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Abstract 

Researchers on status manifestation and conspicuous consumption have long focused upon 

the brightest examples of extreme luxury. There are numerous examples of studies being 

conducted on French, English, American, and Russian, material. By switching perspective to 

a country in the peripheries with an economically weaker elite another side is reviled, 

prioritization. This study, by choosing Sweden at the height of its power, shows the adaptation 

and prioritization of a nobility whom lacked the funds but still had to compete on a European 

scene. 

Through the use of probate inventories, account books, and blueprints, together with the 

theories of for example Jenkins, Goffman, Pointon, and Goodman and Nordberg, it is possible 

to obtain an overview over the belongings that a family used to construct an identity as 

members of the elites. This is achieved by observing the European trends and looking on to 

what degree the inventories match and were it differs and thus revealing the prominence of 

certain objects or type of object and what that clues about the owners intentions. 

Through the analysis themes like civility, respectability, and dynasty, has been apparently 

predominant in the strategy of consumption. Also identified are the tendency to prefer to 

express social standing through the use of fabrics and jewellery, in case of the nobility, rather 

than more subtle expression of virtue that the bourgeoisie of the eighteenth-century favoured.  
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1. Introduction 

As I was reading the newspaper some time ago I came across an article about that the most 

expensive diamond in the world, dubbed “the pink star” was up for auction. I was shocked 

when I read that the auction firm expected it to go for a breath-taking 60 million dollars, and 

that only a month or two ago another diamond sold for 30,6 million.
1
 Intrigued I continued 

reading, the very idea of spending that amount of money for what essentially is a useless 

object both confused and intrigued me, as I suspect many others as well. Why would any sane 

person buy such an expensive piece of jewellery? What could possibly be the intended use of 

it? This is the same questions that many people in the 17
th

 and 18
th

-century asked themselves 

when they, just as I, were confronted with the seemingly madness in the extent of the luxury 

consumption of their time. These types of questions are partly what this thesis aim to answer. 

This study aims to examine and map the relationship between certain objects and the idea of 

status or respectability. This will be done with a focus on belongings, more precisely personal 

and spatial manifestation of status within, and outside, the country house. The focus of the 

analysis is on the 17
th

-century but will also use material from the 18
th

–century for comparison 

and providing a fuller view. The 18th century was chosen, because of its pattern of 

tumultuous and rapid changes, and tendency to express the glory and standing achieved 

through new forms of conspicuous consumption. Since these were subject to fashion, changes 

in fortune should hopefully translate to changes in environs. The relevance of such a study as 

presented above is hard to extravagate. When taking about luxury consumption one is 

touching upon the driving force behind the birth of capitalism, as seen in for example Howell 

that will be presented later on, and that is something that still defines our society, culture and 

in great extent our lives.  

It was during this time, the early modern period that the bourgeoisie, thanks to the new 

possibilities presented to them by an increase in social mobility, tried to seize the 

opportunities that the newly formed “modern” states provided and thus changing the ideology 

of the states itself. All this was made possible because of wealth and commerce, and that was 

built upon consumption. What was once considered to be luxury consumption, and morally 

questionable, transformed and became, just a few decades later, considered as necessities of 

life.
2
 Granted that the area of this study is a very narrow one, at least in this broad context of 

state formation and changing of ideology, but it is still an essential piece of the puzzle. 

                                                 
1
 Appendix fig. 1 

2
 Goodman & Nordberg 2010, p.3 
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Especially if you take in the consideration that the wealthy and the nobility lead this culture of 

consumption by defining what was considered to be “status items” and thus fuelled the circle 

of consuming. The study will address and explores a rather unstudied area of research. 

Particularly when put in context of the research field as a whole, then this is an integral part to 

explain a national phenomenon concerning the development of Swedish elite‟s luxury 

consumption and the reach of influence from continental and colonial Europe. 

1.1 Study at hand  

Since conspicuous consumption as an indicator of societal power has the potential for 

stretching far outside the scope for this study, the object studied will be the country houses; 

being, as they were, among the prime vehicles of status. The interior of the building can be 

construed as a stage, with a plethora of possibilities to show ones wealth and taste. To display 

and change their wealth, the ideal was to rotate and acquire new and lavish objects in 

accordance with the fluttering of fashion.
3
 If having the right objects were an indicator of 

status, wealth and taste being able to shift them for better objects on a regular basis was an 

indicator of was construed as even more so. 

This emphasis on taste and consumption extends to the persons of the household, just as it 

was considered of vital importance that the house and interior was up to, or above, standard so 

too needed the people of the household. This meant lavishing clothes, expensive jewellery and 

other accessories to make sure you give a distinctive impression. Taste had quite literally 

become a way to view the world, and you needed to show that you had it.
4
 Sweden represents 

a unique possibility to explore consumption in this time because Sweden‟s military and 

political achievements in the 17
th

-century put the Swedish nobility in a peculiar position. 

From being a nation in the periphery of Europe Sweden‟s newfound glory meant that the rest 

of Europe now would pay much more attention to its representatives. The only problem was 

that the Swedish nobility was extremely poor in comparison to the rest of Europe, most lacked 

all but the title and even amongst the richer strata they could not compete with the income of 

their European counterparts.
5
 That meant that they had to prioritize expenses, and that will 

show not only what constitutes high-status items, as much of the state of research does, but 

the internal hierarchy of the items themselves. Given that and what been brought up in the 

introduction the main research question is as follows: 

                                                 
3
 Smith 2002 passim 

4
 Rublack 2010 p.257 

5
 Englund 1986 p.70f 
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 How did the Swedish nobility manifest their position as members of the elite? 

To answer such an extensive question the study will focus on material manifestation of status 

in the manor, on their bodies, and around their persons. The main question will therefore be 

broken down into four sub-questions: 

1. What items did they use to manifest their status? 

2. Where, and how, in the house did they show off these items? 

3. How did the country house itself change to accommodate the items in, and demands on, 

it? 

4. How did the economic growth, and increase in national prestige, effect the consumption 

patterns of the Swedish nobility? 

The concept of this study would be items and spatial arrangement/room usage. The study will 

be looking at items in their possession, the rooms in their manor, access to and the usage of 

rooms within the country house, and see how both the objects and the house changed 

accordingly. The study will also include clothing, jewellery and other personal paraphilia to 

identify a Swedish context. 

1.2 Theoretical framework  

To achieve the study‟s set goals, to examine the material status manifestation of the Swedish 

nobility, the empirical data will be interpreted through use of the following theories in order 

to dissect and identify the full function of the belongings, both cultural and economic. The 

theories have been divided into three sub-headings of different themes to help clarify which 

theories are used to analyze what. 

1.2.1 Creation of Identity 

There are many theories concerning group belonging and the creation of the polite-, gentile- 

or noble-identity and under this heading a few of them will be presented before being used in 

the analysis. This study have chosen to focus upon theories concerning how the complex 

nature of personal and group identity can be visible in the choices of what the nobles owned, 

bought, and how they displayed it. The selection of theories presented here, is indeed only a 

selection, however, by my account, they are the most useful for the study at hand. 

From Erving Goffman the concepts of “front-” and “back-stage” both personal and spatial 

will serve as a staging ground helping to explain how people used their surroundings, 
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including their own body, to conduct their performance.
6
 This will blur the lines between 

spatial and identity theory but those are closely interlinked in a manner that makes them 

difficult to clearly separate. To help to clarify the distinction between spatial and personal 

front stage I have adopted the term Personal front when referring to the choice of clothing 

and other insignia, physically on the person or expressed as a behavioral pattern, and front 

stage when referring to the spatial context.
7
 Further, the study will use the theory behind the 

concept of masks and performance. The theory suggest that one is always playing a role, 

much like in theater, to achieve a certain effect or personal goal and never publicly revealing 

“ones true self” but not the concepts themselves.
8
 The reason behind my choice for leaving 

out the concepts but using the theoretical framework is even though I agree with Goffmans‟ 

reasoning, that the rigid social system created from the idea of politeness, sociability, and 

gentility ritualized human interaction to a point where one could never truly relax but 

constantly needed to uphold their image, I find the concepts themselves abundant and well 

within the boundaries of the terms respectability or gentility.  

Richard Jenkins Social identity will constitute the basis for understanding the interaction 

between individual and the collective. The general argument, in his book, is that when 

creating an individual identity you tend to focus on differences between you and other while a 

collective primarily focuses on the similarities.
9
 Collective identity creation and how it was 

upheld is the part that will be most relevant for this thesis. Here Jenkins writes that collectives 

defined themselves by process of categorization, they simply defined other collectives and 

distanced themselves from them. This meant that the individuals constituting a collective 

came together on a perceived basis that they all shared similar traits infusing the collective 

with a sense of companionship or belonging. This in turn makes the concept of collective 

identity a product of internal definition, were the members as a group decided what and who 

they were/were not and serving as a stepping stone to defines ones‟ own self-image.
10

 

These similarities then creates, through the embodiment of the groups attributes, symbols or 

ritualized behavior, a personal front in which the member can feel sheltered and safe in that he 

or she belongs there. By repeatedly performing these behaviors the collective reinforces its 

                                                 
6
 Goffman 1990 p.30ff 

7
 Ibid p.34,114 

8
 Ibid p.29-30, 40 

9
 Jenkins 2008 p.37, 200f 

10
 Ibid p.102ff, 112, 135 
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identity and the identity of those included.
11

 In this creation of collective identity the most 

important tool, according to Jenkins, is that of institutions. It gives a collectively recognized 

patterns of behaviour, rules, symbols, and routines in which both the individual member and 

the collective as a whole express identity and belonging.  

This connection between institution to member, belonging to behaviour patterns, and 

collective rituals to identity is what this thesis will benefit the most from. In these institutions, 

which can be anything from a national behaviour or artisan related custom, a member needs to 

acquire the proper behaviour knowledge in order to be part of the collective. This helps the 

intuition to create a secure environment with predictable social ritual in which the member 

can feel that he/she belongs because the institution has given the tools needed to navigate the 

situation.
12

 With this in mind one can make the connection between the aristocratic ideal of 

sociability, politeness, and/or they material culture sounding these. In this highly rigid system 

where your honour and business rested on your public appearances the collective identity of 

noble, the insignia and behaviour connected to it, offered some security or in other words a 

language with you understand where you can express all these things and still be rather safe 

knowing that you won‟t be alone. 

From Smiths‟ book, in which he focuses his analysis on what constitutes Respectability in the 

context of consumption and material life, the study will use the concept of respectability and 

the following theoretical foundation to show how Nils Bielke might have viewed himself or at 

the very least how he needed to be seen in the eyes of others. Respectability, Smith writes, 

where of the outmost importance during this era because it gave moral, political, as well as 

social and economic meaning to consumption and thereby connects the purchase of 

commodities to a way of acting and thinking safeguarding distinction within the social 

hierarchy in a time of uncertainties. Out of this main idea of respectability and consumption 

he then proceeds to name five contexts, presented below, which capture the different aspects 

and areas of the notion and will be used in the analysis of the sources for this thesis:
13

 

First the context of gentility through which the complex social hierarchy of Europe manifests 

itself thought the use of, among other things, fashionable consumption behaviour. Secondly 

the context of luxury which brought sensuality to be associated with morality through a 

certain aesthetic of consumption, which in turn created the concepts of comfort and 

                                                 
11

 Jenkins 2008 p.134ff, 140-143, 157, 174-177 
12

 Ibid p.45,135-137, 150, 161 
13

 Smith 2002 p.23f 
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convenience. Thirdly the concept of virtue, in which ideas of cleanliness, health and morality 

were attached to each other and to the person being evaluated. Fourthly the context of 

masculinity, were the gender was connected to the notions of rationality, public life. Lastly a 

context in which femininity was constructed around a culture of domestication, that in turn 

empathized the maintenance of civilization. 

Roger Chartier provides us with a further concept regarding the identity of elite men, or 

people striving upwards, namely Civility. To be civil was to take part of a highly ritualized 

was of communicating, consuming, and behaving, it more or less governed how you should 

live your entire public life. Civility was supposed to restrain the emotions, bridle passions, 

and dissimulate the impulses of heart and soul. Manners could then be used to construct an 

image of oneself, to reveal only that identity by which one wished to be recognized. One way 

of doing that was to censured physical contact, people began to sleep alone, stop eating from 

the same plates and so on. Which in turn created many ripples, people began to keep a journal 

in a much larger extant, the plate, fork and spoon became something needed for every guest 

when sharing no longer was permitted. This will be used to show how the Bielke-Horn family 

in Salsta were a jour with the culture of European aristocracy and if they chose to adapted to 

these new influences.
14

 To be civil didn‟t only mean that you had manners, it meant that you 

were part of a civilizing process, one that emphases and bread gentility/politeness among 

men, and motherhood and domesticity for the women. 

1.2.2 Spatial arrangements and the individual 

A house is more than the content within it and therefore the following theories will be applied 

to understand the significance of the country house itself.  

Regarding the spatial arrangements of the Salsta manor there will be three theories coexisting, 

one for creating a general pattern within the house, one for diversifying that and help 

explaining the movement of furniture from room to room over the course of years, and one to 

put it in a larger context. For the more general one I will use Habermas concepts of Public and 

Private sphere adapted by Goffman in Front- and Backstage areas, the definition depends on 

if the owners furnished the room to entertain guest or if the main function was to get away 

from prying eyes.  

Given the movement of furniture and diversifying the rooms label as public or privet the study 

will use Epp & Prices‟ Warm and Cold areas. Hot objects are object of much meaning and/or 

                                                 
14

 Chartier 2003 p.163, 165, 167 
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status that the owner wishes to present to a visitor while cold objects are items that has no 

particular meaning or was not intended to be seen. Here all is about moment of objects from a 

hot to a cold area and how that object is embedded in the habitus of everyday life at the 

manor. In combination these theories will give a tool that will be used to analyze how the 

family organized their home in regards to the ideal of sociability, how they object themselves 

interacted and created a network between them and the family, and lastly this will make it 

possible to put these interiors in a larger perspective, not only of consumption but of society 

and identity.
15

 

To further give a more nuanced picture of the spatial reality of the Salsta manor the study will 

implement the concepts Rational masculinity and Feminine domesticity, also part of the 

identity theories, to show how access to space was a heavily gendered question. Here rational 

masculinity was an ideal closely connected to the public sphere and more specifically the 

Coffee-house scene, where men went to socialize and debate with other men, it was also a 

place for business and networking. Feminine domesticity mean, in a house where women 

were excluded from more and more rooms meant that there were very little left for them to 

claim as their own but the domestic part and chores of the household.
16

 

1.2.3 Objects reflection upon the person 

Last, but certainly not least, the belongings found inside the house or on the family needs to 

be interpreted. The following theories are used as the explanation of the importance of objects 

in the building of status.  

Regarding the analysis of furniture in this thesis Goodman & Norberg, in short Goodman, 

contribution is hard to understate. If Jenkins and Goffman provide the link between individual 

and collective, and Smith provides the context of collective and materiality, then Goodman 

finish the circle by establishing the connection between individual and object. Two of the 

most influential parts from this book are: Europe colonized the world in the eighteenth-

century and the world in turn “colonized European homes” and that: show that metropolitan 

furniture and style cannot simply be identified with a luxury market and aristocratic elite.
17

  

With the use of this the study will put the Swedish nobility in a unique European perspective 

given the fact that Sweden as rising star meant that the Swedish nobility now were forced to 

compete on European scale, something they lacked the funds and colonies to do. Furthermore 

                                                 
15

 Habermas1989 p.43-45, Epp & Price 2009 p.821ff, Goffman 1990 p.125 
16

 Smith 2002 p161ff, Kross 1999 p.385ff 
17

 Goodman & Nordberg 2010 p.5f 
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the study will make use of the concepts of appreciate matching objects for their “becoming”, 

manufacture process, and propose their “being”, their compositional and pictorial properties 

were equally a source of fascination.
18

 This to help the reader understand what set these 

objects apart, and how for example set of furniture were something extraordinary and 

restricted to the extremely wealthy, something that does not ring true in the age of today‟s 

mechanical reproduction ability. In this the furniture and décor works as a setting, or scene to 

put it in Goffmans‟ terms, where the actor makes his performance to the audience.
19

  

Additionally the terms Sensuality or comfort, a way in which certain consumption is linked to 

the sensation of something being comfortable, and Sexuality where certain objects was linked 

to a sexual language or used culturally as a metaphor for sexual contact, will be applied in the 

interpretation of the interior decoration.
20

 Furthermore a modified version of Epp and Price‟s 

network mentioned earlier. The study will work with the notion that objects doesn‟t only 

represent purposeful intention, even though it can, but are active in, or mobilized as a part of, 

a network that is nested in a set of practices that may be intentional or embedded in the 

habitus of everyday life.
21

  

1.3. Methodological approach and sources 

To examine the status consumption, or even just the belongings, of the Swedish nobility as a 

whole would be outside the scope of this study. Therefore the analysis will revolve around a 

single family in a single country house, the Bielke-Horn family in Salsta manor, and draw the 

conclusions from them. The Bielke-Horns are not to be considered as representative of the 

noble estate, they were at the time one of the richest and most prominent family in Sweden. 

Instead the family presents a possibility to observe what the Swedish nobility chose to 

prioritise, as one of the prominent families they had the responsibility and offices to represent 

Sweden abroad, and having enough wealth to make a fruitful comparison the nobles of 

Europe. The choice of Salsta was due to the fact that it was the main country house residence 

of the family and a spectacular building that was the base of the family‟s prestige.  

