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Abstract 
This article compares German, English, and Swedish versions of eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century religious memoirs. We study four Moravian memoirs with two 
key dimensions in view: firstly, the tension between individuality and community, 
and secondly, the effects of global interconnectedness. By analysing how these traits 
were negotiated when the memoirs were translated, we demonstrate how gender, 
class, and colonial relationships affected autobiographical writing around the turn of 
the nineteenth century. We identify an inherent tension in the Moravian memoirs 
between hierarchy and egalitarianism. European ambitions for world dominance 
were growing, and in their missions abroad, the Moravians had to fit their religious 
agenda into colonial frameworks. But regional inequalities within Europe also put 
their mark on the memoirs. Theologically, the Moravians regarded the world as 
divided into core settlements, diaspora, and missionary areas. The division mirrored 
a general pattern of dependence on German culture in the Nordics. The negotiation of 
meaning playing out when texts were transferred between languages illustrates the 
secondary status of Swedish Moravians compared to the German core, as well as 
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European colonial notions of non-European people. Also, women and women’s 
agency were toned down or removed entirely in the process of editing and translation. 
 
Keywords: translation, Moravian diaspora, gender, colonialism 
 
The end of the eighteenth century saw an increase in autobiographical writing, which 
would last more or less uninterrupted until the present day. This form of self-
expression has often been interpreted as an expression of individualisation, not least 
in research on women’s writing.1 Other scholars have criticised the idea of 
autobiographical writing as reflecting the development of the modern individual for 
being Eurocentric, pointing out that individual expression and a sense of self are by 
no means unique for European writers from the late eighteenth century onward.2 

The growing volume of diaries, journals, letters, biographies, and memoirs in the 
late eighteenth century no doubt signifies increasing opportunities for self-expression. 
But this development did not play out in a monolithic Europe isolated from the rest 
of the world. Technological developments, expanding networks, and growing literacy 
accelerated the global circulation of ideas and narratives. By extension, this implies 
that colonial perspectives and non-European life experiences, as well as hierarchies 
within Europe, put their mark on the modern, autobiographical tradition. 

In this article, we analyse a particular kind of autobiographical writing, namely 
religious memoirs by members of the Moravian Church, in the light of increasing 
transnational interconnectedness, 1770–1830. We address the debate about 
individualisation by asking how individuality was expressed in the memoirs, and 
more specifically, how the memoirs were adapted and individuality re-negotiated 
when the texts moved between different linguistic and cultural contexts. While 
previous researchers have studied translation mostly from the perspective of large 
vernaculars, we depart from the northern European periphery, comparing Swedish, 
German, and English versions of Moravian memoirs. By taking Sweden as our starting 
point, we hope to provide a novel aspect to the research on life writing in translation. 

The Moravian memoirs are particularly useful for studying the relationship 
between individuality and communality. As Tobias Heinrich points out, around the 
turn of the nineteenth century, autobiographies in general related to the collective 
dimension of a person’s life.3 Moravian memoirs, essentially an offshoot of Pietist 
autobiographical tradition, were no exceptions. According to Peter Vogt, their aim 
was to confirm the group identity of the Moravian community, but they did so by 
narrating collective beliefs and values with the help of deeply personal life 
experiences.4 
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As stated by Ian Watt as long ago as 1957, Pietist autobiographies had 
individualistic features that, in hindsight, make them remarkably modern in outlook. 
In some respects, these autobiographies pointed towards the emergence of the novel.5 
However, cultural impulses travel both ways, and the Moravian memoirs display an 
interplay between new literary forms and older genres. As will be demonstrated, some 
Moravian memoirs did indeed incorporate novel-like features, but also combined 
their subjectivity with an ambition for religious exemplarity, similar to what John 
Fleming and others have observed concerning pre-Reformation traditions.6 

A close relationship between community and individuality, then, is the first of two 
key dimensions that invite analysis of the Moravian memoirs. The second key 
dimension lies in the fact that cultural differentiation affected editing and translation. 
The Moravians aimed at connecting different Protestant churches and confessions. 
This ambition to build a “global community”, in the expression of Gisela Mettele, 
somewhat paradoxically reflected in an organisation that separated between 
Moravian core settlements, “diasporas”, and missionary areas.7 The spiritual 
hierarchy overlapped both with patterns of colonial dominance in America and with 
traditional divisions between European centres and peripheries.8 
 

