventeenth century. 
Regimental capitulations usually had around 20 clauses, regardless of 
the size of unit involved. For example, in the spring of 1693, the Dutch 
Republic contracted a battalion of 800 men from Zürich (24 articles), a 
regiment of 1,600 from the Grisons (23 articles), and a Bernese company 
of 200 (21 articles), while Savoy arranged for the prince of Carpegna to 
provide 1,000 cavalrymen in 1690 (16 articles).25 Subsidy treaties varied 
from only one or two clauses to around twenty, with the lower end being 
characteristic of long-running sequences involving repeated renewals 
with only minor modifications, as was often the case for those between 
France and Sweden. Franco-German treaties standardized at around ten 
clauses each in the late seventeenth century. Auxiliary conventions were 
more uniform, with the range of 12 to 15 articles for Britain’s agreements 
with German princes in the American War (1775–83) being common.26

These arrangements were broadly like marriage and inheritance 
treaties between European dynasties, though they were considerably 
shorter than most peace or commercial treaties. The presence of separate 
or secret articles and appendices could add to both length and complexity. 
For example, the 1726 subsidy treaty between the emperor with Bavaria 
and Cologne was typical at 14 articles, but had a further 2 appendices 
and 3 separate articles, one of which was subdivided into 13 numbered 
clauses to clarify points in the main text.27 Treaties and conventions 
were accompanied by statements of plenipotentiary powers and other 
credentials identifying and legitimating the parties’ representatives. 
Normally, these were not included in printed collections and have also 
often been archived separately from the treaties and contracts themselves.

Each agreement was unique, written specifically for the occasion 
rather than filling in blanks on a standardized form as in the case 
of many modern contracts, and contrasting with general trends in 
administrative and business documentation across this period towards 
proforma templates. Nonetheless, the content and arrangement of the 
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clauses swiftly converged to produce remarkably similar agreements. 
Standardization was driven by experience and the spread of best practice. 
Past precedents frequently influenced new agreements between the 
same partners, while the growth of printed treaty collections further 
disseminated examples.28 Britain joined the Dutch in a succession of joint 
agreements after 1688, largely using the same pool of middling and larger 
German principalities which had served the Republic in the conflicts 
of the late 1660s and 1670s. Anglo-Dutch cooperation ensured a degree 
of standardization across those agreements each still made separately, 
as well as transmitting the Republic’s prior experience to its new ally.

All agreements opened with a preamble additional to the numbered 
clauses. This tended to be longer in subsidy treaties than in the other 
forms, though the rationale for the arrangement was sometimes covered 
separately in the envoy’s credentials. The longer preambles often provided 
a brief narrative of how the contracting parties had come to negotiate, 
as well as details of their representatives. Again, this strengthened the 
resemblance between subsidy treaties and more conventional alliances. 
The longer rationale was often dispensed with in auxiliary conventions, 
though these at least still stated the agreement’s basic purpose of providing 
military assistance.

The opening articles generally outlined the contractor’s obligations, 
usually quantifying the number of troops to be provided or held in 
readiness. Subsidy agreements often only stated an overall total without 
subdividing this by infantry, cavalry, or artillery, whereas auxiliary 
conventions were more precise and usually stated not just the number and 
size of the required units, but specified the composition of the subunits 
(companies), including breaking this down by listing how many men there 
were to be of each rank. Where such detailed information was included, 
it was normally recorded in a separate annex. These annexes have not 
always been preserved with the conventions in archives, suggesting 
that they may have been given to the officers charged with ensuring the 
contractor’s compliance, without a copy being made by the contractee’s 
administration. The information in the annexes did not always corre-
spond exactly with the totals listed in the convention itself, which could 
be expressed as numbers rounded to the nearest hundred or thousand. 
This appears to reflect a cultural difference between the diplomatic and 
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political aspect of these arrangements, which was primarily concerned 
with securing support in broad terms, and the military and financial 
dimension where the precise details mattered more.