The chosen method is when it comes to identify high-status items, in the probate inventories, 

is to borrow and adapt the five criteria found in Andersson‟s study of the Arboga elite, which 

is a diversification of Bourdieu‟s two capitals, as explained in the earlier chapter.
22

 This study 

                                                 
18

 Goodman & Nordberg 2010 p.142 
19

 Goffman 1990 p.32 
20

 Smith 2002 p.65f 
21

 Epp & Price 2009 p.822 
22

 Andersson 2009 p.147-148 
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uses a more narrowed down version, changing and combining Andersson‟s five into three 

new categories. The result is the following categories: 

1. The object is limited to members of the elite through price, legislation, or rarity. 

2. The object possesses an ability to signal complex social messages, through use of 

symbols or prerequisites for proper usage. 

3. There exists an innate connection between consumption and the body, the physical 

person as well as the personality of the consumer. 

These criteria, along with the theoretical assumptions, will be the foundation of my analysis 

of the objects identified in the inventories. The first criteria are fairly self-explanatory but the 

remaining two might need some further explanation. Various objects, while not extraordinary 

in shear costs or rarity, imbues the wearer with an increase in status. This is because of a 

social effect explained in the term of Bourdieu‟s cultural capital. The item says something 

about the owners character or person, maybe it‟s an instrument which implies that the owner 

is talented enough to use the instrument, criteria 2, that you are educated enough to appreciate 

music meaning taste, and that you have the money to invest time in what can be considered an 

useless skill, criteria 2 and 3. Hence high-status items, according to Bourdieu, can in theory 

only convene a message of either wealth or cultural values but in practice one single item can 

symbolize both.
23

 The study will also pay attention to certain objects highlighted in the 

inventories, the way this was done was that extra consideration, by the person conduction the 

inventory, was given to make a particular word stand out through the style of the word, 

different from all the rest, size of the letters, and time took to make the letters perfectly 

written. This implies that that particular item was extra important, expensive, or that the 

family wanted people to know that they owned such an object. 

Furthermore the study will look for networks of items, where certain items create an artificial 

connection between them to further enhance its usage for the owner. These networks can 

consist of natural connection, such as a porcelain-set made and intended to be displayed 

together, or an unnatural connection, for example brilliant-cut diamonds and candles where 

there were, in the manufactory process, no intention for the items to directly interact with each 

other but when put together creates a stunning effect that increases the cultural value of both. 

For perspective the study will also include a comparison between the Bielke-Horn family 

inventories with the same type of material from Jean Abraham Grill, a tremendously rich 

                                                 
23

 Andersson 2009 p.147f 
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merchant whom died in 1792 some seventy-five years after Nils. This comparison will serves 

as putting the Bielke-Horn fortune in perspective to the Bourgeoisie counterpart of the family, 

both being the epsilon of their respective estate.  

Lastly, with the above mentioned analysis completed, the study will take in account the data 

gathered and with the use of the blueprints and spatial layout of Salsta manor create an 

overview of the accessibility and restrictions of space in terms of boundaries. With this the 

study intends to show how access to space was controlled or limited to guests and residents in 

order to create some privacy or to uphold gendered and social hierarchies within the 

household through the use of boundaries and boarders. Here two major factors play a vital 

role in defining the areas, 1: Who had access to the room, 2: How was the room furnished. 

Answering these questions gives an idea of the intended audience and with that the usage of 

said room.  

1.3.1 Probate inventories and other sources 

To answer the research questions the study will make use of probate, jewellery, and cloth 

inventories from the Salsta country house and their household in Stettin to determine what 

objects Nils Bielke and his wife Ewa Horn used to display their status. The study will also use 

the blueprints over the country house and account-books over their spending. The inventories 

will also answer in which rooms they chose to place these items, and using blueprints to show 

how the manor itself changed during the reconstruction in the 17
th

-century. The inventories 

and account book are both found in Bielkesamlingen in Riksarkivet (RA) in the series E2215, 

E2248, E2249, but mainly in the second also known as volume 10. The material consists of 

eight separate inventories, concerning the 17
th

-century, stretching from 1672 to 1693 and one 

more dated 1736. Also included in the sources is a book where the family listed their 

jewellery and other valuables, list over the families bed linen and textiles, an undated 

inventory covering the Bielke-Horn household in Stettin, specifications on orders that were 

being delivered, and separate inventories covering Nils Bielke‟s book collection and various 

other items. That material concerning the Grill family is found in Godegårdsarkiv in Nordic 

museum‟s archive section F4 Inventories, volume III. For the country house itself I will look 

at the blueprints from Skoklosters arkiv (also found in RA) inventory nr:15955 and in 

Vattholma Bruksarkiv section J articles 0066:00001-00021, and 0067:00001-2, to see what 

alterations were conducted to make Salsta manor to the Baroque mansion that housed the 

Bielke-Horn family. 
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1.3.2 Source critique  

This type of material can be challenging to work with, it does present some methodological 

considerations, for example it‟s not entirely possible to know, without a shadow of a doubt, if 

things were removed/hidden before the inventories was made or even if the notary was being 

bribed to intentionally keep things outside the record. But many other scholars believe that the 

possible benefits outweigh the potential drawbacks, the chance of someone removing objects 

is quite low because that defeat the purpose of having items of status. The reason for owning 

them is for them be seen, and thus increasing/maintaining yours and your family‟s status. 

Removing those objects would only be counter-productive for the household or next of kin. 

Why is that? Well it‟s been established that credit was an integral part of society and the 

foundation of commerce.
24

 More so credit, an essential piece needed to conduct any business, 

was almost entirely based upon one‟s trustworthiness or in another word one‟s social status.
25

 

Furthermore the inventories were always the basis for inheritances so the next of kin would 

have followed the procedure with keen interest and surly noticed if something was missing or 

removed too keep it from getting their proper inheritance. 

  

                                                 
24

 Howell 2010 p.26-27 
25

 Howell 2010 p.25, Stobart 2008 p.6 
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2. Scripting the play 

Setting the scene Martha Howell‟s Commerce before capitalism is a vital part of 

understanding the background for luxury consumption. In this book she examines the 

relationship between this period and the later capitalist to come. She works with the luxury 

commerce during the 14
th

- to 17
th

-century to explain how urbanization, credit, marriage 

patterns, and notions such as honour helped to lead the way to a marked driven economy. One 

of her more central points are that women were not as exposed as much of the state of 

research paints them out to have been, she acknowledge the many obstacles and drawbacks 

but she also highlights the possibilities. Women were an integral part of the family economy, 

both in the chores they did in the household but also in running the business in the artisan 

scene. Even though society tried to limit them widow sometimes continued their husbands‟ 

trade after his death, some even flourished making the shop more successful than during the 

time their husband lived. Howell then moves her focus to how gifts help build relations and 

confer honour, and how the state tried to suppress any alternative source of power that could 

challenge its claim of supremacy through sumptuary legislation, limiting what certain groups 

were allowed to wear motivated by the supposed moral hazards of luxury.
26

 

Mapping out the field of consumption in Europe Woodruff Smiths‟ Consumption and the 

making of Respectability creates a fundamental understanding of the time and theories 

involved. Smith argues that the demand created by conspicuous consumption created the 

global economy and was the build-up for, and driving force behind, the industrial revolution. 

Here the concepts of sensuality: or simply comfort, and sexuality: the sexualized elements of 

consumption, are used as a counter-weight to the “protestant ethics” of self-denial to help 

explain the growing demand for luxury products. Furthermore the context of “Virtue” is an 

essential part of the civilization perspective, how ones physical health and eating habits were 

linked to ones‟ social standing and moral statue of the individual. Here the idea of cleanliness 

and temperance were tied to the idea of respectability and gentility which in turn meant high 

social status and honour. Smith works with the idea that fashion is transferred from the court 

and nobility down to the burgers through places like coffeehouses which were the meeting 

place and public sphere for the rising bourgeoisie.
27

 

In the Swedish context Gudrun Anderssons‟ book Stadens dignitärer is invaluable as a 

reference to put Nils Bielke in context, as well as one of the few studies conducted on the 
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Swedish particular culture of conspicuous consumption. Andersson examine the social elite in 

the city of Arboga, at the time an important mining and trade city, during the 17
th

- to 18
th

-

century and how they chose to express their social position through conspicuous consumption. 

She begins to work with Bordieus‟ concepts of Economic and Cultural capital but then 

diversifies it into five narrower categories to show different fields within those large 

definitions. Andersson also accepts and reinforces the notion of aggressive and defensive 

consumption to strengthen or defend your position in society and she concludes that in 

Sweden, as in England and France etc, clothing, furniture and the house, among many other 

things, were of great importance in maintaining ones place in the hierarchy.
28

 

Narrowing the focus, in the book Furnishing the Eighteenth century, Goodman & Norberg 

examines the evolution of, and fascination with furniture in colonial Europe. They set out to 

prove their point that metropolitan furniture fashion is not simply mimicking those above you 

in social standing but rather that different groups had their particular unique style linked to 

their sense of belonging and trade. The study focuses mainly on French and colonial goods, 

and how trade and the colonies were interlinked with identity through materiality. The 

concept they worked with was that of David Porter when he said: Europe colonized the world 

in the eighteenth-century and the world in turn “colonized European homes”.  They also 

examine how different furniture and objects were used to create visual effects that increased 

the “social capital” of the object due to the fascination for the items “becoming”: manufacture 

process and craft skill, and “being”: simply their allure as beautiful objects.
29

  

Closing in on specific objects Marcia Pointon‟s study Brilliant Effects examines the cultural 

history of gem stones and jewellery. She pinpoints that jewellery was an important source of 

security, especially for women, during this time. It gave the wearer/owner a chance to show 

off his or hers wealth and by doing that increasing their social capital, but it also had a more 

mundane function as it could be liquefied into cash if time were bad. Since generally all 

women were in a position of dependence on their husband or father the few jewels they did 

own granted them some sort of security should anything happen and they were left to fend for 

themselves. But Pointon argues that Jewellery were far more than simple stored wealth. 

Diving into the culture of jewellery she shows the gemstones special place in medicinal and 

mythological systems as well as cultural and sexual themes. Referring back to artwork such as 

“Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi” where Cornelia enacts the, at the time, newly found focus 
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on motherhood condemning the weakness of women and their “innate susceptibility” and 

vanity for gems. Instead Cornelia, who in the paining is completely without jewels, refers to 

her children when asked by a friend to show her jewels.
30

  

Changing perspective from objects Ervin Goffman, in the book The presentation of self in 

everyday life focuses on personal behaviour, spatial arrangements, and accessibility or 

restriction to space. Here Goffman examines the social interaction and how presenting 

yourself influenced how people perceived your identity and group belonging. He argues that 

everybody is always playing a role, everyone is wearing a “mask”, those masks can vary 

given the social context but the true self is never revealed. Then comes the “set” for the 

theater, the “front” is the part indented for the viewer to see, where the enactment supposed to 

take part. Whilst the “back” is more of a staging area used to relax, prepare in, or store 

objects. Goffman acknowledges that there is a personal front as well, the different clothing, 

posture, speech, or insignias a person can mobilize to achieve the desired effect. Here he also 

determine that upwards mobility, in the social order, involves the presentation of proper 

performances while defending once position is expressed in terms of sacrifices made to 

maintain the front. Here wealth is the most efficient sign-insignia linked to the idea of high 

social status.
31

 

Moving the perspective of spatial restriction and accessibility into the country house context 

Amanda Kross‟ Mansions, men, women and the creation of multiple publics examines the 

birth and evolution of the great American country houses. She argues that before the great 

house males didn‟t have a private place to retreat and convers, and therefore women were 

generally more influential and informed in family affairs. But during the 18
th

-century the 

simple two-roomed hall and parlour house transformed into a twelve room mansion which 

allowed the creation of a multiplicity and hierarchy of publics. Kross argues that the many 

rooms help create psychologically and physically separated spheres which facilitated the 

segregation of women, limiting their access to both space and information within the house. 

The mansion's “new” spatial arrangements isolated women from the economic, political, and 

intellectual affairs which occupied men. Those publics left to them were the domestic, the 

superficial, and the trivial.
32
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Changing the geographical scene from America to Europe, Raffaella Sarti‟s book Europe at 

home examines how Europeans thought of, and lived in, their homes during the 16
th

- to 19
th

-

century. Sarti reinforces the focus on the household, rather than the individual people, in the 

state of research as she claims that people did not have houses, houses had people. The 

argument goes from that the nobility often took their “family” name from their mansions or 

castle in which they resided. She then examines the European marriage patterns and dowry 

culture to show the social and economic impact of setting up a home and how important that 

was for the entire kin-group, not just the immediate family. Moving right into the European 

aristocracy Sarti examines in great detail the evolution of the country house. The larger trends 

were to move the production facilities from the immediate proximity of the country house and 

replace it with a park. Inside the specialization of room, the creation of rooms mainly for 

socializing, and reading areas were used to show that you had enough of space [Read money] 

to have rooms to spare, a luxury few could afford at the time. This specialization created 

many new social patterns linked to the activity being conducted, for example: the birth of the 

dining room created a need to define and improve good table manners. She concludes with 

examining the clothing‟s and believes surrounding fashion to show how clothes were 

interlinked with the person in a much more severe way than today.
33
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3. Setting the stage 

To explain the consumption of the Bielke-Horn family one must first understand the context 

in which they lived their lives. To do this there will here be presented a short explanation how 

Europe looked, how Sweden fitted in the picture, and what made the Swedish nobility unique 

in this circumstance. The point here is not to focus on an overall history of Europe and 

Sweden but to give a brief background and summary over the field of consumption and 

commerce to serve as a reference point for the reader when later presented by the analysis. 

3.1 Europe and the world 

By the 14
th

-century the European commercial revolution had reached its height, Paris was the 

center if luxury consumption, workers and industries all over Europe left the countryside and 

started to  move into cities swelling its numbers and forming the basic layout of 

industrialization.
34

 These changes came to be because there was an increased demand for 

luxury products and exotic overseas imports.
35

 The cities in turn started to adapt themselves, 

revising both moral and legal codes to help accommodate and boost commerce within their 

walls. But all of Europe suffered from a severe drawback; the problem of a non-fixed 

currency, that in combination with changing official currency and widespread counterfeiting 

meant that most people preferred, and received, payment in kind.
36

 In this uncertain market 

where the law offered little to no security a system of credit based on trust were essential for 

any business transaction, and this trust were based solely on the social prominence of the 

individual and referred to as his honour.
37

 

So what were the incentives behind the growing demand for luxury products? To find an 

answer to that one needs to go back and look at the base for consumption, the household. The 

setting up of a household began with a marriage, but a marriage was no single action, it 

required month of planning, courting, negotiations, and ritualized events where not just the 

future bride and groom were involved but both of theirs entire kinship group.
38

 It was 

enormously expensive to set up a new household, many people worked their entire childhood 

in hope to amass the needed funds. Here family normally helped, it was custom for the bride 

to bring with her a dowry and all things domestic for the household whilst the groom and his 

family were in charge of securing a suitable house for the new family to live in. This 
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dependents on family contribution meant that few were completely free to marry out of pure 

love, many had to succumb to the reality of an arranged marriage negotiated between the 

different heads of family, and they in turn planned sometimes for generations to come to 

secure the extended family‟s rights.
39

 This high cost also meant that some never did marry 

due to lack off a suitable partner, no dowry, or because their family simply didn‟t allow it: 

they were legally allowed to marry in many countries but few could in reality go against the 

will of their families. This created a reality where you simply could not own and fully utilize 

immovable commodities, your land/heritages were owned or promised by laws of heritage to 

the extended family or tied to the wife‟s dowry to secure her in her old age.
40

 

After establishing a household came the next obstacle for newlyweds, securing a sufficient 

income to feed and shelter the family. For the rich or the aristocracy this was not an issue but 

it could indeed be a problem from many in a time when, depending on circumstances, the 

number of poor could reach up to 70% of the urban population. To survive families adapted 

an income-maximization perspective were married women and children filled an important 

role not only in domestic work but also in wage labour, spinning or even helping in the shop 

of their husband.
41

 By doing that the household have moved away from only sustaining its 

own needs to instead work as a unit to secure as much coin as possible and using that to buy 

whatever necessities they were lacking.
42

  

This opened up the possibility for luxury consumption even among the poorer part of the 

community, this consumption was certainly not extravagance but it could be in the general 

area of fabrics, tea, sugar, and things of that nature when and if the family could afford it. 

Furthermore, due to high death rates, many remarried once or even twice during the course of 

their lifespan. This complicated inheritance rights and made the role as the “head of the 

household” unclear. This also meant that women whom lost their husbands were somewhat 

free to establish themselves as both head of the shop and the household if they lacked a proper 

heir or if that heir was still underage. This could be a welcome, and rare, state of freedom for 

one that always been forced to referrer to someone else‟s judgment.
43

 

This extra demand for luxury object from the middle-classes, in combination with the vastly 

growing demand from the aristocracy, meant that the market adapted and expanded. The 
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textile industry and exotic imports were especially fast to react and successful in this endeavor 

to expand. From this adaptation came the mass-commercials and the idea of selling through 

use of genteel ideals.
44

 The way it happened were through the use of semi-coded trade cards, 

the shop owner designed trade cards which included various objects or key-words associated 

with the ideal of politeness. This information could only be read by those whom had acquired 

a sufficient education and were well versed in interpreting the imagery of print culture, thus 

adding to the exclusiveness of the shop and its, most likely, privileged clientele.
45

 This helped 

fuel the already rapid shifts in fashion, for once a particular style had come in fashion and 

enough people had bought they product it no longer severed its initial purpose, to separate the 

wearer from those below him, and thus he or she needed  to move on to something new to 

stay “in front” of the others. This circle of consumption where the few sets the scene for other 

to imitate is something that will be brought up in the analysis where its strengths and 

weaknesses as a whole will be analyzed. 