The Moravian Church and its Memoirs 
 
The Moravian church was inspired by the Czech reformation movement known as the 
Unitas Fratrum (Unity of Brethren), but developed a character of its own under Count 
Nicolas Ludwig von Zinzendorf in early eighteenth-century Saxony. He offered 
refuge to a group of Moravian dissenters at his Berthelsdorf estate, integrated them 
with the congregation already attached to the castle chapel, and granted the 
newcomers a lease to establish a new settlement, Herrnhut. Under Zinzendorf’s 
leadership, the Moravian Church began to pursue interconfessional ideals to an extent 
unique to the early modern context. The movement rapidly spread across Protestant 
Northern Europe and also to North and South America, Greenland, and Africa.9 

The Moravian Church was a variety of Pietism, albeit with eclectic theological 
ideas. It rested on the Lutheran core idea that faith in the redeeming power of Christ’s 
sacrifice matters far more than any set model for human behaviour in the temporal 
world. Blood-and-wounds theology became typical of Moravianism, together with 
pre-Reformation marital mysticism and, at least for a period of time, controversial 
ideas about sexuality and equality between genders. Women and men alike were the 
Brides of Christ, and women played an active role as spiritual leaders.10 
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The practice of writing religious memoirs was well-established among both 
Catholics and Protestants. The Moravians, though, collected them systematically from 
the late 1740s onward, when Zinzendorf declared that all members of the church 
should write or dictate an account of their lives. In Anglophone research, these ego-
documents are described as memoirs, although the texts are usually a mix of 
autobiographical and biographical material. Zinzendorf’s intention was that the 
memoir should be read aloud at the member’s funeral, to inspire and edify fellow 
believers. Selected memoirs were copied and distributed across the globe.11 

According to researchers like Christine Lost and Katie Faull, the memoirs typically 
follow a distinct pattern. First, the childhood, upbringing, and occupation of the main 
character are described. Then follows the first encounter with the Moravian Church 
and its teachings, and the subsequent integration with the Moravian community. 
Spiritual experience and life-changing temporal events interact in an oscillating 
pattern typical of the Moravian memoirs. The final illness and death of the subject are 
presented in a concluding section.12 

The Lutheran tradition of funeral sermons was one source of inspiration for the 
Moravian memoirs, but, as Thomas McCullough points out, historians have so far 
been unable to recover any written instructions for what the memoir texts should 
include. However, he suggests that a 1752 memorandum by Matthaeus Hehl, bishop 
of the Moravian communities in Pennsylvania, might have played a role. Indeed, the 
guidelines penned by Hehl closely follow the pattern identified by Lost.13 But above 
all, the model for the autobiographies appears to have been embedded in 
contemporaneous sociocultural and religious practice. This opens up questions about 
intertextual aspects and translation. 

The memoirs were collected in Herrnhut, initially as a part of the so-called 
Congregational Accounts. Later on, after the death of Zinzendorf in 1760, copies of 
selected memoirs were included in the Gemeinnachrichten.14 Originally, these were a 
hand-copied newsletter that was distributed among Moravian communities across the 
world. In 1817, memoirs also appeared in print, in the periodical Beyträge zur Erbauung 
aus der Brüdergemeine (later renamed Nachrichten aus der Brüdergemeine, the last issue 
of which was published in 1894). However, at the local level, the practice of hand-
copying continued well into the nineteenth century. 
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Core, Diaspora, and Mission 
 
As mentioned earlier, the Moravians understood their world in terms of three spheres. 
Firstly, there were the core settlements, leading a secluded, sect-like life, mainly in the 
German lands but including colonies such as Christiansfeld in Denmark and Gracehill 
in Northern Ireland. Secondly, there was the diaspora, which encompassed most of 
Northern Europe, for example, Sweden and the Russian Baltic provinces. Thirdly, 
there were the missionary areas in America. England, as Wolfgang Breul points out, 
was not formally listed among the Moravian diaspora provinces when the 
organisation was revised after Zinzendorf’s death.15 The Moravian Church had been 
granted status by the British parliament in 1749 as an Ancient Episcopalian Church, 
based on the argument that the roots of Moravianism stretched all the way back to the 
Czech Reformation. This confirmation ran contrary to Zinzendorf’s own ideas about 
the autonomy of the diaspora communities, but guaranteed the English Moravians the 
right to worship.16 

