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  abstract  
The article is based on some of the findings from the author’s 
doctoral thesis, Komediant och riksförrädare. Handskrift
cirkulerade smädeskrifter mot Gustaf III (approx. Jester and 
traitor. Manuscript published libels against Gustav III), and 
concerns the manuscript publishing of oppositional libels 
during the reign of Gustav III (1771–1792).

Some of the terms and definitions from Harold Love’s Scribal 
Publication in Seventeenthcentury England (1993) are applied 
to the material in order to deepen our understanding of the 
clandestine system of diffusion of these texts. The dominant 
type of publishing was in this case »user publication«, where 
interested readers made their own copies and showed them to 
others. Particular interest is given to the role of the copier, who 
often combined functions of production, distribution and 
consumption in one person. The copiers are also the link in this 
system where we through manuscript collections can identify 
individual participants to a much larger extent than is the case 
when it comes to the anonymous authors and readers who 
never made any copies.
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 »the place is  swarMing with libels« 

Manuscript publication of oppositional texts 

During the reign of gustav iii (1771–1792) 1 

 In 1771 Gustav III ascended the throne of Sweden as a 
promising young leader of the country. His coup d’état of 1772, 
through which he strengthened his own power considerably, 
was generally seen as the much needed rise of a unifying power 
in a realm divided by party struggle, conflicts between com-
moners and nobility and disagreements between the king and 
the diet. However, as time went by, the opposition against the 
king grew and the political landscape in Sweden became more 
polarized. The high nobility together with groups of commoners 
from the country’s elite found themselves robbed of much of 
their former influence, and objected against the king’s increased 
tendencies to repress the opposition and expand his own power. 
In the end the conflict cost the king his life through the famous 
assassination at the opera house in March 1792.2

At the king’s funeral faux rune stones flanked the coffin. 
Inscriptions on the stones praised Gustav III as just, merciful, 
brave and wise.3 At the same time a completely different pro-
posal for an epigraph to the king was circulated in manuscript. 
In the various versions of this work the king was described as, 
among other things, a traitor, thief, perjurer, tyrant, and »sodo-
mitical arch-bishop«.4 This posthumous libel was among the 
harsher directed towards Gustav III, but manuscript published 
lampoons of different kinds had followed him throughout his 
reign. In the beginning the oppositional works in circulation 
seem to have been comparatively few, but as the political situa-
tion became more turbulent at the time of the Russian War of 
1788 and Gustav’s second coup d’état of 1789, the verbal attacks 
became more frequent and the king was depicted as a cruel 
tyrant. The manuscript published libels against Gustav III will 
be the main focus of this article, with the emphasis on their 
production, distribution and consumption. 

  publication through hanDwriting 
Europe, including Sweden, had a lively and established manu-
script culture during the eighteenth century and it is at this time 
possible to talk about a publication of texts not only through 
print, but also via manuscript. The definition of »published« in 
this context is not quite as straightforward as it might be in the 
case of printed material. In Scribal Publication in Seven teenth
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century England (1993), Harold Love introduces useful terms 
and definitions which can help us understand the circulation of 
handwritten material during early modern times. There are 
several similarities between the manuscript culture of seven-
teenth century England and that of eighteenth century Sweden, 
which makes it fruitful to apply Love’s terminology to a Swedish 
material. A first attempt to use Love’s work to increase our 
understanding of Swedish manuscript culture during the reign 
of Gustav III was carried out in 1999 by Niclas Areskog in his 
licentiate thesis.5 I am in my work indebted to his efforts, and 
hope to deepen and nuance our understanding of the subject by 
using a larger body of material and a wider scope.

Love formulates a useful definition of publication as when 
someone »knowingly relinquishes control of the future social 
use of the text«.6 However, working with eighteenth century 
material we often have only one preserved copy of a text and 
lack further information about its origin or possible circulation. 
In such cases it is hard to say whether or not the text remained 
private or was shown to others. When attempting to categorize 
libels as published or unpublished I have, in these unclear 
cases, based my decision on circumstances such as whether the 
content and form of the work indicates that it was intended for 
a wider audience and if it has been written down together with 
other texts which exist in several copies.