Another way in which consumption was boosted was by the tradition of giving gifts. Gifts 

functioned as a way to advance oneself, to secure alliances, finishing financial deals, or 

simply to create and uphold a social network.
46

 The importance of gifs in these circumstances 

was that they created a connection between the two, perhaps emotionally but more important 

that it made the agreement official. The reason this was important was because most 

transactions relied on credit and trust, if a gift was given in a public place people would 

remember that agreement and you had some security if things would turn out badly and you 

needed to go to the court for your payment.
47

 There was also a social element of gifts, gifs 

conferred honour to both the giver: because his wealth to afford the gift and his generosity, 

and recipient: show that he was important enough to be courted and given precious objects.
48

 

So why was there an increase in importance of consumption during this time? Other than just 

having money to spend there were many factors in play but one of the more significant was 

due to the state formation process. When the state started to spread its wings over a greater 

and greater sphere of influence two things started to happened, 1: ancient right for the nobility 

came in question and some were removed, 2: there was an opportunity for people in the 
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middle class to rise in rank based solely on merit.
49

 In other words, there for the first time in a 

long while a chance for upward social mobility within the otherwise strict and hierarchical 

society. Talented, aspiring and ambitious families tried to grasp this possibility to create a 

new place for themselves higher up the social food chain. But this also functioned as double-

edged sword, if others can move up you could be pushed down the latter. For the newly 

formed public institutions that helped the bureaucracy of the state function needed skilled 

labour, these highly educated workers were then in possession of a highly sought after title 

and saw their social standing skyrocket. 

All this social confusion regarding titles, standing, and social markers meant that the state saw 

its opportunity to step in and create order, and whilst doing that suppress any other power 

base that threatened its growing claim for governance over people‟s life.
50

 The way most 

states chose to do this was through sumptuary laws. These laws aimed to restrict what 

ordinary people could wear and consume in order to protect the status symbols, and with 

those the social hierarchy, of the nobility and the king.
51

 There was also a belief that the 

sumptuary law curtailed waist and protected the population from immoral behaviour 

popularly linked to, especially female, consumption.
52

 This link between female consumption 

and immoral behaviour was created partly because pre-existing believes about females‟ frail 

nature and lack of intellect, and due to the fact that male consumption were less obvious 

because of the way shops that catered to men had a more private manner of conducting their 

business.
53

 

3.2 Sweden and its new place in the world 

During the 17
th

-century many thing changed for Sweden, it went from an insignificant little 

country far away in the north to play a major role in European politics and everyday life. But 

many things were also the same as before. The largest source of internal conflict were still 

rooted in control of/or income from the land, and the king continued to have a close 

connection, and exercise control over, the institutions that formed in the state formative 

processes.
54

 Swedens‟ turmoil in the 16
th

-century, one that was marked by war, rebellion, and 

internal strife, continued in the 17
th

.
55

 The Danish wars continued, the idea of Kalmar 
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unionen, a Scandinavian union under the Danish crown, had been buried but a new union 

under Sigismund, king of Poland and briefly Sweden, was tried but that too quickly fell apart. 

In all this Sweden also underwent economic reform, there were three reductions of land taking 

place, one in the 16
th

- and two in the mid to late 17
th

-century. The first one was the crown 

taking land from the church, as part of the reformation and to pay of Sweden‟s debt to Lübeck 

from Gustav Vasa‟s loan to secure him the crown, but the other two was mainly to reclaiming 

land from the nobility.
56

 These reductions were deemed necessary because the previous 

politics had left the crown with very little land to tax and with that not enough income to 

sustain the drawn out conflicts that Sweden repeatedly found itself involved in. 

To cover the expenses of war, and create an independence from the nobility, the Swedish 

crown adapted its economy to try to be more effective in cultivating the land, but also in 

keeping a better record to ensure proper taxation of the population. In this Sweden did not 

follow its neighbors. Whilst England and the Netherlands were in the forefront of technical 

advancement and the rest of Europe also saw the rise of industry, in terms of economic 

strength but also in importance and social position, it was the agricultural sector that kept its 

dominance in the Swedish economy.
57

 But there were large regional differences. In areas with 

a lot of forest, especially the north of Sweden and todays Finland, cattle played a larger role 

than in the southern parts. Along the cost or rivers, where most people lived, farming rules 

supreme, it is also here one can find the most of the cities. Central Sweden housed the 

industry and export of Bergslagen, mining and processing industries, where copper, iron, and 

silver were mined and later sold on the international market, something that Gustav Vasa 

promoted extensively in his politics.  

Sweden adapted an expansion phase during the mid-16
th

-centruy, something that continued 

far into the 17
th

, in which large areas of land formerly used for slash-and-burn agriculture 

were cultivated to help greatly increase the population and later on even double it between the 

ends of 17
th

- and 18
th

-century.
58

 Sweden was more influenced by its agrarian foundation then 

most other European states, the population was primarily farmers and there were few and 

small cities, only Stockholm could compare with other European cities when it comes to 

population. Sweden had, in spite of population growth outside and within the cities, a hard 

time to increase productivity due to worker shortage. 
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In 1630 something changed, the crown stopped its earlier policy of being the producer and 

setting up trade, stepped back and handed over that responsibility to entrepreneurs and 

members of the nobility. But it continued to act as a political regulator for productivity and 

consumption. Nowhere was this more visible than in the mining industry, here the crown 

privatized most of its smithies and with this the export skyrocketed. Here Sweden followed 

the general trend of Europe, switching from a trade system where a country wanted to import 

precious metal and other valuables to secure the economy from a possible crisis and where 

exporting was viewed as draining the country‟s resources, to one where you wanted to 

maximize exports and secure new markets.
59

 Here Sweden also tried, and failed, in 

establishing colonies across the Atlantic. The colony of “New Sweden” was founded at the 

Delaware river in America but lasted only between 1638-1655, after that the trade companies 

abandoned the thought of owing and running a colony but continued to take part in the 

colonial trade both in Africa and America. 

Sweden‟s organization changed during the 17
th

-century and became for more centralized then 

before, here five offices made up the council that each were responsible for running a part of 

the realm. These offices grew to institutions that influenced the foundations of new schools to 

satisfy the growing demand for educated bureaucrats. But more than that it started a social 

change, within these new institutions there existed a chance for promotion by merit rather 

than by birth. This could go as far as one attaining noble status if one proved resourceful 

enough. This chance shouldn‟t be overstated, most of the highest positions where taken by the 

nobility and one needed the support from a prominent patron, or other personal connections, 

to have a successful career.
60

 

Sweden had the same general view concerning economy as the rest of Europe at the time. The 

government should regulate the production and conduct protective measurements towards the 

rest of the world to ensure prosperity. The demand for income directly mirrored the expenses 

of the military, so the military expansion that Sweden conducted put a higher stress on the 

taxpayers and the institutions responsible for collecting the tax. In this way the wars became 

the motor driving state formation and organization. The later military expansion was a 

reaction to the peace in Knäred in 1613, here Sweden lost (among other things) the fortress of 

Älvsborg and were forced to pay a large sum of money to get it back. But worse than that was 

the fact that in controlling Älvsborg the Danish controlled the only trade rout west. This lead 
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to a war against Polen and Russia to secure the Baltic sea region and with that ensure large 

trade profits, and by the late 1620s that dream became a reality. This was also the initial phase 

of what would later become the thirty-year war.
61

 The thirty-year war started, for Sweden, in 

1630, at that time Sweden attacked Germany to secure the vital trade between the east and 

west through the Baltic sea. The war was drawn out and tremendously destructive and the 

material and personal losses were great, but from this, after the peace in Westphalia 1648, 

Sweden emerged as a European superpower controlling important land, trade, and glory won 

on the battlefield.
62

  

3.3 Swedish nobility and their struggle 

The Swedish nobility found themselves in a new position after the war, they have always been 

poor when compared to their European counterparts but now when Sweden was a great power 

they needed to reflect that new found prominent position in their style of living. The Swedish 

nobility were, in international standards, very few, only around 0,5% of the population. And 

most of them own little more than small plots of land and their title. Things started to change 

in the composition of the nobility around mid-1640, this is when the war was wrapping-up 

and titles were given away on a larger scale than ever before. At the end of the 17
th

-century 

this new-nobles made up to 80% of nobles, whilst the old established noble families remained 

more or less unchanged in number, this brought to an end the political dominance these older 

families had enjoyed for centuries. At the same time the reduction of noble lands meant that 

the total land owned by the nobility as a group got more than halved and by the 1680s only 

around a third of the nobility even owned land.
63

 This created a separation within the class, 

were the high-nobility represented those with political offices and lots of land and wealth, and 

the low-nobility whom most likely had little land and money, compared to the high-nobility, 

had a hard time presenting a unified policy due to the difference in need.
64

  

There was a strong link between the nobility and the warrior concept, the Swedish nobility 

repeatedly proclaimed a society where all classes were separated but mutely connected in 

their dependence of each other. Here all classes had a function in society, and the nobles had 

the highest, that of protection and culture. They proclaimed that they were not parasites living 

of others but it was through them that the merchants could flourish, it was through their 
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sacrifices that land was safe, and it was they who created and lifted culture in Sweden.
65

 And 

it was in them that the country trusted when, after the wars, Sweden needed to boost its 

cultural position to match its new place in the hierarchy of Europe. Here the concept of 

harmony played an important role, the society should be in perfect harmony where everyone 

knew his place and no one should question it. The idea of harmony often transgressed this 

political line and move into popular art or even landscaping, where one could meet the four 

elements or seasons as a representation of the harmony in creation.
66

  

The first half of the 17
th

-century was marked by tension between the politics of the crown and 

nobility, this emanated from the privileges the nobility managed to get during the negotiations 

concerning Gustav Adolf‟s coronation, and wasn‟t eased until the reduction in the late-17
th

-

century.
67

 The reduction targeted mainly the nobles from the lower part of the class, the low-

nobility, but even the highest epsilon didn‟t come out unscathed. These radical changes meant 

that the old landowning-nobility more or less died out and were replaced by an official-

nobility. This change made the nobles far less independent and dangerous for the crown, it 

vastly strengthened the economy of Sweden, and it created a noble dependence on the 

institutions of the crown to make a living.
68

 With this they also lost the privilege of exclusive 

right to the high-official positions that they earlier enjoyed. The nobles didn‟t simply satisfied 

with being only warriors or officials at the end of 17
th

-century many crossed the earlier 

shunned border and went into trading and owing industries. This was a reaction to the new 

world in which they found themselves, and it reflected the downfall of agrarian economic 

domination to see the ever increasing focus on trade and especially iron and copper 

processing. 

So why was the move into commerce and trade such a big change for the Swedish nobility? 

To start with trade and tradesmen had always been looked down upon as something unworthy 

for the nobles. The sense of social order, as mentioned above, was so strong that many nobles 

believed that your class defined you work and not the other way around. Therefore it was 

unthinkable for a nobleman, especially one from the older families, to degrade himself in such 

a manner that he openly conducted trade and leveled himself with the bourgeoisie.
69

 This was 

something harshly debated during the 17
th

-century and one can see a gradual change in 
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opinion as the century went on. There were also a religious point in all this the nobles, the 

highest and purest of classes, couldn‟t risk that their chivalry or knightly valour be tainted by 

the corrupted reality of trade or the possibility of falling into sin. The harsh tone towards trade 

had its roots in the idea that to do a good thing was to have the publics/realms best interest in 

mind, in this it meant to serve and protect the realm, and to do the bad/wrong was to have 

your own interest first, connected with trade for personal profit.
70

  

3.3.1 The Bielke-Horn Family 

Who were then the Bielke-Horn family? The study‟s main focus are on the couple Nils Bielke 

1644-1716 and his wife Ewa Horn 1653-1740. Nils was the son of Ture Bielke, a member of 

the council of the realm, and Kristina Anna Banér, and as a child he was already given the 

title of Baron. He served as a part of the embassy in France, the source of a lifelong 

admiration for the country, and it was there he received his training at a famous nobles-

academy in Paris. After traveling Europe he returned to Sweden and set to work serving the 

queen Hedvig Eleonora before marrying Ewa Horn in 1669. After Louis XIV attacked 

Holland Nils became the companion of King Karl XI and rose in the ranks of the military 

earing the title of general major after his defense in the battle of Lund in 1676. Following a 

European campaign fighting for the Habsburg army against the dwindling ottoman empire he 

returned in 1682 yet again to Sweden, but now as a known warrior with an European 

reputation. Nils then possessed a various titles and offices before being sentenced to death for 

high-treason, a sentence never carried out, and he then spent the remainder of his life in 

Salsta.
71

 

There is unfortunately not that much material that has survived about Ewa Horn. What is 

known is that she was born in 1653 in Riga, married Nils 1669 at the age of 16, gave birth to 

their children Eva Nilsdotter Bielke 1677, Carl Gustaf Nilsson Bielke 1683, Ture Gabriel 

Nilsson Bielke 1684, Christina Anna Bielke 1687, and lastly Ulrika Ebba Bielke 1689. Only 

Carl Gustaf and Ture Gabriel survived. She was the daughter of Gustaf Carlsson Horn of 

Björneborg, the Swedish field marshal in his second marriage. She died more than twenty 

years after Nils in 1740 and never remarried. 
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4. A class act – Objects as a medium for the making of 

respectability  

In this chapter it will be clarified what constituted the Bielke-Horns “respectable” household, 

how keeping up the public appearances were of outmost importance, how clothing, jewellery, 

and other things you wore reflected back on your person, and what were considered the 

necessities of life within this context. During the early modern period your clothes reflected 

not only your position in society, something that was being challenged by people wanting to 

advance in the social hierarchy, but also your very person. This meant that choosing your 

clothing were far more than a private matter. What you did and wore reflected back to your 

identity and group belonging, and involved in this there were many interest groups. This 

chapter will examine concepts like respectability, Virtue, and Honour too see the inner most 

functions of distinction within the ideal of polite sociability and how the Bielke-Horn family 

manoeuvre in this culture. 

4.1 “The clothing makes the man” 

During the early modern period people associated clothing with the individual in a way that 

are hard to understand today, there were some whom literally believed that “the clothing 

makes the man”, that a person really and fundamentally changed depending on what he or she 

wore.
72

 To understand the significance of Bielke-Horns expenditure and possessions 

regarding clothes and fabrics one must begin with understanding the function and symbolism 

of clothes for the contemporary observer. The basic function of clothes, in any human society 

at any time, can be summarized in three categories, 1: Protection, against elements and nature, 

2: Modesty, covering up certain parts of the body, and 3: Ornament, displaying something 

visually pleasing to a/many cultures.
73

 Looking closer on the sources from these categories 

there are important clues about how clothes and jewellery can be analysis and what 

conclusion can be made from them as a source. 

One need to remember that the early modern period was quite different from today, both 

socially and metaphysically. Clothing functioned as a form of protection for the people of the 

early modern period, it is hard to ignore the fact that the cold climate of Europe, especially 

during the small ice age that lasted through the 16
th

- to the 19
th

-century, meant that clothes 

needed to isolate the wearer from the cold. But the protection from the elements was not the 
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only from of defense the body needed, it was perceived during this time that the body was 

constantly under attack from external aggression and horrible diseases penetrating the body 

through the orifices and pores.
74

 This meant that the clothing formed a kind of “modern” 

armour or last line of defense against plague and disease, as can be seen by the ruffs and 

crimped collars that dominated the 16
th

-century fashion. Their function was to lock the body 

of an individual in to a protective shell and thus keeping it safe from intrusion.  

There was a difference in material as well, an author advices that during epidemics one should 

wear clothing made from satin, taffeta, or such like because of the lack of hair and the density 

of the fabric meant that the disease could not attach to or penetrate them as long as you 

changed and washed them rather often. These criteria for health meant that only the ones with 

sufficient income, which could afford these expensive materials, at least an extra set to wear 

when the other was being washed, and to pay for servants that conducted the process of 

washing, was to be considered healthy. That link between wealth as almost a pre-requirement 

for health became one of the enlightenment‟s key visual clues for a man‟s perceived Virtue. 

This evolved from being simply medicinal advice and moved into fashion, it was considered 

highly fashionable to let parts of your, preferably white, undergarments show from the sleeves 

of the arms or other places.  

The choice of colour was simply because white was a hard colour to keep clean, if you 

managed it meant that you could afford to wash it regularly and that you in fact cared about 

cleanliness which were linked to your morals.
75

 Since the gentlemen of the time saw the 

opportunity to show off their wealth the needlepoint of the visual parts became more and 

more intricate, this at the same time that they avoided the negative aspects that luxury 

consumption could have on your moral standing in society. In Europe this style of heavy 

fabrics stayed dominate until around 1670, when finally the plague had disappeared from 

Western Europe, which saw the rise of lighter, airier, and more colourful clothing, as also 

seen in this case.
76

 The Bielke-Horn had a few light and bright fabrics, especially in silk, for 

example a blue silk jacket with yellow silver embroideries, or the yellow curtains they 

decorated their home with.
77

 Textiles became the mark of nobility, because the function of 
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being the primary vehicle of colour, and they in turn bought it in bulk and decorated their 

homes with it excessively.
78

 

Moving right past modesty, the fact that people felt the need to cover certain body-parts is 

hardly surprising, brings us to the primary category for this study, clothing as ornaments. 

Taking a closer look upon what kind of clothing, fabrics, and jewellery the Bielke-Horn 

family used in everyday life to present themselves, one finds a tremendously large array of 

unique pieces. Too get a clearer picture and a deeper understanding of all the ways clothing 

and jewellery interacted with the person they will be viewed from the persons of Nils Bielke 

and Ewa Horn, and for now ignoring the “family-clothing and general fabrics” which will be 

analyzed in a coming chapter.  