The main difference between life in the Moravian core settlements and in the 
diaspora was spiritual, and reflected in the religious practice of the followers. In 
Herrnhut, the Moravians lived together in communes, housed in separate dwellings 
according to gender, age, and marital status. By contrast, the Moravian followers in 
the diaspora organised themselves as chartered Societies, a form of association 
emblematic of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. This type of organisation 
made it easier to fit into the framework of established Lutheran churches and was also 
in line with the Moravian ambition to respect confessional differences within the 
diaspora.17 Even so, some of the Moravian Societies emulated Herrnhut practices. In 
Stockholm, for example, the division according to gender was applied.18 

Memoirs from the Swedish diaspora were typically written or dictated by members 
affiliated with the Societies in Stockholm or Gothenburg, with the archive of the 
Stockholm Society functioning as the main depository for the Swedish versions of the 
texts. Together, the Stockholm and Gothenburg societies probably counted about one 
thousand members in total, from the mid-1750s up to the early 1800s. The majority of 
Moravians in Sweden, though, most likely lived in the countryside and were only to 
a lesser extent familiar with Moravian teachings.19 

There were close contacts between the Nordic diaspora and the German-speaking 
lands, but the network operated on an unequal footing. Sweden’s status as a military 
great power had ended in crushing defeat in 1718, and the country was always 
culturally subordinate to its southern neighbours, with their prominent cities and 
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universities. In the terminology of Peter Burke, Germany was the ‘dominant cultural 
model’ in Sweden.20 In high society, French culture and language also played a 
significant role during the eighteenth century. 

Among contemporaneous European observers, Sweden was regarded with varying 
degrees of understanding. Friedrich Wilhelm von Schubert, theologian at Greifswald 
University, travelled the Nordic countries extensively and in 1820–1821 published a 
history of the Swedish Lutheran Church. He claimed that the spirit of the Reformation 
era had survived virtually undiluted in Sweden: for him, traditionalism and 
authenticity went hand in hand. Schubert also estimated that Moravians made up the 
most numerous Lutheran minority in the country.21 

To a German-born woman such as Maximiliane Auguste Bellwitz, on the other 
hand, Sweden was uncharted territory. As wife of one of the Moravian pastors 
stationed in Sweden some years after Schubert’s travels, she remembered that it was 
with “dread” that she received news in 1829 that she was not only supposed to marry 
an unknown man (the new pastor), but also to leave the comfort of the Moravian 
community at Dutch Zeist and take up a position in a country about which she knew 
absolutely nothing.22 Cultural differentiation of the kind indicated here also left an 
imprint on the accounts given of non-European and colonized regions when the 
Moravian memoirs were translated. 

 

Our Sources: Four Lives 
 
German was the working language of the Moravian Church, but roughly one hundred 
memoirs in Swedish survive in the archive collections of the Moravian Societies in 
Stockholm and Gothenburg. A majority of the texts belong to the Stockholm archive. 
In addition, a large number of foreign memoirs are inserted into the diaries of the two 
Societies. 

Since our intention is to capture how individuality, community, and global 
interconnectedness were affected as memoirs travelled across linguistic borders, our 
chosen sources are memoirs preserved in more than one language. Using the Swedish 
collections as a starting point and comparing them, manually, with digitalised 
Moravian memoirs and with Åberg’s personal copies of Swedish Moriavians’ 
memoirs in the Unity Archives in Herrnhut, we have found four such multi-lingual 
“sets” of memoirs.23 The lives of the Swedes Anna Bagge (1720–1771) and Johan Gustaf 
Lagerbjelke (1745–1812) were documented in Swedish and German;24 the lives of 
Swedish-born Peter Jacob Planta (1721–1815) and the Englishman James Liley (1773–
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1827) in English, Swedish, and German.25 All in all, our material consists of 13 texts. 
Bagge’s memoirs are the shortest by far, comprising only 250–2000 words, while the 
memoirs of Lagerbjelke, Planta, and Liley differ between 3600 and 6800 words in 
length. 