Manuscript publication could be chosen over print for a 
variety of reasons, but with a majority of the oppositional 
works against Gustav III it is quite likely that it was primarily 
fear of persecution which made the authors and distributors 
choose this medium. Before the king’s coup of 1772 Sweden had 
experienced a few years of relatively extensive freedom of the 
press, during which a large part of the political debate could 
take place through the medium of print. However, Gustav III 
gradually increased governmental control over the printed 
word, and as expressing their opinions through print became 
more and more precarious the opposition found themselves 
increasingly reliant on the media of handwriting and oral 
transmission.7 

In France, we have at this time large scale enterprises where 
illegal texts were printed outside the country, smuggled over 
the border and sold from under the cloak.8 In Sweden we have 
very few examples of this kind of activity from the political 
opposition.9 Crucial differences between Sweden and France 
are of course the size of the countries, and of the languages. 
Printing abroad and smuggling into the country would be an 
expensive and dangerous affair and hardly worth the effort 
when the audience was comparatively small. In the case of 
French clandestine prints, the printer could by contrast expect 
an interest not only in the large country of France, but all over 
Europe.10
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Officially it was according to Swedish law equally illegal to 
write accusations against the king with a pen as it was to have 
them printed. The statute regulating the liberty of the press in 
Sweden at this time actually regulated the liberty of writing and 
the press. The exact title of the statute of 1774 is: Kongl. Maj:ts 
nådiga förnyade förordning och påbud angående skrif och 
tryckfriheten (approx. Renewed gracious royal statute and 
decree concerning the liberty of writing and press).11 In practice, 
however, it was very rare that someone was convicted over 
handwritten texts. While the king and his government gradually 
increased their control over the printing presses, they never 
managed to restrain the handwritten word.12 

In the political culture of eighteenth century Sweden, manu-
script publication played an important role in several ways. It 
was not only used to spread oppositional pamphlets and libels, 
but it was also a channel through which it was possible to get 
hold of official and unofficial documents concerning political 
affairs, transcriptions of speeches and documents from judi-
cial proceedings. In a political climate where the king often 
tried to stop the printing of official documents and where 
printed newspapers were hard pressed by the government, the 
handwritten and the spoken word along with foreign news-
papers were the channels through which news about internal 
Swedish affairs could reach the country’s citizens. This article 
will mainly focus on oppositional pamphlets and libels which, 
as a rule, were originally intended for manuscript publication 
of some sort.

  the Material for the stuDy  
My work concerning manuscript published oppositional texts 
from the time of Gustav III is based on a material consisting of 
150 titles. The titles each exist today in somewhere between 
one and forty-three known copies. The corpus of these texts 
has been comprised from the contents of fifty-seven volumes in 
seven libraries and archives in Sweden and Finland (which 
during the eighteenth century was a part of the Swedish king-
dom). Among these volumes are commonplace books and col-
lections from the reign of Gustav III, collections made by 
historians or historically interested persons at a later date, and 
capsules containing separates from different sources gathered 
together by archivists. The selection of volumes has been made 
with emphasis on manuscripts which seem to originate from 
Gustav III’s reign or a time shortly after his death.13

  overview of participants anD functions
In his study concerning the diffusion of manuscripts in seven-
teenth century England, Harold Love describes three different 
modes of scribal publication: author publication, entrepre-
neurial publication and user publication. In the first case the 
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original author is in charge of the duplication of his or her own 
text.14 In the case of clandestine oppositional works this was 
probably not a popular alternative, since the authors wished to 
remain unknown.

Entrepreneurial publication means that copies are made to 
be sold. Love gives examples from England where large num-
bers of copies were made by professional scribes.15 There is no 
evidence that this sort of entrepreneurial publication took 
place to any notable extent in Sweden, and even if there had 
been professional scribes and dealers in manuscripts avail-
able, this sort of organized and centralized distribution was 
less suitable for the diffusion of clandestine texts.16 

The most prevalent kind of manuscript publication in Sweden 
seems to have been what Love calls »user publication«, where 
interested readers copied a text and offered friends the oppor-
tunity to make their own copies. If the texts were found interest-
ing enough by the readers and they were introduced in a larger 
network, this often turned out to be a surprisingly efficient way 
of spreading a pamphlet. One especially popular libel against 
Gustav III still exists today in forty-three known copies spread 
over the realm, from Lund in the south to Helsinki in the east.17 
User publication also had the advantage of being cheap, easy to 
hide and hard to quell.