4.1.1 Everyday clothes 

In regards to Nils Bielke‟s and Eva Horn‟s clothing there are three general trends in which to 

categories them, there are the functional: the clothing used for riding and working, the 

representing: the things they wore when they wanted or needed to make an impression, and 

the military: clothing and accessories related to Nils military career or him as an officer. The 

first two will be address under the main heading whilst the third, amongst other things, will be 

brought up later on.  

Before getting into their specific articles of clothing there is an interesting and important point 

to make, that nowhere in the sources is there a single piece of clothing labeled Nils‟ or 

otherwise implying that it was his particular piece of clothing. So why is this important? 

Looking at the descriptions there are clothes that is most likely his given how they are 

described and what were included on them, and surely all recognize that he must have owned 

at least some pieces of clothing. The fact that they are not listed as explicitly his clues a hint 

about the gender roles of the time, and how a respectable man and women should act, behave, 

and in some sense own.
79

 This because the clothes themselves were very gender bound that 

defining who owned what was excessive and more or less pointless. With this one can tell that 

the Bielke-Horn family was part of a much larger trend that included the rest of Europe.  

Women, or the idea of a good honest respectable woman, was connected to and materialized 

in clothing.
80

 At weddings part of the ritual was that the bride presented the groom with a 
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jacket that she herself had made, to show her commitment and ability to care for a future 

family. The connection between clothing and women, or the making of clothes, was so strong 

that in some regions of Europe the spindle and distaff, tools for spinning yarn, was such a 

powerful symbol for hardworking women that even aristocratic wives, whom most likely 

never even used them, still owned and presented them as a symbol for their virtue.
81

 This 

transcends marriage, for unmarried men in their youth it was common for the women around 

them, such as mothers, sisters or even close family friends to help them keep their clothes 

whole and neat. It is partly from this chore, or obligation, that the idea of women‟s 

susceptibility for fashion and shopping.
82

  

Now a brief return to the actual clothing at hand, in order to be able to quickly move on to the 

high-value articles. In the functional clothing category one finds that Bielke had wear-and-tear 

pieces like leather pants, numerous coats, hats, mufflers, and socks.
83

 Basically what you 

could find at all places where there was at least a decent general income. To this there is also 

nine pieces of unspecified “linklär” or linen clothes bought in 1685 for around 2,4 dkm each, 

even though two of them cost above 4, or at the time approximately two and a halves days‟ 

work for a wage-labourer.
84

 This hints that even though it surely was not all that common, or 

at least not very public, Nils at some point did some work around the manor or with the horses 

that required that he had some durable clothes on him. This assumption is strengthen by the 

fact that some of the clothes are labelled broken which indicates that they been used. Thought 

hardly surprising it does tell something about him and the Swedish nobility, that even the 

richest amongst the nobles were not above some sort of physical labour.
85

 This should not be 

overstated but it certainly diversifies the traditional picture of the conservative Swedish 

nobility.
86

 

4.1.2 Clothes fit for a king 

Under this category there is an impressive array of, what must have been, absolutely stunning 

pieces of clothing. Amongst the treasure there are eleven silk jackets ranging from white, 

yellow, green, black, brown, and blue in colour, and the blue for example included sölf: silver 

tread and yellowed details such as cuffs, whilst the brown had yellow embroideries covering 

it, others simply plain. Of all the colours the yellow and black were the most numerous, black 
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having four and yellow three. There were also seven belts of unspecified material, but the 

description tells that they too were exceedingly decorated. The adornment varied but mainly 

consisted of yellow details, found in all seven of them, and silver parts, present in five. In one 

chase there were some black silk covering it and the remaining one had they simply stated 

that it had silk on it.
 87

 

Satin and atlast were the second most commonly used clothes-fabric in the family. They 

owned one satin undergarment, six atlast dresses, one being white with blue and yellow silk 

embroideries on it, another black and came with a jacket, there were even two labeled ugly 

even thought they were adorned with silk. They also used satin for their children‟s clothing, 

which included six cloaks, one hat, and two small gloves. There were more clothing for the 

children, the inventories mention an additional six cloaks, ten hats, and twelve shirts to name 

a few, but those are all unspecified regarding fabric and colour.
 88

  

All this, accompanied with the impressive collection of jewellery, must have created a strong 

visual impression and sent a clear and powerful message about the prestige of this family. 

More than that this was a well thought through wardrobe, the fabrics were highly visible and 

there were matching colour schemes for the entire family: There were pieces of clothing for 

all the members of the family to wear yellow or brown, even black if the so wished.
 89

 This 

shows that a great deal of thought, and wealth, went into this project. It also indicates that 

dressing was a family matter, just like in continental Europe. When one is dealing with fabrics 

this expensive the family generally needed to sit down and decide how much to invest and on 

what. 

The reason for this is double-edged, this was extremely expensive so first things first the 

family needed to make sure that could actually afford buying and maintaining the wardrobe. 

This meant that the buyer not only needed to be wealthy, but he/she also needed to have that 

wealth in cash and not tied up in other valuables, perhaps jewellery could be an exception to 

this, something that was rather rare given that many distrusted cash because of the frequent 

change in currency and the surge in inflation that often left money utterly worthless. But 

buying fabric could also be a good thing for the household. Fabrics could function as an 

investment rather than as an expense, one could simply try to sell off the fabrics if in need for 

cash. More than that the investment improved the overall appearance of the family, which in 
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turn improved the reputation of i. That in turn could lead to extended financial opportunities 

or chances for credit. Given the rather unstable state of coin this was a safer way to ensure the 

safety and stability of your wealth. The investment had one particular downside that made the 

decision of what to buy somewhat harder. 

The fashion of the time dictated that a gentleman, and woman, needed to look presentable at 

all time, but to keep distance from people mimicking the style of the nobles, or elites in 

generally, the fashion trends changed rapidly and rather extremely. This left the family with 

two choices if they wanted to take part, either you frequently had clothes made for you in the 

latest fashion by buying the fabric and having a tailor make you a dress, or you bought the 

fabric and made the clothes yourself. Buying fabrics were already expensive but having a 

tailor doing it for you was something extremely expensive. Making the dress yourself was 

something possible but highly unlikely due to the craftsmanship required and the wealth of 

the family within the study. What is more likely was that they chose clothes that could be 

adapted for a newer fashion thus recycling them or more précis the fabric in them. Needless to 

say most people opted for this solution and adapted or otherwise obtain new pieces, for 

example one of the privileges of noble women serving the French queen was to get her cast-

offs.
90

 This further complicated the choice of investment, now one also needed to consider 

what material could be altered, in what way, and try to get a general sense of the upcoming 

fashion. 

This recycling of fabrics could also be done in another way. The family owned galoner, a 

kind of accessory that one ornamented ones clothes with that in its most simple form were a 

small piece of fabric.
91

 In their possession they had forty-five of these, twenty of them being 

broad and yellow, twenty yellow with silver tread, and one large and wide yellow with silver. 

There were only three that was not of the colour yellow, those were black and yellow and they 

as all others also contained silver tread. The one remaining was small and brown.
92

  

The large amount of money invested in clothes was not necessarily a bad thing for the family. 

To keep up a public appearance the highly expensive clothes functioned as an immediate 

visual signal of wealth and taste, assuming of course that you wore clothes that matched the 

fashion, and translated to an unmatched vehicle for signaling respectability.
93

 Clothing could 

                                                 
90

 Sarti 2002 p.192f 
91

 Jungsjö 2002 p.30, Inventory 7 
92

 Inventory 7 
93

 Rublack 2010 p.257 



33 

 

also be used as a signal for your Virtue. Cleanliness was an attribute connected to Virtue, it 

indicated you had the money to keep them clean, the intent of being clean: a sign of the 

gentility, and that was linked with your moral character: If other people observe that you are 

clean they will probably infer that you are virtuous in other respects as well.
94

 This sparked a 

fashion of white clothes, that were hard to keep clean, and that you showed parts your 

underwear, necks, arms, trousers. This fashion was also used as a way to show your wealth by 

having elaborated needlework and fine fabrics.
95

 Whilst the inventory does not mention 

colour it has a piece labeled undergarments, this can be indication that they family had come 

in contact with the fashion and wanting to send the message that it sent but were vary in 

investing heavily if the trend never took.
96

 

4.1.3 Diamonds made all the difference 

Jewellery is an ancient old symbol for wealth and power; it is something that has always been 

used by chiefs, kings, queens, and elites to signal social prominence. But jewels can be seen 

as more than just expensive stones, jewellery are created by man and thus represents a product 

of imagination and craftsmanship.
97

 This makes them viable as an indication for subject-

object relationship and, as they were believed to have medicinal properties as well as social 

ramifications, personal identity.
98

  

Jewellery connected economic with visual value, beauty, and desire. It functioned as a means 

of liquidation if things got bad but more importantly there existed an idea of a relationship 

between jewels and the human eye.
99

 Diamonds especially were celebrated for their beauty 

and the cutting of it as one of the great achievements of mankind. Amongst their possessions 

the Bielke-Horns owned 356 table cut, 801 rose cut gems, 3 sapphires, 1 emerald, 1 amethyst, 

1 agate, 224 pearls, 19 diamonds, and 1 ruby.
100

 Not including the jewellery where a fixed 

number is not given just simply, “a ring with rose cut gems surrounding it”, or the size of the 

stones: ranging from 12 to ¾ of a carat. This is extremely high carat rating, that of four and 

above, cannot be accurate by today‟s standard. This must be due to a different or more 

imprecise way of measuring that was available at the time. There are two social functions, or 
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spheres, of these gems and pearls that will be examined in depth, first the jewellery and its 

social value, secondly the feminine cultural aspects and representations of pearls. 

Once gemstones become jewellery they are classified as non-functional an object, which is an 

object whose function are purely decorative, and becomes a part of the system of cultural 

exchange. Wearing jewels can be considered an act which exclusively serves to emphasize 

and increase the importance of the wearer and exclusively works through the spectacle it 

creates for the onlookers.
101

 Focusing on diamonds, as rose cuts where most often made on 

diamonds and that diamonds were considered the greatest of gemstones making them the 

majority of the family‟s precious stones.
102

 In one single piece of jewellery there could be as 

many as thirty-nine individual gems, as is the case of one broach which had three table-cut 

gems á four and a half carat, four rose-cut gems á five carat, and astonishing thirty-two little 

rose-cut gems totaling at seven carat on it. This was most certainly an eye-catching amount of 

gems. For the record in gems per piece of jewellery in the family possession there are two 

earrings and one gehängs: shoulder or waist band designed to carry a gun or a sword, worth 

extra mentioning. On one of the earrings labeled old and from “far-away” there were seventy-

two individual rose-cut jewels, the other had two large gems: unspecified in the inventory, 

and one hundred and sixty five small rose-cut gemstones. Lastly the gehäng, it contained two 

sapphires and a mixture of one hundred and fifty four small rose-cut gemstones cut in both 

rose and table style.
103

 The presence of all these gems, or even a single piece of one of the 

mentioned, must have turned a number of heads as they were displayed, and that eye-catching 

or attention is exactly one of the gems primary functions.  

There existed an idea of the human eye being attracted to the sparkle the diamond made 

meaning that adoring yourself with diamonds meant that people‟s eyes would be drawn to the 

jewellery and with that to you, and to be seen was something extremely desirable for the 

Swedish nobility because it offered them a chance to stand out and make an impression.
104

 

The wearer in turn would receive an indirect pleasure by the attention, the pleasure derived 

from the envious desire of the onlookers to possess the jewellery, and thus the attention, in 
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question. Being the subject to the gaze produces desire for more attention: it may also produce 

anxiety, the fear of scrutiny or not living up to the harsh demands put on you.
105

  

As the Swedish nobility measured their success in increase in prestige, much like the 

merchant measured his in monetary profit, the diamond could send the message of individual 

prestige.
106

 The sparkle of diamonds, especially a brilliant cut diamond, also influenced social 

behaviour, since it needed to be seen to be an effective symbol the owners wanted to wear 

them when entertaining guests. The sparkle it produced in flickering candlelight meant that a 

behaviour of night as a high-society time for socialisation, and the owning of such a diamond 

must have encouraged organisation of such an event to produce the desired effect.
107

 

The cultural aspects of jewellery were troublesome for the contemporary wearer: the gem 

stones were part of highly regarded economic, medical and mythological systems but subject 

to much moral debate.
108

 By the mid-18
th

-century there was a belief that seeing and hearing 

were the most elevated senses, contributing to the notion that diamonds were an excellent 

source to draw ones attention. Jewels were an important commodity for noblewomen; they 

could easily be turned into cash or just given away as a gift, something that was in practice to 

solitude friendships or businesses, or simply to show respect and honour.
109

 Jewellery was 

also borrowed and hired out regularly to/by people needing them or needed to make an 

impression.
110

 Equally important in understanding the allure of diamonds are the fact that they 

require human intervention to become brilliant, the fascination with the craftsmanship and 

creation of such and product from a blurry stone added to the total attraction.
111

 

The Pearls the family owned, like the diamonds, deserve some extra attention due to the 

special meaning of pearls being linked with ideas of cosmos, and other myths concerning their 

origin.
112

 Here the one hundred ninety three bracelet pearls they had would have been very 

visible. Other than that the most common way in which the family exhibited their pearls were 

on earrings or necklaces, an example of these were thirty pairs of pearl earrings for the 

children, or a necklaces made of large pearls. They also had several agrafs: a clip or buckle 
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which function was to hold together two pieces of fabric or serve as a curtain hanger. One had 

as many as four rose-cut gems á four carat and forty eight smaller a three carat in it.
113

 

Of all gems pearls and coral are mythically most intertwined with the idea of the human body 

and its organic process, the pearl in its perfection were connected to the exterior impenetrable 

beauty, whilst coral with its branches invoked the interior of the body.
114

 Pearls were also a 

representing the mystic east orient, India, and imbuing the wearer with a sense of exotic 

taste.
115

 Unlike the diamond the pearl were a natural phenomenon, unique and required no 

intervention of man other than gathering it, this is the source of the fascination about its origin 

of pearls and offered a different kind of allure, the great mystery of its being rather than how 

it was created by man.
116

 Pearls also inhabited a special place within Christianity, owing that 

to Christ‟s choice to use pearls to convey the preciousness of heaven.
117

 Pearls were 

connected with the feminine, the oyster from which the pearl comes from were a 

contemporary metaphor for the women‟s genitals, and women were often depicted wearing 

them.
118

  

4.2 The refined warrior and the elegant lady 

Last heading showed that clothing and ornaments played an immense role in creating the 

noble persona, but there were many other factors that strengthened or completed the act. The 

two major areas that will be handled under this heading is the concept of a nobleman as a 

warrior or protector of the land, and the idea of civility or manners in different situations. By 

the nature of the headings the first sub-heading will narrow in on Nils Bielke, leaving his 

family in the background, but the second one will focus instead on his wife Ewa. 

4.2.1 The noble warrior 

The 17
th

- and 18
th

-century put enormous energy in to defining and keeping people in the 

social hierarchy system governed by the intellectuals of their time. It is here one see the 

metaphors explaining and creating the social order, the “body-metaphor” in which the king is 

the head, leader of the country; the nobility as the right sword-arm, warriors and protectors of 

the nation, and so on.
119

 Other examples are Hobbes leviathan, where the state is an organism 
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and the social contract keeps “everyone‟s war against everyone”: the natural state, at bay. 

Another popular metaphor was the beehive as the ideal society where all had pre-defined roles 

and worked for the greater good of the hive. In Sweden there was a clear ideal of the four 

estates, groups of society that constituted the whole realm, each different but relying on each 

other to create perfect, but fragile, harmony.
120

  

What all have in common was that they all had an defined “warrior-cast” or group of people 

responsible for the security of the nation, its people, and that social order, in most cases those 

warriors where the members of the aristocracy. This task of defending the state became the 

public reason for rationalization of the immense privileges granted the nobility, it enabled 

them to perform this task simultaneously as functioning as a reward for the same task. A way 

the nobles of Europe cultivated this persona was through the use of material culture of 

military origin, or symbols of war and the military.
121

 After the medieval period this way of 

viewing the nobility gradually changed, and the official-nobleman slowly around the end of 

the 18
th

-century became the norm. This change happened in different pace all around Europe. 

Sweden has a long history of warfare and conflict, from the Vikings to the many wars with 

Denmark and Russia, but even here, from the 16
th

-century onwards, the trend slowly moved 

from an emphasis on rusttjänst; that is maintaining horses and knights for the kings army, to 

participating and later on creating a monopoly on the offices of the council of the realm and 

other important government comities. By the 17
th

- and 18
th

-century the warrior noble became 

something of a hallmark for the new-nobility those whom usually earned their newfound rank 

as a reward for achievements on the battlefield, whilst the old noble families prioritized 

offices and politics.  

In this respect Nils, given that Bielke was one of the ancient noble families and thus belonged 

to the Swedish uradeln, does not fit the stereotype. Looking through his possessions one finds 

a large array of weapons and other military paraphernalia, something more common amongst 

the younger noble families who often earned their rank as nobility through military 

achievements.
122

 For example in May 1693 he owned eleven pistols or carbines: Carbins 

being a type of pistol used by the cavalry, at least three epées, or swords, four Cuirass: suits of 

armour covering the torso, and an abundance of holsters, cleaning devices for the pistols, and 
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objects linked to the maintenances of the weapons.
123

 This was clearly a man of war, or a man 

wanting to be seen as one. There is a reason why the earlier sentence somewhat emphasizes 

“seen as one”, this is not to shed doubt on the fact that Nils Bielke was a solider, his military 

achievements are numerous and well recorded, but instead to highlight that there were more to 

these weapons than them just being the tools of his trade. In the inventory book covering the 

jewellery and textiles of their family there were numerous sashes of various expensive 

material, they were also further decorated with jewellery, one for example contains two 

sapphires and one hundred and fifty-four table and rose cut gems.
124

  

Decorating one of the swords was for example a large table-cut and a smaller rose-cut gem, 

this implies that the sword had purposes other than just being a weapon. There were also 

another sword ornamented with an agraf and a table- and rose-cut gem.
125

 More than that 

there were over eighteen schabraker: caparison, which was so elaborately decorated that they 

too most certainly were meant to be used as a visual symbol of the owner‟s status. These 

caparisons were by function connected to the military, an item that a cavalryman used in 

parades or/and to signal the riders regiment or position within the military, and could, as in 

this case, be extensively decorated as an expression of wealth and status. This was most 

definitely how Nils used them, looking closer one can find that ten of them were made from 

the beautiful and expensive material velvet, seven had parts covered in silver tread, an 

impressive fifteen had gold incorporated in the embroidery, motive, or made up the fringes. 