Compared to the detailed terms governing the quantity of assistance, 
agreements were often surprisingly relaxed about quality, either omitting 
any reference, or simply stating that the soldiers were to be ‘experienced’, 
‘good’, ‘well-trained’, or ‘well-equipped’ and (in the case of cavalry) 
‘well-mounted’. There could also be specific exclusions, as exemplified 
by Article 13 of the capitulation between the Dutch Republic and the 
Grisons from 1693, which stipulated French deserters were unacceptable, 
while no Dutch subjects, or those of the Republic’s English and Spanish 
allies, could be included amongst the recruits.29 France generally expected 
three-quarters of Swiss recruits to be natives, while Spain accepted a 
lower threshold of two-thirds. Nationality was never clearly defined, but 
clearly extended beyond language as a criterion because, for instance, 
many Swiss were already French speakers. Their identification as Swiss 
in the documents reflected the early modern version of the martial 
race theory of the era of European global imperialism: the belief that 
Europe’s different peoples possessed distinct martial qualities was an 
important attraction in hiring foreigners. The decision of the French 
Revolutionaries to vest sovereignty in the nation by 1790 compelled 
them to define nationality more precisely and proved a major factor 
contributing to the eventual delegitimation of foreign military service.30 
Agreements made during the Restoration era after 1814 were more 
precise, with that between France and the Swiss Confederation of 
June 1816 not only restating the traditional proviso that three-quarters 
should be native Swiss, but also stipulating all had to be volunteers and 
specifying minimum height requirements for the different categories 
of guardsmen, line, and light infantry.31

All agreements included clauses detailing when the terms were to 
take effect. Generally, these arrangements were found either with the 
paragraphs on what was to be provided or were included in those relating 
to payment and recompense. Commencement triggered the start of the 
contractor’s obligations, but the contractee only obtained full control 
of the troops once these had been formally sworn in. For example, the 
Brandenburg soldiers entering Dutch service in 1688 were released from 
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their oath to the elector at the frontier when they were handed over. The 
officers had to go personally to The Hague to administer their oath.32 
Some conventions specified that such oaths did not contradict loyalty 
to the contractor.

The concern for continued loyalty was further reflected in the 
arrangements concerning command. Soldiers represented important 
political capital for contractors who wanted to maximize the advan-
tages. German princes were keen to hire out large contingents to a sole 
contractee, or to consolidate their auxiliaries into a single arrangement 
when they had made conventions with different members of the same 
alliance. Contractees usually opposed this, because splitting up large 
contingents made them easier to control and reduced their contractor’s 
leverage. Influential princes did secure consent to their commanding 
their troops in person, but more usually the most that was granted was 
for a contingent to be led by its own general who was to be given a voice 
in operational planning. Agreements involving only one or two units 
normally permitted these to be commanded by colonels appointed 
by their contractor, but otherwise they were fully at the contractee’s 
disposal. Conventions reserved internal jurisdiction to the contractor who 
could appoint and promote junior officers and adjudicate appeals from 
regimental courts martial. Such matters often passed to the contractee 
in regimental capitulations. However, both types of agreement often 
specified freedom of religion when soldiers of one Christian confession 
served a power of another faith.33

Concerned that their soldiers should not simply become cannon 
fodder, contractors sought guarantees that they were to be kept together 
and not split into small detachments. The location of service was not 
always clearly specified, though some exclusions might be added, such 
as that the troops were not obliged to serve on warships or overseas. 
Hesse-Darmstadt concluded its subcontract to provide a regiment to 
Celle in 1704 when the War of Spanish Succession had been raging for 
over three years. Noting that the conflict had spread to regions considered 
unhealthy, the Darmstadt envoy secured a clause to prevent the troops 
being sent to Spain, Portugal, Italy, Hungary, or Poland.34 Naturally, 
service in America was expressly included in Britain’s arrangements 
with its German partners in the 1770s.
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Contractors further sought to strengthen their autonomy by including 
a right of recall. In keeping with their proximity to conventional alliances, 
subsidy treaties not only included this quite often, but also contained 
promises from the contractee of additional aid or a guarantee for the 
contractor’s territorial integrity if he were attacked on account of fulfilling 
his obligations. Such arrangements were important to contractors who 
intended to remain neutral, despite providing auxiliaries. German 
agreements made with France before it allied with Austria in 1756 
almost always included the proviso that the contracting prince was free 
to fulfil his military obligations to the Empire, even if that contradicted 
French interests.