Using Love’s terminology, it is in the case of manuscript 
publication meaningful to make a distinction between the 
initiatory act (where a text is first put into circulation) and the 
replicatory act (where it is »re-published« as someone continues 
the circulation by, for example, showing a copy to a friend).18 To 
further our understanding of the process of publication in the 
case of the oppositional works against Gustav III, it can also be 
useful to discuss the functions of production, distribution and 
consumption, and how different participants related to these 
functions.

The original author obviously took part in the production, 
but it is also likely that he or she actively tried to put the text 
into circulation and thereby took part in the distribution. No 
doubt there were many consumers of the works who were only 
consumers and read a copy made by someone else or heard it 
read aloud, but we know that some readers made their own 
copies. Through the act of copying they received the opportu-
nity to make adjustments in the text, and even those who made 
no conscious alterations of the content put their own mark on 
their copy by using personal orthography and handwriting, 
choosing the paper and the position of the text on the paper 
and possibly adding ornaments and comments. Thereby they 
became co-authors of a kind and took part in the production. 
By making a copy and perhaps showing it or reading it to 
others, many copiers took part in the distribution of the work 
as well. 
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Even if there was no mass-production by professional 
scribes, there might have been for example personal secretar-
ies who made copies for their employers, and they could then 
be viewed as producers and distributors who were not actual 
consumers of the works. There might also have been distribu-
tors who were not producers or consumers, but played the role 
of couriers and the like. Another type of participants in this 
system were the collectors, who did not necessarily make 
copies, but sometimes collected other people’s manuscripts. In 
the case of my material, these collectors were often historians 
active during a period following the reign of Gustav III.

It can be useful to keep these intricate relations between the 
functions of producer, distributor and consumer in mind as we 
now move on to take a closer look at the different participants 
in this system of manuscript publication.

  the authors anD the initiatory  act  
As a rule, the authors of libels against the king were anony-
mous, even if contemporaries often made more or less credible 
guesses regarding their identity. Both contemporaries and 
historians of later times often suggested noblemen and well-
to-do burghers or civil servants as possible authors, but in 
most cases the suggestions seem to be based on unfounded 
rumours. The forms and contents of the works confirm the 
impression that many authors came from higher levels of 
society, as they seem to have had a solid education and the 
texts often defend the interests of the nobility. All guesses 
concerning the identities of the authors mention men, but it is 
likely that there also were women who wrote manuscript 
published oppositional texts. For example, a libel from 1789 
carries the title »Inpromtu av Fru – – – över den 27 April« (ap-
prox. »Impromptu by Mrs – – – of the 27th of April«).19 

Manuscript published oppositional texts may have been 
written with different purposes in mind. Some seem to have 
been aimed at winning over those not yet convinced. Other 
texts lack proper arguments and have such a malignant tone 
that they can hardly have been intended to convince sceptics. 
These texts may instead have been written in order to be circu-
lated within oppositional networks and to function as a way of 
bonding the group and consolidate a shared set of values. 

In most cases the contents and forms of the texts indicate 
that the author was writing for a wider audience, but it is of 
course possible that he or she never intended the work to be 
spread outside a small group of friends or family. In such cases 
the text might have been introduced into wider circulation by 
someone other than the author. 

Distributors, and especially authors, who wished to put a text 
into circulation, faced the problem of initiating the circulation 
without risking being exposed. Even if they were unlikely to be 
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convicted by a court for writing manuscript pamphlets, many 
people, especially in the capital Stockholm, were in one way or 
another dependent on the king and the government. Being 
exposed as an author of libels against the king could most 
probably have led to dismissal from a public office or difficulty 
receiving governmental permission for various enterprises.

If the aim was primarily to reach others within an opposi-
tional network, a useful strategy must have been to simply 
show the text to reliable friends and perhaps tell them that you 
had received it from someone else. It is also possible that 
authors sent their works anonymously by mail to people who 
might be interested in their content and continue the circula-
tion. For example, the king’s sister-in-law Hedvig Elisabeth 
Charlotte writes in her diary of 1789 that some of the opposi-
tional libels in circulation at the time had been sent by mail to 
several members of the nobility, but that no-one knew who the 
authors were.20 These cases might count as a version of what 
Love calls »author publication«, as the author could have made 
several copies of his or her work and sent them anonymously 
to a group of people. Of course, we cannot be sure that it actu-
ally was the author who sent the copies, or even that Hedvig 
Elisabeth Charlotte’s information is reliable. It could be that 
people who themselves had actively made copies of libels 
claimed that they had received them by mail in order to avoid 
the king’s wrath. Unfortunately, it lies in the nature of clandes-
tine activities that it is hard to find reliable documentation 
concerning them.