Colour and decoration wise these caparisons were very diverse, there were for example one 

blue velvet with cuffs and silver-tread and holster for the pistols. Another was a velvet with 

gold embroiders in the shape of flowers as well as cuff and holsters. All in all there were in 

the colours of blue, violet, green, white, and red, of which blue being the most common one 

with four of them having that specific colour.
126

 

Looking at the fabric alone this were extremely expensive items, velvet cost 24 d.km in 1675 

per aln, rounded off to 60cm, or roughly 80 d.km ten years later.
127

 So depending on the exact 

date of purchase the value were around twenty-eight days of work for an unskilled labourer in 

1675, and eighty days for the second period.
128

 Keeping in mind that this is per 60cm piece 

and excluding all decorative elements and labour behind making the raw fabric into the 
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finished product these items must have made it perfectly clear that the rider was no ordinary 

man but someone of stature and wealth. The choice of material is also relevant not only 

because of the cost but because it was highly restricted, velvet was only legally, from 1644 

and onwards, allowed to be worn by the upper-epsilon of the church and the nobility, and 

further restricted after 1693: Ban against the import of velvet, then in 1731 it became 

restricted to members of the nobility only.
129

 This means that whoever saw Nils riding in a 

parade would immediately recognize him as, not just a solider but, a nobleman. Furthermore 

the decoration of the fabric, all the pieces included elements of gold and/or silver, which were 

by itself were perfectly good symbols of wealth but these were something more. They were 

all embroideries of flowers, silver and gold tread, and/or golden fringes.
130

  

This was something that were also under restriction and debate at the time, golden and silver 

fringes had been restricted in the sumptuary laws of 1668, and completely forbidden in 1720, 

whilst embroideries made from gold and silver did not get forbidden until 1720 for clothing 

there was a specific mentioning in the law, against gold and silver textile flowers, from the 

same year.
131

 All this considered there most likely would have been a debate, or difference in 

opinion, at this time leading up to the law in question, which means that the use of golden and 

silver tread in fringed and motives of flowers where something connected with either the 

nobility itself or the idea of luxury as a whole. This meant that Nils in his choice of caparisons 

drew upon a myriad of symbolic meanings to make it undisputable clear that he was someone 

of great importance, as a solider, a man, a member of the nobility, and a person of great 

wealth.
132

 

4.2.2 Civilized people 

In the span between the 16
th

- to the 19
th

-century the social practice of civility became ever 

more important in governing the interaction amongst the contemporary people. Civility 

ritualized public social interaction between individuals and centered on the notion of 

individuality and private space. This can be seen as a reaction to the structural change in the 

public sphere that took place during these centuries, leaving the person with less and less 

places to “hide” from the public eye and relax, and the emerging individuality of the 

contemporary people. One of the key-elements of civility, and one of the easiest ways of 
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identifying traces of the practice, was the emergence of table manners, especially linked with 

the use of cutlery.
133

 

The rules of civility were in a sense a technique for limiting, or negating, private life.
134

 

Highlighting your very behavior into something evaluated by the surrounding people and 

judged by your group as a way to keep the collective reputation spotless.
135

 These practices 

lead to the encouragement of sociability, or to increase social behaviour which in turn effected 

the domestic environment when people began to furnish for company in a much larger extent 

than before.
136

 Whilst the furnishing itself is saved for another chapter there are other clues 

that Bielke-Horn family had come in contact with, and adopted at the very least a few, 

practices of civility in the material sense.  

Found in the inventories over Ewa Horn‟s house in Stockholm conducted in the year 1736, 

twenty years after Nils Bielkes death, are twenty-four full sets of cutlery, a sugar bowl, all of 

them made from silver. Furthermore she had twelve additional iron-knives with ebony 

handles, twenty-four bowls, fifty-seven plates, and abundance of various porcelain items, 

including several tea-sets.
137

 There are also contemporary trails of this practice occurring 

during the lifespan of Nils. Looking at their estate in Stettin in Germany, not dated but must 

have been pre-1698 because after that Nils lost his position as general-governor over the 

Swedish Pommern in which Stettin was the capital, there were an inventory containing 

seventeen white and blue plates, six larger plates, one tea-pot made from porcelain, three 

different sets of bowls, and some other blue porcelain of various kind.
138

 All these are prime 

examples of exposure to, and adaptation of, civility. 

As mentioned above a large part of civility was the privatization of space and the individual 

body. Using separate plates, bowls, and cutlery, instead of sharing a larger one as was the 

practice before, was a way to limit physical contact and showing that one had the education, 

or wits, to be able to conduct oneself in line with the strict order of conduct. The fact that 

Bielke-Horn owned cutlery and plates in such a high amount indicates that when entertaining 

guest each of them would have been given an own set of plates, spoons, knives, and forks. 
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There are also accessories to these cutleries in the form of white tablecloths with gold and silk 

details.
139

 

There were also other indications that the Bielke-Horns wanted to come off as educated and 

well mannered. As part of their clothing there was a one black silk kappa: a man‟s outfit that 

resembled a mantle but lacked the arms, which were a piece of clothing normally worn but 

members of the scholars or the learned part of society.
140

 This clothing was a part of a set of 

black silk clothes that included a single pair of pants, two pairs of gloves, and three jackets.
141

 

4.3 Summary 

This chapter has focused on what status items Nils Bielke and Ewa Horn used in their 

personal appearance, or objects with an innate connection to their bodies and conduct. So 

what have been concluded from looking at the source material with this perspective? Looking 

at the sources at hand one find that the Bielke-Horn family was a family surprisingly much on 

par with the rest of the nobility of Europe. Within all the examples that have been brought up 

there are a few general conclusions that highlight the nature of consumption for both the 

family and the time. 

First can trace the social order of Sweden, and to some extent Europe, in the way Nils and 

Ewa benefited greatly from the sumptuary laws, that is using the material prohibited for 

members of other parts of the social hierarchy, and their wealth to signal the messaged they 

wanted to convey. In this the Bielke-Horn family successfully made use of both old and new 

ideals in order to achieve their goals. An example for this is how Nils used his material 

belongings to focus on the old idea of the warrior nobility, who‟s place it was protecting the 

nation, as an argument for his social and economic distinction from the rest of the society. 

This whilst adopting new ones, as for civility, when it came to representing the nation in a 

way that suited Sweden new position as a European superpower. This merging of old and 

new, of typical Swedish and European ideals, is something that defines this family and their 

rather exceptional position in Sweden at the time. 

As many researchers have pointed out Sweden was generally ill prepared to become a 

superpower in the 17
th

-century.
142

 Sweden lacked much of the infrastructure, capital, and 

technology enjoyed by its other major powers, mainly England, France, and the Dutch, and 
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the nobility were in comparison very poor. That meant to properly represent and compete on a 

European scale the Swedish nobility were forced to prioritize expenses. Looking at the objects 

presented in this chapter the Bielke-Horn family was were much on even ground with the rest 

of Europe, the colours of their clothes were in line with the contemporary fashion emanating 

from the court of Louis XIV.
143

 There are clothes, namely undergarments, which imply that 

they knew about the emerging focus on cleanliness via the ideal of virtue.
144

 The plates and 

cutlery indicates knowledge about civility, and the tea-pots, sugar, and cakes, all this hints at a 

family much in touch with the European way of life. Whilst the presence of a Dalkula: an 

county in Sweden, jacket and dress suggests they were trying to keep some sort of Swedish 

identity or present themselves as such at some occasions.  
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5 The primary stage – The house and other public theaters 

This chapter will examine the House itself and how Nils and Ewa furnished and adapted it. 

Moreover this chapter will also include the belongings within the house that worked in 

relation with the house to convey, or create, an image that was custom made for the owner‟s 

ambitions. As the previous chapter has shown all material things had a specific symbolism or 

meaning that linked the owner to that object and were viewed as a way to communicate your 

position and standing in society.
145

  

This chapter will examine the carriages, the different objects that were used to signal social, 

cultural, and economic messages, and how the house were used to optimize the effect of the 

other possessions. To do this it will first examine the family carriages, as they brought them 

back and forth from town they would have been widely seen and thus making an impact on 

the family reputation. After that the very framework of the house, the building, the furnishing, 

the usage of rooms, and what you put in said rooms. Because all these were utilized in the 

performance of respectability it means that the Bielke-Horn family most certainly also 

invested in it.
146

 

5.1 Out and about 

Before taking on the main part of this chapter, the house, there will be a small detour. This 

heading will focus on the mode of getting to and from the house, namely the family‟s 

carriages. A carriage can be seen as equivalent to a modern day car, but keep in mind that the 

carriages were far more expensive in relation to contemporary income than a normal car is in 

the present day, so it is more accurate to view them as a modern day sports car. When it came 

to demonstrations of wealth few things could match the carriage, taking in account not only 

the cost for the carriage but for the horses, stables, maintenance, and the driver, all these 

things add up to an astronomical amount of money.  

Looking at the inventory from 1672 the Bielke-Horn family owned twenty-two separate 

carriages valued to the amount of 6201 d.km.
147

 At that time a wage labourer could earn 

between 1,16-0.24 d.km a day depending on how well paid he was.
148

 That means that the 

carriages were worth between fourteen and a half to seventy and a half years of work 

depending on your occupation. Other things you could have bought with the same amount of 
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money would for example have been roughly thirteen tons of fish, six thousand-two hundred 

liters of Spanish wine, or one point two million iron nails.
149

 Remember that this is without 

the extra costs of actually using them so for the carriages at Salsta alone. 

Moving one step closer and analyzing specific carriages in the family‟s possession there are a 

few interesting details to help understand why someone would spend this ridicules amount of 

money on an object that is primarily a means of transport. First of all they owned five 

carriages that needed six horses to pull them, two four-seated calashes, and two two-seated 

calashes, for transport during the warmer seasons. At winter they utilized sledges, one of 

which fully covered and could carry four people, two luggage sleds, and eleven two-

seaters.
150

  

The single most expensive carriage the family owned was a closed carriage, gold-plated on 

the outside, red velvet covering the interior and it was pulled by six horses with decorations 

matching the overall colour theme of the rest of the carriage. This single carriage was valued 

to an astonishing one-thousand six-hundred d.km.
151

 The choice of colour itself was no 

accident, red, had long been and continued to be very fashionable. In liturgical sense it 

symbolized the blood of the martyrs, from Louis XIV court in Versailles it symbolized power, 

and because it was so expensive to produce and maintain it also symbolized wealth.
152

 

Judging from availability alone the family most likely did most of their travels in 

summertime, owning five large carriages and seven of the nine were for four people or more, 

whilst in winter there are only one closed four-seated sled. But why did they have them at the 

first place? The caparison analyzed in the previous chapter have already shown that a person 

could travel on a horse whilst still conveying status, wealth, and superiority, without the extra 

costs of keeping a carriage. Let alone twenty two. 

One clue in solving this puzzle can be found in the culture of noble consumption. As 

mentioned earlier the Swedish nobility were charged with the responsibility to improve the 

international standing of Sweden, and this most certainly meant spending money.
153

 Looking 

at the European arena with an international perspective one can argue that increasing the 

honour of the noble families within the nation achieved a similar effect for the nation. Simply 

put, the nobility were judged by their European equivalents and the verdict reflected back on 
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Sweden as a nation. In this culture conspicuous display promoted the honour of the family 

that did the performance, rather than simply illustrating its wealth.
154

 This culture leads to 

many noble families spending money on conspicuous consumption for the reason of 

conspicuous consumption. This is also one of the foundations for the ideal of Virtue, along 

with civility, which supports status consumption but limits the excess and shifting the culture 

from lavishing displays of surplus to elegant and subtle hints, a key part of the massive 

critique arising against the wasteful lifestyle of the nobility.
155

 Virtue changed the tastes of 

elites all over Europe, and it is one of the main points that will be addressed in the coming 

chapters. 

5.2 The seat of power 

Salsta manor had been given to Nils after the dead of his father in 1648 when Nils was a small 

child. He in turn gave it to Ewa Horn as her dowry when they married in 1669. Ewa brought a 

considerable fortune with her into the marriage which they spent a great deal of in 1672 when 

the building began on the new Salsta manor.
156

 The goal was to build a baroque manor 

inspired by the French Vaux-le-Vicomte built for Louis XIVs minister Fouquet, which were 

at the time an inspiration for many of the manors all over Europe. The architect hired to 

complete this was no other than Nicodemus Tessin the elder, the chief architect for many of 

the great castles and manors in Sweden, town architect for Stockholm city, Royal architect 

responsible for building many of the royal castles, and hired by prominent noble families of 

the like of Wrangle, Gyllenstierna, and Oxenstierna.
157

 Tessin brought in another architect to 

supervise the actual building, Mathias Spihler, whom can claim much of the credit for 

designing the manor. The manor were finished in 1679 and stood three floors tall with, 

following the trend of the rest of Europe whom moved the production facilities away from the 

manor to make room for, a large park, and featured among many other things a library.
158

 

So why did the family invest so much of their money into the house? First and foremost the 

house functioned as the ultimate form of display of wealth and status.
159

 The idea of the house 

as the centre of the family was deeply rooted in the culture of Europe, and its nobility has 

always drawn their power from within the manor, this is visible in the fact that many of the 
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noble lines bear the surname of the mansion from which they hailed.
160

 A house is in its most 

basic form primarily a shelter, but those whom could afford adapted the house after the size of 

their family, but that was a privileged few could afford. This family often included servants, 

for whom the master needed to find accommodation for.
161

 This meant that a large home, like 

that of a mansion, signalled that you were the type of person that could afford to build it, 

maintain it, and that you had great influence, since the power and success of a family were 

partly measured by their ability to attract and offer protection to relatives and servants.
162

  

This made every extra room in the house, outside those whom were used for social 

interaction, a powerful status symbol in itself because it symbolized a servant you protected, 

fed, and paid. More than that a stately house was not only a symbol of power, wealth and 

social provenance, it also had a particularly significant role in embodying the continuity of the 

patrilineal family.
163

 This can be seen in the inventory where a great deal of effort have gone 

into moving room to and naming the servants living in that particular room, making it 

perfectly clear the number of domestic servants the Bielke-Horn family employed.
164

 A 

family‟s authority, which once was linked to the size of the kinship group, was now 

increasingly expressed through the wealth and honour of the patrilineal line, of which the state 

house was the embodiment.
165

 

5.2.1 Layout 

The manor itself has changed very little since Bielke-Horn rebuilt it as a Baroque castle in the 

late 17
th

-century, apart from occasionally changing the interior decoration, and a thorough 

renovation to install central heating in 1919-1920, it was left more or less untouched by the 

following owners.
166

 Using the blueprints from that renovation this chapter will analyse the 

manor from a structural standpoint, thus ignoring any modernization that might or might not 

have occurred. 

Starting with the bottom floor, the servant quarters and kitchen, there is little doubt that this 

entire floor is by definition a back-stage area. Few to no guest would be invited to see the 

floor, but move upwards on the stairs outside the house to the primary reception floor.
167

 Even 
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though no guest was intended to see this part of the manor there are still some conclusions to 

be drawn, regarding servants, and the presentation of the family. As presented in the earlier 

chapter there was prestige in being able to mobilize people to work for you, the greater the 

number of people the more efficient it was as a tool.
168

 Looking at the blueprint there are 

chambers meant for the servants to sleep in to be accessible whenever the family needed 

them, this is also visible in the inventories when even the names of the servants are listed in 

who sleeps where.
169

  

Other than the fact that this floor housed the kitchen and servant quarters, a compelling point 

on its own that this area was outside of the public areas, these rooms were also very cold in 

the material sense. On this floor there were very few objects that are worth mentioning in the 

context of direct status.
170

 Looking on this floor there are no traces of any objects that can be 

considered as warm, or high-status. Here is rather the place where a certain kind of elite 

consumption is prepared to be brought up to the public rooms. It is on this floor they would 

have stored the confect or pastries that shows up in the account books or prepared the coffee 

or tea that the china were designed to accommodate. 

Moving to the first floor, the main reception floor, in which guest would normally find 

themselves in if invited to Salsta. This is the main stage, the front stage or as you may a series 

of warm areas, where the family positioned most of their expensive and cultural possessions 

in order to impress the visitors.
171

 The warmest of the rooms on this floor were the ones called 

Matsal and Hall on this blueprint, note that it is only on this blueprint from 1920 that they are 

called such and not at the time as Nils and Ewa lived.
172

 In these two rooms the concentration 

of high-status objects was at the highest in the house making them the primary room for 

receiving guests.
173

 From them the rooms directly in adjunction grew increasingly colder and 

colder the further away you got. This does not by any means suggest that the other rooms on 

this floor were cold areas, quite the opposite, but in relation to the two centre rooms they were 

colder.
174

 

The two centre rooms on the floor contained the most lavish decoration found in the house as 

an whole, it was here they displayed the four crystal chandleries, the eight gold plated candle 
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holders, it was in the main receiving room you find twenty-two gold leather chairs to 

accommodate guests, two large and six small mirrors to round of the room and create a 

visually stunning effect with all the candlelight.
175

 This was the main public area and the 

decor would have been chosen to withstand scrutiny whilst conveying the stats of the family. 