 
Anna Bagge: A Life Abridged 

 
Our oldest memoir is that of Anna Bagge, née Bundy. Anna was the daughter of a 
Lutheran vicar on the West coast of Sweden. When she was seventeen, her father died, 
and the family fell on hard times.26 Regardless of social standing, the risk of misfortune 
was always present in eighteenth-century society. Stories of the trials and tribulations 
that faced middling-sort families in penury are retold not only in religious memoirs, 
but also became a topic for the emerging, modern novel. In Anna’s case, a parallel 
would be Oliver Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield (1766); in Anna’s memoir, though, 
the tone is matter-of-fact rather than amused. After the split-up of the family, Anna 
lodged in the house of an aunt in the port city of Gothenburg. In the mid-1740s, she 
was introduced to the local Moravian community.27 

A Swedish version of Anna’s memoir is kept in the archive of the Stockholm 
Moravian Society, while two German versions are stored in Herrnhut: one 
approaching the Swedish memoir in length and one of them a shortened, official 
version that was circulated in the Gemeinnachrichten.28 

According to a postscript attached to the longer of the two German versions, it was 
Anna’s husband, the merchant Benjamin Bagge, who compiled the first version of the 
memoir (This manuscript has apparently been lost, so whether he wrote in German or 
Swedish remains unclear.) The writer of the post-script informed that he had been 
allowed to shorten this text somewhat – to “erase and add” as deemed “suitable” – 
but the widower had resisted abridging the text, resulting in a text that was ‘still too 
extensive’: 
 

Dieser Personalia hat Hr. Bagge selber aufgesetst, u. es war erstl. ein ganser Bogen 
voll geschrieben, er bat mir den ich wolte aufstreichen, u. zusätzen wies sich 
schickt. Da habe ich zwar alles gelaβen, aber nur Kürzer zusamen gezogen, es ist 
aber noch zu weitleuftig, ich dürfte es aber nicht kürtzer machen um seintwillen.29 

 
In other words, Benjamin Bagge deferred to the tacit knowledge of the anonymous 
editor on the matter of the composition, but not the length, of his wife’s memoir. The 
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negotiation between the widower and editor reflects a view of authorship and 
authenticity that was common to the period: Texts were there to be copied and 
adapted freely.30 But whereas the author of the post-script felt empowered to trim the 
text only to some extent, the editors in Herrnhut took more drastic measures, cutting 
down the memoir by some 85 percent. Still, the shortened Gemeinnachrichten version 
is in keeping with Matthaeus Hehl’s memorandum: all topics that were supposed to 
be included were retained, but boiled down to key aspects, dates, and place names.31 

The authority to craft the final versions of Moravian memoirs clearly rested in 
Herrnhut. In that sense, the editing process reflects the relationship between the core 
of the Moravian Church and its diaspora communities. The dominant role of the 
German language and culture in the Baltic Sea region fundamentally corresponded 
with the Moravian division between core and diaspora. 

In comparison to the official version in the Gemeinnachrichten, the more extensive 
memoirs in Swedish and in German provide an illustration of the role of Moravian 
theology on marriage. The fuller versions of the texts state that Anna was “married 
off” (Swedish giftes, German wurde verheyrathet) after counselling by the elders of the 
Moravian community in Gothenburg.32 Marriage was not about individual choice and 
affection, but was considered exclusively as a reminder of the coming marriage with 
the heavenly bridegroom, Christ.33 As such, it was a matter of importance to the entire 
religious community. This view differs from the emerging modern novel, in which 
family connections and economic factors decided the appropriateness of a potential 
liaison. 