The right of recall was rarely included in capitulations, except those 
for official regiments with the Swiss.35 In practice, it often proved difficult 
to enforce such rights, especially when auxiliaries were serving in 
coalition armies commanded by generals representing a third party 
(such as the emperor) rather than the contractee (for example, another 
German prince).36 Those sent overseas were most at risk, as Württemberg 
discovered when it hired a regiment to the Dutch East India Company in 
1786. Of the 3,200 soldiers who served during the unit’s 22-year existence, 
fewer than 200 returned home when it was finally disbanded in 1808.37

The terms relating to recall could be combined with a clause concerning 
the potential renewal of the agreement, usually specifying a negotiation 
window during which either one or both sides could signal their will-
ingness prior to expiry. French agreements with German princes often 
included this in the mid to later eighteenth century. Where a renewal 
was only finalized after expiry, it could be backdated to ensure seamless 
continuity, including of the payment of any subsidy.

Financial terms
Any consideration of the terms governing payment must acknowledge 
that the contractor’s recompense was not always or exclusively mone-
tary. Several German princes secured the appointment of their—very 
young—sons as nominal colonels of regiments provided to Venice 
during the Turkish War of 1683–99 in a move intended to advance their 
military careers.38 When more substantial political concessions were 
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involved, they were covered by separate, usually secret, articles attached 
at the end of the document. Famous examples include the emperor’s 
concession of electoral and royal titles to Hanover (1692) and Prussia 
(1700) respectively in return for substantial numbers of auxiliaries.

The financial arrangements were usually detailed in the clauses 
following those concerning the contractor’s obligations. Where included, 
mobilization money could be arranged as a lump sum or specified 
payments per man, sometimes excluding the officers. Less often, separate 
payments were included to cover equipment like artillery. Arrangements 
for the troops’ maintenance varied considerably from highly detailed 
lists specifying pay and provision rates for each rank, to vague general 
statements. The latter were quite common in agreements with the emperor 
which often stated simply that the units simply would pass into imperial 
Verpflegung (supply) for a designated period. Most agreements specified 
that auxiliaries would receive the same pay and provision rates as the 
contractee’s troops to reduce resentment between soldiers serving on the 
same side. Similar arrangements were often written into clauses about 
accommodation, winter quarters, or medical services where such aspects 
were included. Capitulations for foreign regiments often omitted any 
details of pay and provisions because it was clearly assumed that the 
unit would pass permanently into the contractee’s service and become 
his responsibility. However, the Swiss insisted on guarantees for higher 
pay, exemptions from certain taxes, and various other special privileges.

Refunds for the costs of replacing casualties were denounced as 
blood money during the later nationalist critique of subsidy treaties, but 
in fact mirrored the practice of the regimental economy, whereby the 
warlord reimbursed the expenses incurred by the company commanders 
in keeping their units up to strength. Auxiliary conventions included 
additional demobilization money, usually by continuing maintenance 
payments a month or so beyond the soldiers’ return to soften the financial 
blow to the contractor, who frequently lacked the means to retain all of 
them in his service for long.

Subsidies were separate to these payments, either substituting for them 
entirely (thereby merely subsidizing the total cost), or as a supplement. 
They were often paid in peacetime as a retainer, being replaced by direct 
maintenance if the troops were called to serve the contractee. Britain 
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was notably generous in continuing subsidies in the eighteenth century 
even when it took auxiliaries directly into its own pay and, after the 
1740s, began paying them for up to several years after a war as substitute 
demobilization money.

Payments were tied to the commencement arrangements. Mobilization 
money was often split into two instalments, with the first payable upon 
ratification and the second when the troops were mustered into the 
contractee’s service, which was also the normal start for maintenance. 
Arrangements with the Austrian Habsburgs were often more complex 
because the emperor rarely had the funds to pay subsidies or even 
maintenance fully in cash, and instead manipulated the Empire’s system 
of collective security to assign official taxes owed by some territories to 
refund the expenses of princes supplying him with auxiliaries.