The entire floor is filled with rooms forming a line so many rooms were visible at the same 

time, this according to fashion and the effect of making the house feel large by the “endless” 

amount of rooms.
176

 There are, even in this floor, however also a few places that could be 

considered back-stage areas. Looking at the two rooms on either side of the entrance labelled 

sängkammare and Baronens arbets-rum these are rooms that are not easily accessible, you 

would need to pass through two other rooms to get there.
177

 To move across the rooms 

separating the two back-stage rooms also meant that you, as a guest, needed to pass through 

not one but two social, that makes a spatial manifestation, barriers. A social overlaps, or even 

a crime depending on the situation, that was considered exceedingly violating and offensive, 

and punished with harsh repercussions.
178

  

The third, and last, floor is one of mixed nature. On this blueprint, and by probability also the 

case in the 17
th

-century arrangement, the guestrooms are all up here suggesting it is a front-

stage area.
179

 But not all guest were invited to stay the night, this meant there was a certain 

familiarity to the individuals whom were invited up here, much like the culture of inviting 

your closer friends to either your bedroom if you were a women or if you were a male to a 

room that was not the main reception room or the drawing-room.
180

 This makes the areas hard 

to define in the terms front or back because whilst they were front in the sense that you 

invited people into them the fact that these people most likely were people you did not feel 

that need to keep up the most rigid form of the performance makes it a back-stage.
181

 What 

further complicates this level is the presence of the house chapel: Slottskapellet in the right 

part of the floor. This chapel would have been both a very private space, when being used, but 

also public as you wanted to let guest that you entertained know that you were a pious person.  

This floor would have been decorated in a manner that still was lavishly, to impress the 

people staying of the night or longer, but not as impressive as the one below. The nature of 
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this floor would have called for more discreetly elite decoration with more emphasis on 

symbolism and ciphers aimed at a different purpose than the more visually striking second 

floor. This floor has the general same warm two centre rooms then colder rooms as moving 

further away from the core. It also was by no means scarcely decorated, quite the opposite, 

but it was differently decorated. For example, the main reception room on this floor, 

riddarsalen, had in it one large mirror with a glass frame, a table, two pillar-table, six gold-

plated chairs, four gold-plated candleholders, seven paintings with gold-plated frames, and six 

taburetter: a special kind of chair analysed in detail in the coming chapter. The third floor was 

the one finished 1701, last in the remodelling of the house, and the chapel was not finished 

until 1711.
182

 

5.2.2 Boundaries 

The country houses of Europe were by no means an isolated phenomenon, all over the world 

the rich and powerful lived within great buildings that housed them and their families. During 

this time fuelled by the economic growth the American country houses began to change from 

a small two-room house to the great twelve-, or more, room country house.
183

 This presents an 

opportunity for comparison, since Bielke-Horn rebuilt their house at roughly the same time, to 

see how international the design of Salsta manor was.  

In America the evolution to a many-roomed great house allowed functionally to separate men 

and women through the construction of a multiplicity and hierarchy of publics. The way it 

worked was the old two-room house had made it difficult to communicate private information 

without the whole household knowing it, the larger house facilitated such segregation and 

thus made it possible to limit the information women received. It made it possible to have 

many publics, within the mansion, whose major defining characteristic was arguably gender 

as it permitted a reality in which women were increasingly marginalized.
184

 

In Salsta this structional segregation was probably not as harsh, but there are traces that hint 

that some segregation being present. Looking at the blueprints and the inventories the family 

had what would appear to be separate public within the house, first of all the count and 

countess slept according to the French style in separate bedrooms. Secondly Nils had a 

renowned library that he could retire to, and finally the main public room in the third floor on 
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the blueprints labelled as riddarsalen but in the inventory called herrars sal.
185

 It was the 

library that enabled Nils, or at least presented the opportunity, to create a completely different 

reality than that of his wife. The library could, with his bookcase and writing desk, might well 

have been on the one hand the most private part of the house for him, and on the other, the 

place where he entered the widest of all publics, the international scientific and literary 

community: the republic of letters. Libraries were, in Europe as in America, elite male's inner 

sanctums. Secluded in the privacy that only such space could provide, away from not only 

visitors but also the other denizens of the house, they cultivated the vita contemplativa, 

harvested the fruits of their labours, and exercised their place in an international public of 

science, religion, and arts.
186

 

While the rise of the big house opened up the range of publics available to elite men, it 

constricted those available to elite women. The older smaller hall and parlour house allowed 

women access too much of the conversation and information that passed among men. Even if 

she were not part of that conversation she acquired background knowledge and a sense of 

men's larger concerns. The mansion's new spatial arrangements, with the creation of all male 

spaces, isolated women from the economic, political, and intellectual affairs which occupied 

men. Those publics left to them were the domestic, the superficial, and the trivial.
187

 

5.2.3 Interior decoration 

When looking at the interior decoration, from the renaissance and forward, one must keep in 

mind that it was aimed, as a way to communicate, toward the visitors.
188

. When the 

bourgeoisie started to consume the same status symbols as the aristocracy the newly found 

social mobility began to challenge social order. To uphold the personal front the nobility 

created a fascination with, and fashion consisting of, style as the central concept. Style was 

used to separate and create a barrier, to stave off imitators whom always was, by definition, 

one step behind, to set one apart in an exclusive social category. It worked because style 

presuppose practical mastery of a cipher or code, such mastery distinguished the connoisseur 

by his cultural competence and demanded several years of expensive education and 

practise.
189

 Interior decoration was not as simple as buying more or new stuff, it needed to 

convey the correct message and fit in the style of the time. Even though the elements of style 

                                                 
185

 Appendix Picture 0829, Inventory 4, Sarti 2002 p.122, Nilsson 2013 p.18 
186

 Kross 1999 p.385-400, Appendix Table 2 
187

 Kross 1999 p.393 
188

 Andersson 2009 p.129, Goodman & Nordberg 2010 p.5, 118 
189

 Goodman & Nordberg 2010 p.125 



51 

 

were predictable, it consisted of three categories; 1: Items of instinctive value, like gold, 2: 

Art, marked rank, ancestry, and 3: Exotic, showed taste, education, knowledge, it was hard to 

mimic due to the wealth required to create an overall effect and understanding of the 

cipher.
190

 It is with that in mind it is time to move on to see how well the Bielke-Horn family 

managed to live up to this high standard, to see if they possessed the knowledge, means, and 

contacts. 

When it came to decorate your home the most fashionable aspect you could achieve was to 

succeed in creating an overall harmonious effect of unity; many different objects came 

together to create synergy in the visual impression of the room. Something that must certainly 

had an appeal to the Swedish nobility and its obsession with harmony.
191

 One popular way of 

doing that was to use the Italian mode of excessive use of colour schemes in textiles for entire 

rooms, which were considered highly fashionable, and dominant, at the 17
th

- and 18
th

-

century.
192

 This was most certainly a method applied by the family, all the rooms in the manor 

either had a colour theme mentioned in the name for that room, for example: there were two 

rooms dubbed the Yellow chamber, and also two called the Blue chamber and one called the 

red chamber, but all the other not named after a specific colour still seems to have a colour 

theme to them: looking at the fabric in the rooms they have a unity in colour as red in Nils‟s 

room, blue in the Dark room, and finally green in the chamber of architect as well as the third 

chamber.
193

 

In the first of the yellow chambers there were five objects that most likely gave the room its 

name, a yellow damask bed curtain for a four-poster bed and four yellow tafs bed sheets. 

Other than that the mirror with glass frame, the stool with gold-plated details, and three 

paintings with gold frames also contributed to the colour effect. Surprisingly there were a few 

other objects that did not match this colour scheme, there were a red blanket and a white 

English cover for the bed. The Blue chambers followed this pattern and there were blue 

covers for the bed and four blue bed sheets of tafs. Other than that the same kind of white 

cover for the bed and general decoration.
194

  

The colours of the rooms were generally on par with the dominating fashion trends in Europe, 

but not a perfect match. Red and green were to colours that emanated from contemporary 
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Versailles, both featured on furniture and beds within the rooms but none specifically named 

as the dominant colour scheme, expect from in Nils‟s personal room where red stands out. 

Instead the family‟s choice of yellow and blue complements the clothing, they owned a 

quantity of yellow and blue shirts, jackets and various other clothing, but were not the high 

fashion colour until mid-18
th

-century.
195

 If this choice were founded in a desire to stand out, 

or perhaps but very unlikely they anticipated the trend to come, or they just did not have the 

information about the fashion trend, is hard to tell. But the colours themselves are still 

interesting because they still had meaning. Blue for example is connected to intelligence, 

trustworthiness, dedication, wisdom, and loyalty, and within the catholic context to the Virgin 

Mary. Green on the other hand represented growth, harmony, fertility and stability, and are 

associated with the resurrection of Christ. Yellow somewhat stands out as it represent an 

expression of optimism, enlightenment, joy and happiness, and have none of the religious 

connections as the others. These are all interesting aspects because the language of colour was 

something the family most certainly was aware off and used in their daily lives and it tells us 

something about how they perceived themselves of wanted others to perceive them.
196

  

Merging the primary vehicle for colour, fabric, with the chance of expressing your personal 

identity and wealth the meubles became an increasingly important element in the homes of 

the elites.
197

 Amongst the many pieces of furniture owned by the family a few types stands 

out from the crowd. One of the most striking things, when looking through all the inventories, 

is how many chairs they had and how expensively they had been decorated. There are almost 

one hundred chairs within the household in 1686 and around fifty in 1693. 
198

 All these chairs 

consisted of six small green velvet, eighteen red of Vipp, three green atlast, five green plush, 

eighteen gold-plated chairs, nine that were labelled tailored by with no specified colour or 

fabric, one Russian leather stool, fourteen red velvet, three green velvet, six smaller chairs 

that is possibly the same six of green velvet, forty-two unspecified chairs, twenty-two gold-

leather, and lastly twenty-two turbin chairs.
199

 

So why own that many chairs? Social culture dictated that you were sociable and entertained 

guests, a high number of chairs indicates that you followed this trend or at least wanted people 

to think you did. Bur chairs could do more than just be sat on, they presented a way for the 
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Bielke-Horn family to show off their wealth through fabric and craftsmanship, but they also 

allowed space to be controlled. The ideal of politeness demanded that you showed individuals 

the right amount of courtesy at the appropriate time and order, this was cause of great concern 

because in unfamiliar surroundings and in company with people you did not know you still 

needed to act the part. Thus a system of furnishing was created in which a space dedicated to 

highly structured hierarchical interaction, such as reception rooms, state bedchambers, or 

large salons that were likely to contain costly meubles, and in entering a scene a person could 

assess the interior and adjust his/hers behaviour to match the social circumstances it signalled. 

This could be used by the host for the choice of room and arrangement of objects helped to 

define the relative formality or intimacy before a single word was exchanged steering the 

interaction into the sphere that the host desired.
200

 In this the arrangement of chairs were an 

incredible telling and potent as a tool. But chairs could express even more, depending on the 

type of chair you were given social hierarchy, even around the same table, were signalled. 

Same set of chairs signalled a unity or belonging, seated in an armchair signalled superiority 

over a person seated in one that lacked it. All this created the ability to anticipate and 

recognize familiar formulas, producing a profound sense of pleasure and empowerment, thus 

unifying the social group re-enacting this structure and strengthening the collective identity.
201

 

Another piece of furniture that was found in the household in 1686 was six Taburetts.
202

 

These are interesting for the social message they send due to the sphere in which they are 

normally found. The furniture itself was a type of backless-chair that was loaded with 

ceremonial value, as far back as the ancient Romans ascribed it with the position of a symbol 

for dignity kinked to the republics senate. They were also being used in the French court for a 

long time before finally King Gustav III, after French influences, allowed his council to sit on 

them whilst in meeting. Eventually even the name Taburett was transferred to refer to the 

members of the state council and even their positions.
203

 In this the family‟s political 

ambitions, or claim of influence, are transparent as they re-enacts the ritual linked to political 

influence.
204

  

To achieve the desired effect of harmony and colour themes the meubles needed to be 

complimented by more, and different, types of fabric, and thus enhancing the visual 
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experience for the viewer. With the specialization of rooms, up to the 1740s, the formal bed 

often dominated the receiving room, working as a focal point and drawing upon the culture of 

receiving guests in you chambers, and thus played a vital part in the creation of visual 

harmony.
205

 A bed offered an almost un-matched possibility to display your wealth and taste 

by it being covered with textiles, the bed linen, pillow-cases, and even curtains surrounding it. 

This was an area in which the Bielke-Horn family excelled within, in their household, in 1686 

and 1693, they had twenty-three beds, in which seven of them were confirmed four-poster-

beds, all by themselves worth a small fortune.
206

 To say that these were expensively decorated 

is a severe understatement, of the bed sheets seventeen where of damask, two of linol, two of 

turbin one blue the other green, thirteen of half-silks, and one blue of tafs.
207

 As for the 

pillow-cases they were generally in the same type of fabrics, one being of velvet, fourteen of 

tafs where five is yellow, four blue, three green, and two without a specified colour. But 

eighteen of the pillow-cases were in a specific type of fabric known as västgöta fabric: rough 

fabric of linen and mostly used by servants or less well of people.
208

 

The beds were also covered by curtains, as were the fashion in Paris, and they too were 

extremely costly and visually stunning.
209

 The households stockpile consisted of eleven 

turbin, eight silk with a flowery motif, eleven damask, a stunning thirty-six tafs, fourteen half-

silk, five tafs with gold and silver cuffs, curtains for the beds. On top of that there were an 

additional four large coloured window curtains, two window curtains made from blue tubin, 

and four made from blue tafs.
210

 Of these fabrics, the linol sheet and Tubin chairs covers, 

curtains, and sheets, were extra expensive because they needed to be imported from France 

and Bagdad. But beds were more than just expensive furniture and an area in which you put 

your fabrics, beds symbolized something of vital importance in European culture: it 

symbolized the family. 

Beds were symbolically vital, and predominantly linked to the female sphere, when new 

couple married and moved into the new household, it prioritized so highly that even if a 

family could not give a dowry they would attempt to give some sort of bed. If the family 

failed in this there were cities that took money from their dowry funds, a fund that meant to 

help poor people getting married, and paid out an amount so the couple could buy a proper 
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bed.
211

 It was also the practice during the medieval age that a priest accompanied the 

newlyweds to their home and blessed the nuptial bed to propitiate fertility and keep evils 

away.
212

 A bed with a mattress, sheets and blankets were worth a fortune and it was thus 

unusual to have one for oneself, it was so expensive that the beds represented between 15-

39% of the total wealth amongst the poor in the 18
th

-century.
213

 Whilst beds could vary 

extensively in design, from a simple mattress to a four-poster bed, and value the main bed in 

most households, as in the case of the Bielke-Horn family, had by the 18
th

-century curtains 

surrounding it, keeping out draughts but perhaps more central creating a protective, private 

environment.
214

  

Another, or complementing, way to use fabrics in the creation of visual effects was to use 

curtains and tapestry. Curtains functioned pretty much like any other piece of fabric, be it a 

table cloth, bed sheet, or pillow-cover. Tapestry on the other hand was extremely rare and 

expensive at the time. Only a few families inside or outside of the court could make such an 

investment as to buy tapestry, and Bielke-Horn was one of them.
215

 In their manor they had 

three sets of tapestry, all of which were in six separate pieces. One of the sets were described 

as fitting for a very large hall, the other made for a chamber, the third and last depicted the 

family history.
216

 Given how exclusive they were they were always put in a highly visible 

room to insure that no one could visit without seeing them.
217

 But there were something even 

more exclusive within the walls of Salsta, with him from his time at the French court in 1679-

82 Nils brought home gift of six woven tapestries depicting Alexandersviten which were a 

popular paining at the time.
218

 More than just being impressive and expensive this was a gift 

given to him by the French court, something that conferred honour as it signaled that he was 

important enough to receive this expensive gift.
219

 

Mirrors had a secure position within any respectable baroque household, the style being 

especially influenced by the French fashion and court in which entire walls where covered to 

create a mirror hall.
220

 In Salsta, as mentioned above, there were many mirrors in different 
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places of the house. There were two big mirrors with a wooden frame the was sculpted like 

angles, one large with flowers either sculpted or painted on the frame, five smaller ones, and a 

bed that contained two gold-plated mirrors in 1693.
221

 Before that, in 1686, there were four 

mirrors with glass frame, two large mirrors, and six smaller ones.
222

 So there was an increase 

in the number of mirrors in Salsta between 86-93. 

With the help of mirrors light could be directed and enhanced and reflections of ornaments 

and sets made the visual display ever more effective.
223

 Purely decorative items, like mirrors, 

are high status objects just because they are expensive and fill no particular purpose other than 

being visually pleasing.
224

 Before the 16
th

-century light were considered a luxury only for the 

worship of a deity, and up till the 18
th

 the cost of candles keep it as a possession linked with 

the elites, and Salsta were certainly a place of light with its numerous candleholder and four 

crystal chandeliers adorning the main reception room.
225

 

Whilst not in great numbers, as the fashion of the Rococo, the manor did house a couple of 

sets of, and single, garnitures during the time in question.
226

 Of these two stands out, porcelain 

set for one of the guestrooms and a gold-plated swan with table cut gems on it.
227

 Whilst not a 

set in the full sense of the word, and not like the furniture set owned by Grill who will be dealt 

with in the next chapter, it still would have produced some of the benefits of a set.
228

 Namely 

the visual effect, that they look alike but are not necessarily duplicates, creating a sense of 

group belonging between the host and the guest whom correctly identified the set as a set. To 

identify a set was to grasp an effect of sameness within multiplicity, a process of comparison 

and distinction that separates a group of objects from the surrounding visual field and accepts 

the internal diversity of the ensemble as something created by similitude.
229

 The swan was 

most likely simply garniture to be presented as a token of the family‟s wealth. Even though 

the inventory does not specify where it was placed it was likely to be in one of the main 

reception rooms or drawing-rooms, to maximize the usage of the symbol and expose it to all 

the guests.
230
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Last, but certainly not least, there were a few items that needs to be highlighted for their value 

is easily missed. As mentioned in the background, as well as previously in this chapter, there 

was a high demand for imported, preferably colonial, goods in Europe at the time.
231

 This 

demand was due to the exotic nature, and the fact that the craftsman could access wood of 

different colour, something only achieved before but sourcing, meant that new fashions and 

styles could be created.
232

 Amongst the family‟s possessions there are a few objects of this 

exotic nature. There were a set of cutlery with ebony handles in Ewa‟s Stockholm residence, 

cotton curtains, and Arabian fabrics.
233

 These signalled a great deal of things about the family 

and with which cultural associations they wanted to convey to, and be connected with, 

visitors. This will brought up in greater detail in the next chapter. 