As noted, women were allowed an active role in the Moravian awakening, although 
Öhrberg has identified a tendency towards more stereotypical gender relations at the 
turn of the eighteenth century, at least among Swedish Moravians.34 The editing of 
Anna Bagge’s memoir confirms this pattern. The omissions made in connection with 
the initial editing of the memoir disproportionally targeted sections describing 
women. This tendency is even more pronounced in the official version in the 
Gemeinnachrichten. For example, the Moravian woman who paved the way for Anna 
Bagge’s spiritual awakening – an important feature of Moravian religious life – as well 
as a visit by a female friend and her little daughter during Bagge’s final illness, were 
removed.35 In other words, the individuality of Anna Bagge was adjusted according 
to gender norms when her memoir was transferred from the periphery to the centre. 
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Peter Jacob Planta: Silences in a Globalizing World 
 
Peter Planta was born the year after Anna Bagge, in 1721, in the Swedish town of 
Jönköping. We have accessed four versions of Planta’s memoir. One manuscript, 
penned in English circa 1815, is kept in the Moravian archive in Fulneck, and another, 
a slightly abridged English version, is archived in Herrnhut.36 A German version, 
shorter by almost a half than the Fulneck manuscript, was published in the very first 
issue of the printed Beyträge zur Erbauung aus der Brüdergemeine in 1817.37 Finally, we 
have at our disposal a copy in Swedish.38 This version was most likely based on the 
printed German text, but judging from the penmanship and paper quality, it was 
probably copied down sometime in the third quarter of the nineteenth century – a 
witness to the power of tradition among the Moravians. The Swedish translation 
follows the German text almost word by word. 

Peter Planta’s mother intended for him to become a “Minister of the Gospel”, 
according to the two English versions of the memoir. In German and Swedish, this 
expression was rendered as a “preacher of the Gospel” (Prediger des Evangelii/evangelii 
predikant); “preacher” being less associated with any specific Protestant confession or 
formal, clerical position. The plans for an ecclesiastical career were cut short by the 
death of Planta’s father, and he became the apprentice of an apothecary and surgeon 
in Gothenburg instead.39 

From that point onwards, Planta would travel extensively. He lived in Gothenburg, 
in Stockholm, in “various settlements of the Brethren on the Continent”, in Fulneck, 
Yorkshire, on the island of Jamaica, and, during the final decades of his life, in 
Ockbrook, Derbyshire.40 

Planta’s memoir is the work of several authors, one of them being his daughter, 
Benigna. It was compiled sometime after Planta died in 1815, and it is an artefact of 
literary Romanticism as much as a genre-typical Moravian memoir. Planta’s 
encounter with the Moravian Church could form part of the plot in any Bildungsroman. 
A “certain Brother”, a gardener who provided the apothecary with medicinal herbs, 
approached him, opening what would become a new direction in life: 

 
one Sunday, [the gardener] called before service time, on purpose to be with me 
alone. When all were gone to the Church, he said to me: My dear Friend, I believe 
(you H.E.) to be a person who loves our Saviour, and I am another, would it not be 
well if we were better acquainted?41 
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The narrative brings to mind Goethe’s description of how Wilhelm gets acquainted 
with the mysterious Tower Society in Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (1795–1796). There, it 
is Jarno, an officer and a member of the secret association, who approaches the 
protagonist: “One evening Jarno said to him: ‘We can now consider you as ours, with 
such security, that it were unjust if we did not introduce you deeper into our 
mysteries.’”42  

In Planta’s memoir, as well as in the typical contemporary Bildungsroman, the hero 
of the story is a troubled, middle-class man in search of purpose and meaning. In the 
case of the Moravian Church, individuality and the meaning of life were likewise 
supposed to evolve gradually, albeit preferably within a closed community cut off 
from the outside world. In Planta’s memoir, the process towards increased self-
awareness is told through the introduction of collective secretiveness into the 
narrative. Contact between the main character and the gardener is made tentatively 
and, as in Goethe’s novel, on the assumption of shared values and beliefs rather than 
in open and deliberate agreement. 

Planta made himself useful to the Moravian church, first in Germany and then in 
England, and in his late thirties, he and his wife were called upon to become 
missionaries. They left their small children in the care of the congregation and 
embarked for Jamaica in January 1759. They would not return for two decades.43  

In the memoir, Planta’s arrival in Jamaica coincides with a shift in the style of 
writing. The sections leading up to the arrival in Jamaica are written in first person 
and form a carefully crafted narrative, in which God’s miraculous protection and 
Planta’s yearning to become “a child of God” are recurring themes. The section 
dealing with Planta’s mission in Jamaica, however, was compiled by an unknown 
editor. According to the Fulneck copy of the text, the editor’s work was based on 
excerpts from Planta’s diary.44 