The last clause invariably contained the arrangements for ratification 
and sometimes required the parties to keep their agreement secret. 
The coexistence of two calendars throughout much of Europe led to 
two dating systems when Catholics and Protestants were party to the 
same agreement. The place of negotiation was occasionally omitted, 
though this appears to have been more of an oversight than a deliberate 
attempt to conceal negotiations. The placement of the envoys’ signatures 
carefully followed the prevailing diplomatic protocol, with the names 
appearing in a set sequence, either one after the other, or in parallel. 
Usually, the contractee’s representative signed first when the names 
appeared consecutively, or on the left-hand side of the page if the names 
were placed in parallel. The contractor’s envoy accordingly either signed 
second, or on the right-hand side of the page. Where one or both parties 
were represented by more than one envoy, the names appeared in their 
assigned places in order of the individual’s social and political rank, 
with the senior figure placed ahead of his juniors. Where two or more 
parties were represented as either contractee or contractor, the sequence 
of names was dictated by their rank, rather than that of the envoys 
present. For example, British representatives signed ahead of those 
from the Dutch Republic for joint Anglo-Dutch agreements between 
1688 and the 1750s. Seals were normally affixed after the names, though 
they could appear alongside each person’s signature, particularly where 
more than one party was represented as either contractor or contractee.
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Conclusions
These formalities demonstrate how the military agreements conformed 
to prevailing diplomatic practice and reflected the deep-seated social 
and political hierarchies. Studying them contributes to the history of 
knowledge, as well as of political and military affairs, by revealing how 
obligations were delineated and ordered, and how the supporting infor-
mation was set out. All four types of contracts had assumed standardized 
forms by the mid seventeenth century, but thereafter showed little further 
innovation, suggesting that the ability to learn by experience was only 
partial. Agreements repeated the same ambiguities and omissions, 
despite the frequency of disputes over payment arrears and various real 
or alleged failures to fulfil the terms. The relatively static character of 
these documents suggests that we should not exaggerate the impact of 
the material problems associated with them. Despite their obvious flaws 
and the almost complete lack of any supranational means to enforce 
them, these contracts still functioned well enough. They exemplified 
how Europe’s multitude of states and non-state actors shared a common 
culture. Those involved knew what to expect and how to operate. Their 
ability to cooperate across boundaries contributed significantly to states’ 
ability to compete violently in Europe’s numerous wars.
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Svante Norrhem, 
Skarhult Castle, and the 

power in disguise
Alexandra von Schwerin

It was the autumn of 2012 and I was determinedly redialling a number 
in Umeå at the other end of Sweden. I had just finished reading the book 
Kvinnor vid maktens sida (‘Women on the Right Hand of Power’) by 
the history professor Svante Norrhem, and I was set on getting hold of 
him. Much of the book confirmed what I had only guessed at: Swedish 
history was crammed with powerful women. At last I tracked Svante 
down and we started a conversation that led to the exhibition Den Dolda 
Kvinnomakten (‘Power in disguise’), the book of the same name, films 
shown in all Swedish schools, and, happily, Svante and his husband Niclas 
moving to the Skarhult estate, not far from Lund in southern Sweden.

Skarhult Castle is one of Sweden’s best-preserved Renaissance castles 
and a treasure trove of historical artefacts that can unlock the past. 
Families from the highest echelons of society have lived and worked 
here since the fourteenth century. Danish peasants, councillors with 
fearsome wives, the commander of the Swedish troops that took the 
county of Skåne from Denmark once and for all, fantastically wealthy 
widows, merry barons, King Karl XIV Johan, and many, many more. 
I had moved here when I married Skarhult’s owner Carl Johan von 
Schwerin in 2003, and was endlessly puzzled about what I was meant 
to do. What had my predecessors done, all those ladies of the manor?

Under the deeds of ownership, the estate has always passed from father 
to son. Failing a son, the eldest daughter’s husband has automatically 
become the owner. Men. Always men. Where were the women? As 
women had no legal standing to speak of, their names rarely featured 
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in historical documents. Our modern view of women in history has 
thus been shaped by a fundamental misconception. In reality, women 
exercised power, over not only family estates and farms, factories and 
trading companies, but also the whole kingdom.

When I arrived in Skarhult, my preconception was that the mistresses 
of the castle had polished the silver and arranged flowers. I decided to 
read up on the estate as a business and quickly learnt that Skarhult is 
not a suburban house or a city-centre flat. It is all about agricultural 
and energy production, nature conservancy, cultural heritage, and 
estate management. In any one day I might have business with the local 
authority environmental officers, the county historian, journalists, 
the local history society, the Church of Sweden, local and regional 
businesses, museums, academics, road users, our neighbours, and 
politicians. I could have chosen an outside job, but I found I could 
contribute here and I especially enjoyed the fun of working with Carl 

Figure 19.1 The Chatelains of Skarhult from 1562 until today. Skarhult archives.
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Johan to manage his legacy and build something together. But even so, 
I felt a bit isolated. Hardly anyone marries into estate management. I 
thought I was an exception, but my collaboration with Svante and the 
research into the Skarhult women’s hidden history would show me just 
how wrong I had been.