5.3 Polite men and sociable women 

As presented in the background there was a crisis of symbols in the 17
th

 and 18
th

-century 

Europe, and this crisis had its origin in the growing wealth of the Bourgeoisie. When 

presented with the possibility the newly rich started to consume the established status symbols 

that earlier were limited to the nobility by shear cost.
234

 This caused great confusion and 

threatened to destroy the entire social order, because when more people started to live like the 

old nobility the questioning, and critiquing, of privileges began to surface with louder and 

louder voices. Furthermore it upset the harmony that the nobility, and many others, believed 

that the nation depended upon to function and prosper. In this time, when wealth alone was 

not always sufficient enough to secure the distinction between the noble and the extremely 

wealth strata of the Bourgeoisie, the phenomenon of fashion and taste emerged as the new 

measurement for distinction.
235

 It is that fashion, or perhaps lack of fashion, that this heading 

will focus on, locating any trace of knowledge and usage of European fashion trends within 

the material possessions owned by the family. 

The adapted solution to the problem of confused symbolism was to refine taste, via fashion, 

and to try and with sumptuary laws regulating the legal access to items of high symbolic 

value.
236

 This solution meant that the focus shifted to include a moral aspect of commerce, 

something that have long been present in intellectual debate, now entered the primary stage. 

Within this new system the most important piece of sign-equipment associated with social 
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class was still consisted of the status symbols through which material wealth is expressed.
237

 

But as new types of objected moved through the social hierarchy the meaning of those objects 

changed, a former status symbol lost most of its “power” when a large portion of the 

population had access to it.
238

 This because people allow certain symbols of status to establish 

a performer‟s right to receive a given treatment, and if that symbol were to be compromised 

the system malfunctions and the social decorum becomes uncertain.
239

 The decorum was a 

keystone in the code of manners, traditional social harmony and what was to evolve to the 

ideal of politeness.
240

 Taste was about power and to refine the taste meant that you limited the 

access to the new status-symbols to only those whom could afford years of education in hope 

to acquire the understanding that were defined as taste and opened up the corridors of 

power.
241

  

One important element of this change towards polite behaviour was the ideal of Civility and 

Virtue. The Bielke-Horn family owned a variety, apart from the previously mentioned cutlery, 

of objects that can be linked to this specific ideal. The most compelling evidence for this 

claim is the discovery of a porcelain Teapot with accompanying set of cups and plates in 

1691.
242

 Tea was a beverage that was closely connected to the ideal of civility, or more 

precise civil men and women.
243

 The tea set then connected the ideal to the persons, because 

if they owned it they most likely used it. Perhaps a better example is the gold-plated silver 

table set left in the bank in 1702, this one containing, among other things, an ashtray and salt 

stand.
244

 These types of belongings are once again verified in 1736 were Ewa Horn owns a 

gold-plated sugar box and at least one teapot.
245

 So why narrow in on tea? Tea was considered 

a high status beverage not because it was particular expensive, even thought it was most 

certainly not cheap enough for all to be able to enjoy it, but because it signalled something 

about a persons perceived character.  

First and foremost tea was an imported product, and there were a generally held idea that 

imported product meant that you had the means and taste to purchase these new and exotic 
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products emerging from the colonies.
246

 But tea was more than that, the practice of drinking 

tea developed from the saloon meeting of the French nobility and quickly moved over to 

England where it came to symbolize the family and sociable interaction.
247

 This focus on 

family was something that underwent a transformation during the 17
th

- and 18
th

-century as the 

individual were give more agency and children were to be included not as labourer but as 

persons by their own right.
248

 The ceremony surrounding tea goes hand in hand with the ideal 

of civility and domestic femininity. Here women took control and men were more passive, the 

culture was that the family gathered and the women saw to the responsibility off serving of 

the tea whilst all engaged in sociable activities that were meant to strengthen the bond within 

the family.
249

 This put women in the position where they were in the main focus, and not as 

passive as custom otherwise demanded. 

Then what about the sugar-box? Whilst sugar always have been sought after for its sweetness 

and addictiveness it is no these properties that makes the box interesting in this context. Tea 

and sugar separately both experienced the risk of losing their prominence as status 

consumables due to the increased availability and lowered price during the early modern 

period. The way they avoided this fate was to mix. With a cultural emphasis on contribution 

to the community excessive self-indulgence and lack of proper concern for one‟s own health 

is evidence of lack in virtue, if a man can‟t control himself in his own interests when eating 

and drinking how could he control himself when he is supposed to be acting for the common 

good.
250

 This had economic repercussions as well, the state of a man‟s health is what makes 

him able to be useful for himself and for the community in large, maintaining ones physical 

health is one of the factors that determine how successful he can be and hence how much 

business one would receive.
251

 The mixing of tea and sugar preserved the status of both by 

changing the concept of status to individual virtue and moderation, instead of wealth and 

birth.
252

 So when Ewa and Nils purchased these tableware and sugar-box they sent a signal to 

anyone seeing the objects, or hearing about the purchase, that they embodied these ideals and 

where thus superior to those who did not. Furthermore this was a message aimed, perhaps, at 

the emerging bourgeoisie because this behaviour, the polite, was more linked to the English 

middling class then to of its nobility. 
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In the life of the elites a new habit emerged in the 18
th

-century, shopping. As the one in 

charge for the domestic nature of the household much of the day to day shopping fell upon the 

responsibility of women.
253

 Whilst it is not particular likely that Ewa ever personally shopped 

the basic supplies for the household the responsibility that the task were taken care of 

traditionally fell upon her. Women trained from childhood, because of that responsibility, to 

spot a bargain and to haggle with shop-keepers, but this left women vulnerable to critic about 

their perceived susceptibility and weakness to resist spending money.
254

 This was extra 

sensitive because shopping was, due to its believed negative effects on moral and reliance on 

imported goods, considered as a threat to the nation and therefore publicly condemned.  

Which lead to refining taste becoming an important ideal in order to stop commerce from ruin 

the public‟s moral and the social order.
255

 To battle this women were to write in account 

books to control their spending and constrains them into domesticity, giving husband 

complete insight and control over her expenditure.
256

 In the case of Bielke-Horn, and the 

control over their expenditure, it seems like they followed this general principle. But with one 

exception, there was a separate account book for Nils of the same nature as that of Ewa‟s.
257

 

These accounts from 1686-87 cover the couple‟s individual spending on confectioneries and 

fruits make it possible for the one in control of these books to track the spending of the other 

down to individual pieces of fruit. For example, in the 14
th

 of January 1686 Ewa bought 

Apricots for 10d.km, and on the 7
th

 of May 1687 Nils felt like buying marzipan for a bit over 

1 d.km.
258

  

5.4 Summary 

This chapter has shown how most people would have seen the Bielke-Horn family, either 

when they were traveling back and forth to Stockholm or when entertaining guest at Salsta 

they committed much thought in how they presented themselves. One of the aspects standing 

out is how much fabric they used in the decoration of their home and the construction of their 

reputation, and to what length they were willing to invest in completely changing their home 

in order to re-enact the symbolism of the European nobility. What is striking too is how well 

in touch they were with the fashion of the continent, even in some regards spot on, which is 

quiet astonishing given that Sweden is generally believed to be far behind the rest of Europe, 
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and reveling about the connections they had to Europe. The colour schemes, but also the 

taburetts, are a particular good example of this because it shows that not only did the family 

understand the fashion of the Italian mode, they also managed to incorporate some of the 

defining French elements making it clear that they mastered the cultural cipher. More than the 

inventories have shown, something that will be more elaborated in the next chapter, that the 

family were part of the global trade and imported colonial merchandises and goods from the 

Orient. By doing this they became a part of the creation of the consolidation of networks of 

global commerce.
259

 

Regarding the house there were extensive changes being conducted during the life of Nils and 

Ewa. They inherited a renaissance manor and completely rebuilt it to a Baroque mansion, up 

to the latest fashion and demands. The house included the servants quarters, located on the 

bottom floor with the kitchen, places to sleep and stairs creating access to the important 

second floor, the main receiving floor.
260

 The second floor, or the first public, surely must 

have been splendid to witness. Entering in the hall you would see in front of you into the 

second hall, and to both sides drawing-rooms which were all lavishly decorated with various 

furniture and accessories.
261

 The Third floor, a semi-public floor, is where most of the 

chambers and guest-rooms were located.
262

 Also it is on this floor, on the far-right, the house 

chapel were located adding to the privacy or at least selected company nature of the floor. 

Whilst likewise extravagantly decorated this floor lacked the sheer number of articles that the 

one beneath were adorned with.
263

  

The layout of the house was arranged so that the second floor served as the main public area, 

the third was more intimate but certainly public, and the first was simply considered as 

servants quarters and very private in that regard. Furthermore the two main public floors was 

organized in an manner that the centre room were the warmest, in regards to interior 

decoration, and then the decoration declined the further you got from these rooms.  
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6. Legacy – The construction of greatness 

This study has in the previous chapters examined what possessions they Bielke-Horn family 

used, and given suggestions of how they may had used them, to achieve social prominence. 

This chapter will instead focus on is to what end they invested so heavily in; what did they 

use to achieve the overall goal of the performance? 

6.1 Dynasty – the great project 

When the Bourgeoisie of Europe began to threatening the position of the nobility and wealth 

alone was no longer sufficient in ensuring their extensive privileges, the nobility answered 

with the one thing they had and the Bourgeoisie could never possess: pedigree.
264

 All over 

Europe the nobility started cultivating and presenting their legacy and family history in forms 

of donations to churches, ordering of paintings depicting them and their family line, and 

building a large home for generations to come. As the house already been thoroughly covered 

by a previous chapter the time has come to look at the paintings: which until now have been 

left unanalyzed because their distinctive connection to the dynasty building of a prominent 

family.  

Portraiture have long been used by the nobility as a symbol of status, it functioned as a claim 

to an elevated, autonomous identity within interlinked social, political and spiritual 

hierarchies.
265

 The space in the country house influenced the production of new portraits as 

they were required to be able to hang next to an ancestral portrait marking the longevity of 

your line. The environment also ascribed meaning to portraits which were intended to be 

inherited down to generations to come.
266

 Inheritance removed the “selection” part of 

taste/fashion and instead highlighted the management, display and arrangement as a way to 

express one‟s knowledge in the current fashion.
267

 It was the country house that demonstrated 

a family‟s dynastic heritage, longevity and inherited wealth thus the meaning of portraiture 

complemented and borrowed that connection to ascribe more meaning to it.
268

 This was 

certainly the case in Salsta as well. In their possession both at Salsta and their manor in Stettin 

the family had paintings of his Uncle Steen and Grandfather Ture Bielke, as well as a portrait 

of himself and Ewa.
269

 A portrait of Nils, possibly the same one, can also be found in Ewa‟s 
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Stockholm resident after Nils death.
270

 Depicting themselves in a painting were an excellent 

way of communicating how cultural you were, at the same time as they offered an opportunity 

to show family heirlooms long with new paintings which were both very important in 

constructing status for the family.
271

 

Another popular way to elevate the family was to present the family‟s coat of arms in 

appropriate places. This usually took place at the mantelpiece, linked with the house and 

dynastic ambition, or on the silverware to show wealth and origin. Whilst no mantelpiece are 

mentioned within the sources there are two types of objects that exploit the family heritage 

and gives reason to suspect dynastic ambitions. In Ewa Horns home in Stockholm 1736, as 

well as in Stettin 1696, there is cutlery in the household that bears the Bielke coat of arms.
272

 

Given how rare the use of cutlery were, and that she invested in gold-plating a few of them, 

they surly must been given some attention by dinner guest and visitors.
273

 Whilst these 

certainly were impressive they pale in comparison to the six pieces of tapestry depicting the 

history of the family Bielke.
274

 If tapestry were considered exotic and expensive, and prints as 

well, this object made it perfectly clear to the viewer that this was a wealthy, old, and 

powerful family. 

Another way you could ensure your family‟s social standing was to conquer a spot in the 

public room. The public rooms, such as markets and churches, were of great importance 

because they offered a unique possibility to cement your status as your claim for elite status is 

being reenacted every time someone sees it and if durable enough it would become 

permanently connected to your family.
275

 There were few places that could compete with the 

exposure one could get within the churches and thus the social elites invested in gifts and 

graves.
276

 Nils and Ewa were no exception here, in 1711 they donated a reredos and preacher 

chair, the Bielke coat of arms adoring the reredos and being the focal point of the church. The 

family was also the patron for the church in Tensta officially protecting it. More than that the 

family also founding a school, sponsored a home for the elderly, and made sure there were a 

sufficiently qualified teacher at hand.
277

 All of this was continued after Nils death making sure 
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that his efforts would be nurtured by his widow and children ensuring that the family name 

kept its prominence within the city.  

6.2 Conclusion  

To answer the first question of the study a few categories have been identified as the type of 

belongings that was used to manifest status at Salsta. The Bielke-Horn family was in a sense a 

normal Swedish 17
th

-century noble family in terms of what they consumed to show their 

status. The majority of their wealth was invested into the new baroque manor, one that could 

rival almost any other seat of power within the realm, and the interior decoration of said 

house. What makes them stand out, other than they sheer wealth they had to invest, was the 

fact that they had very good connection with continental Europe which enabled them to 

access certain objects or be aware of trends radiating from France or England long before the 

majority of the rest of the Swedish nobility.  

The single category of the objects that make up most of their wealth invested into decoration 

were without a doubt fabrics. The range of fabrics the family had were immense, there were 

Arabian Tubin on twenty-two chairs, on curtains for their many four-poster-beds and bed 

covers and sheets.
278

 More than Tubin they enjoyed velvet and damask on over twenty chairs 

some of them in others green, silk curtains for the beds and velvet bed sheets do decorate the 

family‟s twenty-three beds.
279

  

Other categories the family made use of to manifest their position was decorative objects like 

mirrors, that they owned plenty of, and garniture, that was a bit more exclusive. Amongst the 

many mirrors there were six large ones with gold-plate frames, numerous smaller ones with 

glass framing, but three stands out even more: two of these three have angels adorning their 

frames and the final had roses either painted on or carved into the wood.
280

 Garniture rarer in 

the household and consisted only of a small number of porcelain objects and tea serving sets. 

Set aside from the garniture and mirrors, but still decorative objects, were the several 

paintings that covered the walls of the country house, counting over thirty-five in number the 

paintings depicted persons important to the family. There were paintings of John the Baptist, 
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the king, the treasurer of the realm, whom just so happened to be Nils‟ uncle, various nobles 

of the like of Johan Stenbock, amongst other unnamed nobles.
281

  

The next large category is Meubles. The Bielke-Horn did own a lot of impressive and 

expansive furniture to display in their home, but most of them were more or less degraded to 

being the vehicle for fabric rather than a stunning piece by their own right. Of all their 

belongings the meubles only account for a few noteworthy objects in the inventories, there are 

the over twenty beds and above a hundred chairs, both important for the valuable fabrics 

covering them, that stands out the most.
282

 Other than that there are a bureau and writing desk 

that can be used to deduct ideals of privacy and publics, like the society of letters the most 

private yet largest of the publics.
283

 

There is little to no doubt the when Nils and Ewa built their home they did do following the 

influences concerning public and private rooms within the mansion. Regarding the questions 

where the family‟s status belongings were exhibited and how the house changed to 

accommodate these, the family seemed to adhere to the norm of Europe. The house was built 

with Vaux-le-Vicomte in thought and is one of the most impressive baroque manors in the 

country. Looking at the physical layout of the house and where the family chose to 

concentrate their high-status objects this trend of adhering to the European style is even more 

visible. The family chose to dedicate more or less the entire middle floor, the first floor that 

visitors entered through the stairs on the front, to be their primary public area. The first room 

you entered included a mirror with a glass frame, varnished tables, four silver candleholders, 

geridoner: pedestals with a circular board on top for placing ornaments, six paintings and six 

stools. In such a limited area the decoration surly must have been almost overwhelming 

extravagant. Just next door the hall that was elegantly decorated with no less than twenty-five 

gold-leather chairs, four crystal chandelier, eight mirrors, and single table covered by red 

plush, by night the candlelight from the chandeliers reflecting in the mirrors must surely been 

a spectacle. 

The family seemed to branch out from the traditional noble focus on fabrics, they cautiously 

invested in more, for their time, modern things like clocks, a large library, and imported 

colonial and oriental goods. Whilst not in great number these objects still show an 

understanding or knowledge of the European trends and an effort to stay in line with them.  
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Last question was the hardest to give a direct answer because an object rarely directly reveals 

the owner intents and thus there is a problem with causality. If one accepts the premise that 

the nobles of Sweden heeded the appeal from the council of the realm, in line with the state of 

research, and took on the responsibility to strengthen the culture of Sweden as well as 

represent Sweden in an orderly manner, there are conclusions that one can draw from the 

household of the Bielke-Horn. 