Testimonials from the period preceding Gustav III’s reign 
report on a custom of delivering political libels to the politi-
cians they addressed. This could be done by posting it on their 
doors or even throwing it into their houses.21 To some extent 
this custom seems to have lived on during the following period. 
In the manuscript collection of one of the influential royalist 
brothers Nordin, there is for example a copy of a widely spread 
libel against the brothers which is still kept in its envelope, 
addressed to Johan Magnus af Nordin himself.22 This was of 
course not done in order to put the work into circulation, as the 
target of the libel was unlikely to spread it further. It was 
rather a way of asserting that the target was informed of how 
much hatred his actions caused.

If the goal was to reach as many people as possible outside a 
more or less closed network, the authors may also have been 
inclined to post their works in a public place. Comments in 
diaries and memoirs from the period show that libels were 
posted at street corners in Stockholm during the night.23 As 
Areskog remarks, this was hardly a safe enterprise. The streets 
in Stockholm were lit during the darker months of the year and 
fire guards patrolled the streets. In addition to this, Gustav III 
soon organized a system of police spies in the capital in order 
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to keep himself informed of all oppositional activity.24 Even if 
someone managed to successfully post a text on a trafficked 
street corner without being spotted, the chances were that it 
would be removed by the police before it could be read by any 
passers-by. Ideally an interested reader would snatch the text 
before the police got to it, and thereafter continue its circula-
tion through chain copying. There is at least one known exam-
ple of a libel with glue on the back which was seemingly 
snatched from a street corner in Stockholm, and in one case a 
note in connection with a copy of a libel says that it was first 
found pinned to a wall.25

Notes with other manuscript published libels claim that the 
texts were found written on a wall or door jamb at a garden 
house at the king’s summer residence of Haga.26 These com-
ments seem to be of a similar kind to those which claim that 
the original was first found in the king’s room or in his 
 pocket.27 The same kind of claims can be found in connection 
with political satires in England during the seventeenth cen-
tury, and they are better taken cum grano salis. In Harold 
Love’s words it was »much easier to announce that a satire had 
been posted in the king’s bedchamber than actually to place it 
there«, and notes of this kind were probably a way of piquing 
the readers’ interest.28 

We do, however, know that oppositional graffiti did exist in 
Stockholm. For example, in 1782 a nobleman was convicted for 
engraving a derogatory comment against the king on a window 
at a coffee house. He was sentenced to death but allowed to flee 
the country.29 

There are indications that the methods of introducing op-
positional texts into circulation changed over time. Testimoni-
als concerning graffiti and texts posted in public places seem 
to be slightly more common during the earlier years of Gustav 
III’s reign. In 1779 the king’s sister-in-law Hedvig Elisabeth 
Charlotte notes in her diary that »libels are in vogue and are 
posted every day on the street corners of Stockholm [...]. The 
police make daily rounds to take them down and find out who 
has written them.«30 The oppositional politician Axel von Fer-
sen confirms this, as he notes in his journal the same year that 
you would often find »glued to street corners texts against the 
King, his government, and court, which the police must remove 
at dawn«.31 Ten years later the political situation in Sweden 
was more turbulent and polarized, and the number of libels 
against the king in circulation seems to have drastically in-
creased. It is possible that the increased repression from the 
government at this point made the public posting of libels 
more precarious and that circulation was therefore more often 
initiated by showing the texts to trustworthy friends or send-
ing them by mail. This theory is supported by Hedvig Elisabeth 
Charlotte’s comment from March 1789: »The place is swarming 
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with libels and poems against the King, they are very harsh 
and are only shown between friends.«32

A change in the methods of publishing libels could partly 
account for the striking difference in the number of titles 
preserved from the period 1772–1785 in comparison to the 
latter part of the reign. For example, the fifty seven volumes 
which constitute the basis of this study contain only four titles 
dated 1779, the year when both the king’s sister-in-law and his 
political opponent testify to the large number of libels posted 
on street corners.33

  probleMs faceD anD atteMpts to 
conquer theM 
The king and the royalists controlled most media during this 
period in Swedish history, and through the churches the king’s 
words could reach almost the entire country. The opposition, 
on the other hand, were for the most part restricted to the 
media of handwriting and oral transmission, and taking part 
in their communication always entailed a certain element of 
danger. The people involved in the production and distribution 
of manuscript published libels against the king certainly had 
many obstacles to overcome, but they often showed resource-
fulness and tactical skills.