In that first phone conversation, Svante explained that historians had 
known for several decades that there were strong, decisive women in 
Sweden’s past, but the school and university textbooks had not caught up. 
Writing history books for schoolchildren is not given much credit and 
publishers are uninterested in paying for rewrites. Our schoolchildren are 
left to learn that Sweden’s history is all about being ruled by middle-aged 
men, from Sten Sture and Gustav Vasa to Per Albin Hansson and Olof 
Palme. ‘It’s like shovelling wet cement,’ said Svante indignantly. Those 
words clinched it. There was only one thing to do. My inner journalist 
and project manager flared into life. These stories had to be heard. Not 
another word about there being no strong female role models in our past!

We commissioned six historians, Svante among them, to research 
Skarhult’s women. They buried themselves in the Swedish and Danish 
national archives, the county archives, the private correspondence and 
accounts, the encyclopaedias. We went hunting for portraits in Denmark’s 
castles and museums. The ethnologist Angela Rundqvist arrived in 
Skarhult and made archive management seem laughably easy: even 
our children, kitted out in aprons and white gloves, were able to help 
by sifting through dusty files. Svante made a triumphant call from the 
National Archives in Stockholm having found the document that proved 
it was not Pontus De la Gardie who bought Skarhult from its last Danish 
owners; it was his wife, the wealthy Beata von Königsmarck, who had 
brokered the deal. She owned Sweden’s largest collection of diamonds 
and several estates, and ran Skarhult for half a century. The historian 
Peter Ullgren found out from Mette Rosencrantz’s correspondence that 
she was the one who corresponded with the architect and ordered the 
bricks for the construction of Skarhult in the 1560s, when according to the 
deeds it was her son Oluf Rosensparre, a minor, who commissioned the 
castle. Carin Bergström established that Stina Piper was given Skarhult 
as a wedding gift when she married in 1754, and she went on to run the 
estate for seventeen years. All these women who lived, worked, and 
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died at Skarhult had been relegated to supporting roles, only mentioned 
in passing in the standard histories of the house and its official deeds. 
With all these new findings, we were busy rewriting Skarhult’s history, 
making the women visible as never before as the business leaders and 
entrepreneurs they really were. So we decided the research should be 
turned into a book.

In a flush of enthusiasm, Carl Johan and I wondered whether to 
open Skarhult Castle to the public for the first time ever to tell the story 
of the women of the house. Skarhult is a typical Skåne arable farm of 
1,000 hectares. The farm was ahum with tractors, farmworkers, ploughs, 
workshops, carpenters, gardeners, and weeders. Not a tourist in sight. 
No parking. No public toilets. No signs. The jewel in the crown is the 
original Renaissance castle with its 67 rooms, which has always been 
home to the owners. Could we take the most beautiful rooms, the most 
interesting parts of the castle, and put on an exhibition there? Just for 
the summer? Please? On our wedding day, Carl Johan had been advised 
to say ‘Yes dear’ to all my ideas as the way to a long, happy marriage. 
Opening to the public was a done deal.

We would set up a charitable association, Skarhults Kulturminne 
(Skarhults Cultural Heritage), and armed with a letter of recommenda-
tion from Svante we would apply for funding to finance the book and 
the exhibition. The Skåne County Council agreed to pay the website 
and signage, the EU fund LEADER Mittskåne paid for all the costs of 
constructing the exhibition, and a dozen foundations followed suit. 
In the application, we estimated we might attract as many as 10,000 
visitors. The date the exhibition was to open was set as 12 April 2014. A 
month earlier, on International Women’s Day on 8 March 2014, there 
was a book launch for Den dolda kvinnomakten: 500 år på Skarhults 
slott ‘Power in disguise: 500 Years at Skarhult Castle’), at the Atlantis 
publishing house in Stockholm. The book was a surprise bestseller and 
was reprinted eight times and counting. The local public library in Eslöv 
alone has 35 copies. The next big thing was the exhibition. Every single 
radio and television channel descended on Skarhult, and with them all 
the local and national press.