The logic in this conclusion is that the family was very much in touch with the European 

trends, much because of the internationally of Nils‟ position both in the Habsburgian army 

and as general governor of Swedish Pommera. This made it possible from them too collect the 

necessary information and contacts to know what the latest fashion was and importing that to 

their residences, both in Stettin and Salsta. This import of valuables is what is interesting here, 

the state and national economics of the time targeted imports of foreign materials as 

counterproductive for the nation‟s economic wealth.
284

 The Bielke-Horn, amongst many 

others, ignored this because the advantages it gave them far outweigh the possible drawbacks 

or reprimands from the state. This break against the mercantile ideal can be seen as the family 

prioritizing the social benefits that this material brings them, and perhaps since the practice 

were widespread, the state did too.  

So what does all this tell about the status consumption of the Swedish nobility? Well first and 

foremost it shows that even thought they were poorer than their European counterparts they 

still made an effort to mimic the consumption habits of them. In their attempt there are a few 

parts that stand out as the more important ones. If following the priorities of the Bielke-Horn 

family the trend was to maximize exposure of you wealth, thus investing in the clothes, in 

jewellery, the house, and the carriages, whilst saving, in relative terms of course, on the 

interior of the home.
285

  

This strategy worked one because of exposure points, at any given day the most exposure you 

would get was through your person, what you physically had on your body, clothes and 

jewellery, whilst conducting your business or just going about your daily routine. But the way 

you travelled to and back from town is also high profile since it is in the streets in broad 

daylight passing houses and people alike. Last but certainly not least having a great manor 

was something people spoke about, that was visible from far away, and that every passer-by 
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would have noticed. If considering this amount of exposure the relative few people they 

actually invited into the house is a very low number thus, to build reputation within the 

community, this way was the most efficient.  

Changing perspective; let‟s assume that you wanted to create some international reputation, as 

I have argued that the Bielke-Horns and the Swedish nobility wanted. Would this strategy of 

maximizing exposure have been sufficient? The short answer is no. The European scene 

required that you mastered a cipher, or code of both conduct and material familiarity in order 

to pass as a member of the elite.
286

 To do this you needed to educate and surround yourself 

with the appropriate material culture to create this familiarity, it all came down to behavior 

and manners when socializing with the elites of Europe. Whilst the Bielke-Horns were a bit 

lacking on this front they still made an effort, the traces of these efforts are found in the 

cutlery, paintings, and library that the family invested in.
287

  

This concludes that the family would have tried to balance the exposure with the cultural to 

cover most of their bases and create as good as possible effect overall. This is also what I 

consider to be a weakness in the theory concerning defensive and aggressive consumption. 

The theory suggest that in this era an individual, or more likely a family, whom were a person 

of standing within the community or country consumed status objects for one of two possible 

reasons. They consumed either to further their position, an aggressive and expensive 

consumption, of to defend it, a defensive and less costly alternative.
288

 I argue that whiles 

correct in a restricted geographical area, such as a city or even country, it cannot fully be 

employed upon an international group such as the European nobility. 

Because this study shows that a family can be considered doing both strategies at the same 

time, and thus making the difference only in what the author perceive to be the intent behind 

the spending. The Bielke-Horn did spend aggressively to enhance their position in Europe, but 

at the same time defensively to protect their position in Sweden. The internationality of the 

nobility means that the premises changes quite a lot depending on what country or estate you 

view, and this makes a general conclusion about the intent of expenditure problematic.  
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7. Epilogue 

For the epilogue there will be a short comparison between the Bielke-Horn family of Salsta 

and the Grill family in Östragötaland. The goal of this comparison is to show how the material 

culture of these two families corresponded and differed from each other and with that try and 

identify the differences and similarities in their spending habits, them being from different 

social strata. But most of all the comparison is to show that one can, in future research, 

fruitfully draw parallels between the nobles and bourgeoisie in Sweden and inspire to new 

areas of study.  

To circumvent any possible discrepancies within the results of the comparison, due to the 

timespan between them, the objects themselves will not be emphasized. Instead the 

comparisons will focus on to what degree cultural and economic capital was balanced and if 

their possessions were on par with the contemporary fashion trends.  

7.1 The rise of the bourgeoisie 

So how did Nils and Ewa‟s homes differ from that of a wealthy bourgeoisie? To serve as the 

Bielke-Horns bourgeoisie equivalent, in terms of wealth and position within the estate, Jean 

Abraham Grill, 1736-1792, a merchant who rose to the position of director over the Swedish 

East India Company, will be analyzed and compared. 

Looking at the probate inventory for Grill one is immediately confronted with their immense 

wealth, the value of their jewellery and silverware stands of 1100 rdr specie out of the total 

value of their possessions being 1900 rdr specie.
289

 Whilst bearing in mind that the figures are 

somewhat misleading, due to an incomplete inventory, they still convey something about the 

family‟s priorities, because it does include the conventionally most expensive rooms the main 

reception room, bedrooms, and guestrooms.
290

 The jewellery was separated between the 

widows and the deceased and the widows were worth the most. In the list of her jewellery one 

finds the single most expensive object in the household, a par of boxes featuring three 

diamonds with a rose cut valued to 100 rdr specie. Also noteworthy objects for their value are 

two brilliant cut diamond ring a 50 and 33 rdr specie, a couple of gold clocks with chain a 50, 

and two gold boxes a 66 rdr specie.
291

 But these can tell something more. Brilliant cut 
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diamonds can be a sign of sociable activity, due to the sparkle it creates in candlelight.
292

 

More objects that breaches the line between economic and cultural capital includes; 

Snuffboxes of porcelain and papier-maché, ivory boxes and souvenirs, portraits of the family, 

gold ornament sets, nacre boxes, two sigil ring of gold and silver, sugar boxes, spoons, forks, 

dessert forks/spoons, tea spoons, tea strainer, Mahogany tea table, Ottoman, Piano of 

mahogany, dinner table, Barometer, clocks, Viol and flute, coffeemaker, china inspired 

porcelain snuffbox with a coat of arms.
293

  

Immediately some similarities comes to mind, in regards to their jewellery both families seem 

to have favored the diamond and either the rose cut or table cut.
294

 The Bielke-Horn‟s owned 

many more stones in total, and a more diversified selection: Amethyst, Emerald, and 

Sapphire, but they did not own a brilliant cut.
295

 The discrepancy here is most likely due to 

wealth, the Bielke-Horn fortune far exceeded that of Grill‟s, but there are also a cultural 

difference brought to light by the timespan between their deaths.
296

 Already in the end of 

Nils‟s lifetime there was a cultural shift towards a more modest way of expressing your 

wealth.
297

 But there are also many similarities, both of the households used tea, cutlery, 

clocks, pearls, and sugar, as a way to express that they were in touch with the culture and 

fashion of Europe.
298

  

Whilst Bielke-Horn case with the cutlery are more extraordinary, due to how early they began 

to use them even in contrast to the rest of Europe, Grill represent the final form of the trend: a 

special room for eating with a dinner table. Something also unique, in this particular case, to 

Grill are the presence of musical instruments, showing interest for music, an ability to play, 

and the wealth to take time away from work to educate oneself. On the other hand what 

Bielke-Horn had, that Grill severely is missing, were fabrics. There are two way to look at this 

lack of fabric, on one hand the inventory is incomplete and that part could be one of the 

missing, another explanation could be that fabric, being linked to the nobility, were not as 

important to the identity and group belonging that Grill wanted to convey. There are strong 

arguments on both parts but looking on the fabric described being on the furniture it is lärft or 

schagg, schagg being wool and lärft a usually white fabric made from wool or cotton, there is 
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not a great emphasis on exotic or overly expensive materials indicating that it was not as 

important as the other high status objects that he chose to display.  

Both the families Grill and Bielke-Horn were diligent in importing exotic objects to play on 

the contemporary fascination with colonial goods and the Far East or exotic Barbary States. 

The Grills owned ivory, mahogany, a box filled with minerals from china, and an ottoman 

which were used to entertain the people they invited with the cultural context from where the 

objects came. These cultures occupied a prominent position in the literature, art, ceramics, 

textiles, and furniture in the period so their meaning would have been widely known amongst 

the bourgeoisie and nobles.
299

  

Between the mid-seventeenth and end of the eighteenth century interior decoration changed 

from Versailles rigid fashion inspired from the court, armchairs as a sign of royal power and 

taburetts as the high-nobilities, present in the Bielke-Horn‟s household, to a more relaxed 

decorum of sofas and ottomans as a reflection of a relaxed environment in court and the 

spread of sociability.
300

 In the Grills household an indication of this can be found in one of the 

drawing-rooms where the ottoman, covered by mattress depicting angels, was placed.
301

 

These ottomans, as hybrid furniture merging the bed and chair, were a direct answer to the 

increased emphasis on socialization and comfort, and aside from church pews and benches, 

they were the first seats to be designed for multiple occupants. The oriental inspired furniture, 

as the ottoman in question, were commonly linked to the feminine divan, and through that it 

tapped into a complex chain of associations connecting the orient itself with femininity, 

sexuality, and sociability.
302

  

This connection between feminine sexuality and the Orient was also the subject of many 

works in the contemporary literature. The ottoman allowed conversation and interaction of an 

uninhibited nature, in contrast to the distinctive nature of the armchair and taburetts, along 

with a sense of equality whilst also creating an atmosphere of sensuality.
303

 The Gills further 

enhanced this effect by utilizing the interior decorative style of the set of furniture, alongside 

the Ottoman there were eight chairs with matching covers, and a mahogany fire screen to 

close of some space making it more intimate.
304

 The set works in the way that it intrigues the 
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visitor whilst at the same time conveying your wealth and taste, a set of furniture or garniture 

were perhaps the most efficient technique to achieve the desired visually stunning effect of 

sameness.
305

  

Sameness was very rare because before the age of mechanical reproduction they represented 

extraordinary skill in the process of handcrafting and thus extremely rare and expensive. Part 

of the fascination was due the appreciation of the process, people were intrigued by very 

existence of such closely resembling objects, but equally interesting were their compositional 

and pictorial properties, or the effect they created within the room.
306

 The Bielke-Horn family 

did also connect to the orient but had to choose a different method in doing this, due to the 

fact that they lived during the more rigid structures of socialisation, a trend emanating from 

the court and which changed to a more relaxed code of behaviour during the 18
th

-century, 

than the Grills. The way Bielke-Horn closed in on the Orient was through the use of fabric, 

the same general manner in which they approached most of their interior decoration.
307

 They 

adorned their beds, chairs, and tables with the fabric Tubin, more than being a symbol of 

wealth because it is usually decorated with gold or silver treads it hailed from modern day 

Bagdad and thus connected them with the Orient and its associations.
308

  

In the Bielke-Horn household there were also cotton curtains and fabrics which were bought 

from colonies and craved in Europe for they were relative easy to clean and took print 

unusually well. Here the family were in time with the trend, cotton lost some of its appeal to 

the elites after 1750s when it became more common in middling class households and in 

rooms for rent.
 309

 

Changing the focus to wood and wooden furniture, the most noteworthy are the Grill‟s 

mahogany possessions, including a tea-table, piano, table, amongst other things, and the 

Bielke-Horn‟s walnut chandleries and ebony cutlery.
310

 Apart from the orient the colonies 

also contributed in changing the fashion of Europe. It was the search for wood that, due to the 

shortage in Europe, that contributed to the nations of Europe looking elsewhere to satisfy their 

needs. It was when trying to satisfy a growing demand created by, amongst other things, 

extensive shipbuilding that Europeans discovered other valuable properties of colonial wood, 
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notably the difference in colour and resistance.
311

 Ebony had been imported to Europe since 

the thirteenth-century, all thought in small quantities, and prized for its dark colour and 

making it an excellent symbol of wealth. Before the mid-seventeenth century, when colonial 

wood started to get more widely accessible, the only way to alternate the colour of wood was 

through the use of fire.
312

 Of all the colonial woods there was one that stood out, Mahogany. 

Mahogany claimed its prominent position as the wood of choice when the lords of England 

and France decorated their homes with the new fashion radiating from the port-cities.
313

 

Both the Bielke-Horn and the Grill family make use of the technical advances in their time to 

show that they are educated and to mesmerize guests with the latest technology. Both the two 

families had in their possession a number of clocks, for the Grills there were a large 

grandfather clock and two gold plated pocket-watches, and for Bielke-Horn there are a 

reference to only a single gold-plated clock but it was adorned with twenty one rose-cut gems 

and its gold chain included thirty-one rose-cut gems.
314

  

This comparison shows, quite clearly, two families with the same goal but two very different 

approaches to achieve said gold. Much of the discrepancy can be explained due to the 

differences in group identity between the bourgeoisie and the nobility, the first gaining rank 

through wealth and business and the other through military achievements living as the 

collective deemed worthy.
315

 But there are similarities that hints at a process of assimilation, 

much like in that of for example England, were the extremely wealthy burghers and the 

nobility intermarry and the lines between them begins to blur. 

These possessions were there in their own distinct way the “bread and butter” of both 

families, the way the lived and conducted business, even perhaps how they viewed themselves 

and their place in the world. The Grills enabled with their consumption to build a reputation 

and the esteem of their colleagues permitting their enterprises in the East India Company and 

Godegård to thrive leaving their mark still visible in our society today. The Bielke-Horn 

family succeeded in carving out a territory within the state and thus creating a dynasty 

surviving not only a death sentence for high treason but perhaps more impressively the test of 

time. Both families are still remembered for their achievements, Grills for their enterprise and 

wealth visible in the many places and buildings named after them, and Bielke through Nils 
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whom is still considered one of the brightest stars of the Swedish empire. This is their legacy 

all made possible and accessible through their materiality and what they left for us to find. 
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Appendix 
Table 1: Inventories from 1693 

Limited to the elite; Complex social messages; Connection between 

consumption and person; 

8 pieces of Brocatelle with 

flower motive for the cabinet 

6 Curtains with nice Cuffs  

9 Pieces ditto for the bed 1 par of Walnut Cheridoner  

1 par of gold-plated 

Cheridoner 

1 small green writing table  

1 Big black Cabinet 1 large writing table (Roses 

along the edge) 

 

2 Big mirrors with angels 

along the frame 

1 par of green and red printed 

Tapestry 

 

1 Big mirror with roses along 

the frame 

1 oval gold-plated frame with 

silk details 

 

5 Smaller mirrors 13 oval gold-plated frames  

1 gold-plated bed with 2 

mirrors 

9 square gold-plated frames  

1 table with gold-plated base 6 small green velvet chairs  

 18 red Vipp chairs  

 5 green plush chairs  

 3 green atlast chairs  

 12 gold-plated chairs  

 9 tailored chairs  

 1 painting of John the 

evangelist  

 

 1 ditto of Steen Bielke with a 

gold-plated frame 

 

 1 ditto of count Johan 

Stenbock with gold-plated 

frame 

 

 1 ditto of an English countess  

 1 ditto Ewa Horn  

 1 ditto of Nils Bielke  

 1 ditto of the king  

 1 ditto of the royal marshal   

 1 ditto of Ture Bielke  

 11 ditto of various gentlemen  

 11 ditto of various ladies  

 5 broken paintings  

 1 gold-plated frame  

 2 small paintings  

   

   
Source: Inventory 1-3 
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Table 2: Inventory from 1686 

Limited to the elite; Complex social messages; Connection between 

consumption and person; 

1 bed with red fabric with a 

flower motif 

14 chairs of red velvet  

1 pillow filled with feathers 2 chair of green velvet  

10 mattress filled with 

Parcum 

6 small chairs  

9 pillow filled with ditto 1 mirror with walnut frame  

8 gold-plated chandeliers  1 bureau   

1 yellow damask sheet for 

hanging around a bed 

2 curtains  

4 mirror with glass frame  35 paintings with gold-plated 

and black frames 

 

2 feather beds 4 white English covers  

1 white silk cover 10 Cheridoner  

1 Russian leather stool 42 chairs  

4 Chrystal chandleries  18 pillow of Västgöta fabric  

2 large mirrors 22 chairs of “golden leather”  

6 Smaller mirrors 6 gold-plated chairs  

2 Silver candleholders 6 Taburett with blue velvet  

4 gold-plated candleholders 5 tapestry on a table  

1 green tubins[Silver and 

gold treads] bed 

1 cotton cover  

1 velvet pillow 1 yellow cotton cover  

2 white curtains of silk    

1 white curtain    

1 curtain    

4 empty gold-plated frames   

5 yellow tafs [light, silk] 

pillow-slips  

  

4 blue ditto   

2 ditto [no colour specified]   

3 green ditto 

1 red tafs cover 

  

1 green ditto   

1 blue ditto   

23 beds in total   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   
Source: Inventory 4 
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Table 3: Un-dated inventory over the fabrics in Salsta 

Limited to the elite; Complex social messages; Connection between 

consumption and person; 

17sheets of damask  22 chairs of tubin (Arabian)  

2 sheets of linol (French) 7 four-poster-beds  

1 blue tubin bed sheet   

5 tubin bed curtain   

8 silk bed curtains with 

flowers on 

  

1 green tubin sheet   

6 tubin curtains (   

11 damask bed curtains   

36 tafs bed curtains   

13 half-silk sheets   

14 half-silk bed curtains   

5 tafs bed curtains with gold 

and silver cuffs 

  

1 blue tafs bed sheet   

1 red and yellow half-silk 

bed sheet with flowers on 

  

   

4 big coloured window 

curtains 

  

2 window curtains made of 

blue tubin 

  

4 window curtains of blue 

tafs 

  

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   
Source: Inventory 6 
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