A rather specific problem that faced those who wished to 
reach a wide audience through manuscript publishing was that 
even though the ability to read was widespread in Sweden, 
those with only a rudimentary knowledge of reading often only 
knew Gothic print, as used in the Bible. It seems that at least 
some distributors had taken this into account. A note in con-
nection with a copy of a libel from 1789 says that it was first 
found pinned to a wall and written with »large Swedish let-
ters«, which must mean that it was written by hand but in 
Gothic print letters.34 This is also the case with the aforemen-
tioned libel with traces of glue on the back.35 

There are also examples of very short libels in the form of 
epigrams and riddles, which would have enabled oral trans-
mission. It would have been very easy to memorize and repeat 
a short, poignant and rather clever epigram such as the, in 
original rhymed, »With the Gustavi among us happens/ what in 
our country/ often occurs with clover seeds/ third mowing, 
poorest hay«.36 Another example of a work with a form which 
facilitated oral transmission is a verse written in the same 
style as a series of popular royalist songs and intended to be 
sung to the same melody.37 

Along with the printed word and public speeches, the royal-
ist camp had more or less monopolized the use of visual media 
such as paintings, wood cuts and medals. There are some 
examples of preserved sketches with caricatures of the king, 
but they seem to have been intended for a limited audience of 
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close friends.38 The opposition simply had no access to efficient 
ways of duplicating pictures. It is of course possible to imagine 
that simple hand drawn pictures could be duplicated. There is 
even an example from the period of public distribution of 
rather crudely hand drawn political caricatures, but in that 
case it was a royalist caricature.39 There is however no evidence 
that oppositional pictures were distributed to a wider audi-
ence. Instead, oppositional authors made use of ekphrasis, the 
art of describing pictures with words. Royalist medals and 
paintings were met with verbal descriptions of alternate mo-
tifs which were, to our knowledge, never realized in visual 
form. There is one exception, where we know of an identifiable 
model for the ekphrasis in the form of a Danish printed carica-
ture of the Swedish king from the time of the Russian War, 
when the Danes were allied with the Russians.40 It would seem 
that this visual propaganda from a foreign country was trans-
lated into verbal propaganda used by the national opposition. 

As we have seen, reaching a large audience in manuscript was 
hard, and doing so with illegal manuscripts was even harder, but 
some authors did their best to use the situation to their advan-
tage. In a handful of works we can find direct or indirect com-
ments on the situation of the freedom of the press, in di ca ting to 
the reader that the handwritten word was more trustworthy 
than the printed word, since it was not under governmental 
control. The message was that only through the medium of 
handwriting was it possible to present the whole truth.41

  the copiers 
While almost all authors remain anonymous, some of the 
people who made copies of libels can be identified through 
their preserved archives. Among them are poets, priests, noble-
men, civil servants, academics and burghers.42 What they had 
in common was that they all belonged to an intellectual elite 
with a formal education. To what extent members of other 
societal groups took part in the distribution of oppositional 
libels is hard to say, since their belongings were never pre-
served to the same extent. We can, however, at least be quite 
certain that the members of parliament from the peasant 
estate were interested in the political documents in circulation 
and tried to keep themselves informed about their content. Of 
course, these men also belonged to the absolute elite among 
land-owning peasants. While few copies can be traced with any 
certainty to women, it is most likely that there also were fe-
males among the copiers. The women of the nobility in particu-
lar were often well informed and interested in political 
matters. Ladies from the higher nobility even held a rather 
substantial unofficial power, as can be seen from the contro-
versies surrounding the refusal from several of them to appear 
at the royal court in 1790.43
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The copies preserved today are of several different kinds. 
Some are included in commonplace books and collections of 
poetry. Others are found in notebooks which only contain libels 
against the king and his followers. In some cases the owner of 
the copies has bound them together with other political texts 
from the same time, often of both the printed and manuscript 
circulated kind. There are also examples of what Love calls a 
»separate«, which he defines as »an individually circulated 
short manuscript which was written as a unit«.44 Among these 
are a few which stand out. They are all in quarto, are written by 
the same meticulous hand, have title pages and are sometimes 
sewn through the fold. These separates are found in two differ-
ent archives and sometimes occur in two separate but very 
similar copies. It would seem that, in this case, we are dealing 
with a copier who made several copies with the intention of 
distributing them.45 Unfortunately, there is no additional infor-
mation to be found in connection with these manuscripts, and 
it is thus impossible to say for sure if the copier distributed 
them to friends, sent them anonymously by mail to presump-
tive readers or perhaps sold them for money.