An Eslöv town councillor, Cecilia Lind, took a snap decision that all 
Eslöv’s schoolchildren over the age of 11 should see the exhibition. All 
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the surrounding local authorities followed suit. Every morning at 9 a.m., 
before we opened to the public, we welcomed school classes for guided 
tours of the exhibition. It was a vital complement to the monosexual 
history taught in schools. We always began with the question ‘Which 
historical men do you know about?’ The children usually rattled off a 
good thirty names. Then we’d ask, ‘How many historical women do 
you know about?’ Silence, then someone would say ‘Queen Kristina 
and St Bridget’. Then more silence.

This was a time when there was a heated debate in Sweden about 
mandatory quotas to give women seats on company boards, under the 
slogan ‘Children need female role models!’ We felt a good place to start 
would be to write women into children’s history books! Our project did 
not exist to be limited to Skarhult’s women: we wanted to shed light 
on the thousands of other Swedish women  in similar situations who 
had transformed Sweden socially, politically, and economically over 
the past 500 years.

In the middle of it all, Svante left his professorship at Umeå University 
for a senior lectureship in history at Lund University. He asked if there 
might be a house on the Skarhult estate that they could rent. There are 
very few of them and tenants stay for years. But luck was on our side. 
The charming gardener’s house had just fallen vacant, so to our great 
joy Niclas and Svante moved in. Svante invited a steady flow of guests 
to the exhibition. First was a contingent from the Vasa Museum in 
Stockholm. ‘We want to work on the women’s angle.’ What was it like 
for women on the warship Vasa? Other museums followed, from the 
Royal Armouries in Stockholm to the Swedish Railway Museum in 
Gävle. Everyone suddenly was keen to include women in their displays 
and stories. Svante brought renowned researchers to Skarhult. Our 
visitors were treated to lectures on ‘Gender, Power, and Materiality’ 
in the middle of the exhibition by the likes of Angela McShane of the 
Victoria & Albert Museum in London and Susan Broomhall from the 
Australian Catholic University in Melbourne. Svante gave several lectures 
over the course of the exhibition—on a baking hot summer’s day in the 
shade of a mighty chestnut tree in the park, in the main courtyard, in 
Ebba Brahe’s bedroom at the heart of the exhibition—each time with a 
fresh, exciting angle on the subject of love, gender, and power.
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Chatting with a group of international historians at one of Svante’s 
lunches, I was asked how we might go about sharing the exhibition’s 
message to children outside our local area? Why not the whole country? 
One of them suggested an online series. Svante, ever enthusiastic, leapt 
at the idea, and in no time the library at Skarhult was transformed into 
a recording studio for a podcast featuring Svante and me. We went 
on to make six short films together about the exhibition, which were 
distributed for free to all Swedish schools as a useful complement to 
the children’s (still unrevised) history textbooks.

By the end of the season, 35,000 visitors had climbed the old medieval 
steps to see Swedish women’s history for themselves. What to do next? 
Close everything? Was that really it? Svante, who with his bottomless 

Figure 19.2 Poster of the 2017-exhibition ‘Kvinnorna fanns’ (‘The women were 
here’), Skarhult archives.
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patience was the perfect sounding board, joined me in brainstorming 
ideas for exhibitions—if my luck was in, over lunch in their cosy home. 
Of course we should put on more exhibitions, if only because it’s such 
fun! Since 2015, new exhibitions have followed, telling the histories of 
children, lovers, masculinity, the castle itself, and most recently the 
park. The women’s history exhibition has been made permanent. Over 
150,000 people have visited our exhibitions, millions have seen our 
posts on social media, and, above all, schoolchildren today can rattle 
through a list of historical women. And children are now asking about 
women in the past. Did Gustav Vasa really only have sons? What did 
his daughters do? What were their names? What happened to them?

Svante is now envisioning a new exhibition, this time about the history 
of domestic servants. As I write this, Sweden’s prime minister – our first 
female such – has only recently given her cleaner notice. The young 
woman had got the job working for Magdalena Andersson through a 
staffing company and was found not to have a residence permit. The 

Figure 19.3 In the library of Skarhult, recording of the Podcast ’Power in dis-
guise’. Svante Norrhem to the left, Alexandra von Schwerin to the right. Skarhult 
archives.
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agency was caught without any union agreements for staff’s rights 
and reasonable salaries. So, from cup-bearers and carvers, to second 
scullery maids to agency cleaners: it all has the makings of another 
gripping exhibition. We can hardly wait to see what our dear friend and 
knowledgeable researcher suggests for a fresh take on an old story. We 
look to the future with trust and to the joy to celebrate it with Svante 
Norrhem!  
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