As already stated, it was possible for copiers to make chang-
es in the works and function as active co-authors, but it seems 
that the majority of the copiers I have encountered were rather 
conscientious and did their best to reproduce the exact word-
ings of their original. Sometimes there are notes, explanations, 
continuations or answers added to a libel, but then it is often 
clearly indicated that this is an addition which was not part of 
the work as it was originally encountered. It is notable that the 
content of the works are often the same, but that the titles tend 
to differ. Apparently the title was not seen as an important part 
of the work. 

It is remarkable that so few made use of the opportunity to 
»improve« the text they were copying. One reason for this was 
probably that the copiers were interested in documenting and 
keeping informed about the political debate. In that case, most 
participants in the distribution would try to ensure that what 
they read and spread was identical to the text others had 
encountered, in order to make sure that they all were part of 
the same discussion. The ownership of a trustworthy copy of a 
political pamphlet probably also had a social value. Since they 
were illegally diffused through manuscripts it was sometimes 
hard to get hold of the texts, and owning copies showed that 
you had contacts and were up to date with the political debate. 
A copy of an interesting text could also presumably be used in 
a sort of bartering trade in social networks.

There are, however, a few examples of identifiable copiers who 
made conscious changes in libels. In one case the motive is quite 
obvious. The nobleman, courtier and eventually oppositional 
politician Adolf Ludvig Stierneld simply added a comment 
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about himself in a widely spread parody of a court carousel 
from 1779.46 It would seem that he was piqued at not being 
found important enough to be mentioned, and decided to amend 
this. This minor episode highlights that being mentioned in a 
libel was not only a bad thing, but also spoke of your own 
importance.

In the case of Pehr Johan Höppener, a royalist writer turned 
dogmatist with a personal grudge against the king, it would 
seem that the comparatively extensive changes he made in a 
libel from 1787 were motivated by a more general wish to 
improve and update the text. In one instance he has spelled out 
an equivocal word which is censored in all other known ver-
sions, and many of his other adjustments also serve to make 
the already vulgar text even ruder. Another addition to the text 
concerns events which took place after 1787.47 

Stierneld and Höppener both made adjustments on single 
occasions, and neither adjustment seems to have reached 
beyond their own notebooks. In the case of two specific libels 
we encounter another type of phenomenon. While most libels 
are copied very conscientiously, these two appear in several 
different versions. One is a compilation of character descrip-
tions of important men in the war command, which at some 
point seems to have been fused with a similar list of character 
descriptions of influential royalist politicians. The lists exist 
in both Swedish and French.48 The other title is the aforemen-
tioned epigraph of the king, which consists of a list of unflat-
tering epithets for the king, often ending with a short list of 
mourning royalist politicians. The version with the longest list 
of epithets lists twenty-four, while the shortest only covers 
four.49 What both these titles have in common is that they take 
the form of lists, which means that they do not have a natural 
beginning, middle and end, unlike most other libels which are 
of a more narrating kind. This means that it is very easy to add 
or subtract parts without disturbing the structure of the work. 
The message of the epigraph is also kept mostly intact even if 
some accusations against the king are added or deleted.

Another example of a libel which occurs in different ver-
sions is the aforementioned epigram comparing the third 
Gustav to the third mowing of hay, which gives the poorest 
quality. This work appears with several different wordings, 
but the point is always the same. In this case the reason for 
the differences was probably that it was orally transmitted to 
a large extent.

  testiMonials froM participants:  carl 
gustaf  norDin anD anDers lanaerus 
We have already met two identifiable copiers in Stierneld and 
Höppener. They both belonged to the king’s critics at the time 
when they made the copies, but there were also royalists who 
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in one way or another took part in the diffusion and consump-
tion of oppositional manuscript published libels against the 
king. One of them was Carl Gustaf Nordin, the younger of the 
aforementioned influential royalist Nordin brothers. He was a 
priest, a politician and a close collaborator with the king him-
self. His motivation for collecting and copying oppositional 
works was probably primarily that he wanted, and needed, to 
keep informed about the political debate. He mentions manu-
script published political works at several instances in his 
journal, and he sometimes claims that he can tell who the 
authors are from the style and the political views expressed.50

Through his notes we get access to some rare examples of 
how the distribution of manuscript published texts worked in 
practice. At one point he writes about an oppositional draft for 
a new constitution which was circulating in manuscript. He 
comments that he had heard talk about what the draft was 
about, but that it proved hard to obtain a copy. At long last he 
managed to get hold of the text from his shoe maker.51 This 
confirms the impression that in order to get your hands on 
clandestine manuscript published works it was important to 
have a large network containing politically informed and 
interested people. Firstly you had to obtain knowledge about 
the texts available in circulation, and secondly you had to find 
someone who owned a copy and was willing to show it to you.

Nordin’s testimonials also show that a work could continue 
to retain its importance for a long period of time. In 1791 he 
mentions reading the aforementioned parody of the court 
carousel from 1779 and comments that it now reads as a pre-
cursor of what would come.52 That texts could continue to 
circulate for a long time could explain why the libels preserved 
in the largest number of copies are the parody from 1779 along 
with two libels from 1786.53 They all seem to have kept their 
political relevance until the king’s death and were probably 
circulated up until then. It is therefore natural that they should 
exist in more copies than the libels from a later date.

The example of Nordin shows that there were royalist copi-
ers of oppositional works, but the most zealous copiers and 
collectors of libels against the king were, not surprisingly, 
oppositional. One of them was the priest Anders Lanaerus, who 
owned a large collection of oppositional manuscripts. There 
are several circumstances which make Lanaerus’ collection 
especially interesting. It consists of several large notebooks 
into which he has copied manuscript published works with a 
very careful and distinct hand, often adding ornaments of 
different kinds. While this is comparatively common, the em-
blematic illustrations made in connection with the texts are 
quite unique. Most volumes in the collection contain what 
seems to be a mix of printed texts, manuscript circulated texts 
and Lanaerus’ own comments and descriptions of the political 
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developments during the last four years of Gustav’s reign. 
These volumes are illustrated with emblematic pictures and in 
one case personally drawn maps of naval battles, in colour. 
Two other volumes contain Lanaerus’ own diaries from the 
diets of 1792 and 1800.54 

A large amount of time and work was put into all of these 
volumes, both the copies and the original works, and they raise 
questions about the intended audience. For whom were they 
intended? It is possible that Lanaerus showed them to friends 
and family, but there is also the possibility that we ourselves 
are the intended readers, or at least posterity in general. Sven 
Delblanc has coined the term »the posterity doctrine« to de-
scribe how important the concept of the judgement of posterity 
was during this period.55 The thought that future generations 
would judge Gustav III and find that he was a tyrant is a recur-
ring theme in the oppositional texts of the time. A parallel 
theme is that the king’s political enemies will be viewed as 
heroes fighting for the freedom of the country. Gustav III him-
self had similar but reversed hopes, as toward the end of his 
reign he tended to see himself as a misunderstood hero who 
would be revered and celebrated by the unbiased court of 
posterity. According to Delblanc, Gustav III considered it an 
important task for his court poets to bear witness to the great-
ness of the king before the tribunal of posterity.56 It is possible 
that Lanaerus wished to act as a witness of the prosecutor in 
order to help us cast a just sentence.

This is another possible intention from the participants 
which should be taken into account when we study this type of 
system of manuscript publication. The act of posting a libel in 
a public place no doubt tells of a wish to reach a wide contem-
porary audience. The act of showing texts to friends and copy-
ing them into commonplace books also demonstrates an intent 
to disseminate the works, but the motive may in such cases 
have been personal rather that political, since the ownership of 
manuscript published texts increased your status and 
strengthened your position in political and social networks. 
When we find large numbers of political manuscripts neatly 
written down into folio notebooks, sometimes with comments 
and ornaments added, the copiers might have been motivated 
by a wish to give themselves a clear overview of the political 
debate. They may also have showed their collections to others 
in order to establish a view of themselves as politically inter-
ested and informed, but in a society where the thought of the 
tribunal of posterity was very much alive, the intended readers 
of these notebooks may not only have been the copiers them-
selves and their contemporaries. Perhaps we should therefore 
add ourselves, the historians of posterity, to the consumer 
category in this system. 
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