Historian Vincent Brown has described the British colony of Jamaica as a 
militarized society built on the brutal exploitation of over one hundred thousand 
slaves. Violence was part of the fabric of society.45 Supported by two absentee 
plantation owners in England, the small Moravian community on the island tried to 
strike a balance between Christian compassion and compliance with the colonial 
system. What had begun as a rather successful mission in the early 1750s soon ended 
in open conflict between the first missionary, Georg Caries, and a new arrival from 
Herrnhut, Christian Heinrich Rauch. Rauch did not approve of Caries’ flexible 
attitude towards West African religious practices, and in 1759, Caries was sent home 
in disgrace.46 That same year, Planta arrived, most likely as a replacement. By then, 
the influx of new believers had dried up, probably since the Moravian mission proved 
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unable to protect their enslaved followers from starvation and abuse.47 In 1760–1761, 
a massive slave rebellion, known as “Tacky’s revolt”, broke out in Jamaica. It was 
defeated with difficulty, and the Black leaders were killed in sadistic, public 
executions.48 

Neither the conflicts within the Moravian group nor the brutality of Jamaican 
slavery were acknowledged in Planta’s memoir. Whereas the story of Planta’s 
childhood and youth contains occasional sensory clues (glistening drops of water, 
lonely prayers in frosty nights, a hogshead of turpentine), the physical environment 
of Jamaica has left no trace in the text. 

It is impossible to tell if this silence derived from Planta himself, or if it is the work 
of the unknown editor. Alexander Lasch has suggested that the Moravian 
missionaries wavered between colonial and “native” expressions (such as, for 
example, weiβe Leute, or “white people”), and that this indicated the Moravian 
commitment to a global and spiritual, rather than ethnic and national community.49 
However, in Planta’s memoir, the colonial narrative dominates. When the 1760–1761 
slave uprising is mentioned, it is with reference to the killing of whites, and with the 
purpose of illustrating that God protected Planta’s life. The Fulneck version from 1815 
reads: 

 
In the time of Rebellions among the Negroes, when many white people lost their 
lives, I never took any weapons of defence with me when I rode out, altho advised 
by many to do so, & yet I always escaped unhurt to my own astonishment.50 
 

In the German and Swedish versions of the memoir, there is a subtle difference 
regarding how colonial relations between individuals are described. The 1815 Fulneck 
version continues with a scene in which Planta unknowingly travels right behind the 
insurgents:  
 

[F]eeling very happy I rode slowly, singing some edifying hymns. My servant rode 
up to me saying, Master is truly happy, to which I replied, I am; but I was not aware 
of the great danger to which I was exposed, as several runaway slaves, who had 
turned robbers, were just before us, in pursuit of an Officer.51 

 
In the German and subsequent Swedish version, “my servant” has transformed into 
“the negro” (der Neger, Sw. negern).52 The meaning of being a “servant” in a British 
colonial context was not clearly defined – the concept could include white indentured 
labour as well as black slaves.53 The German translator decided that the servant was 
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black. In the process some brand new information was also added: The servant 
“immediately” (auf einmal) rode up to Planta since he “might have sensed danger” 
(Gefahr bemerken mochte).54 This fleshing out may have been an attempt to make the 
story even more thrilling but, as a result, the racialized servant is ascribed a somewhat 
uncanny ability to sense dangers that Planta himself were happily unaware of. The 
Swedish translation follows the German version indiscriminately, even rendering the 
English “Master”, via the German “Meister”, as “Mästaren”. This is a form of address 
not normally used in colloquial Swedish at the time.55 The translator was apparently 
unfamiliar with the colonial terminology of the British Empire, or at least unable to 
translate it into Swedish that made sense.56 

The concluding description of Planta’s old age, illness, and death in Ockbrook is 
written entirely in the third person, and it was dramatically shortened when 
translated into German – from some 800 words in the Fulneck manuscript to less than 
200 in the official, printed version. As in Bagge’s case, domestic scenes and similar 
aspects of temporal life that, in other contexts, would have been considered important 
autobiographical elements, were deleted. Several parts of the text involving female 
characters likewise disappeared or was radically shortened, for example sections 
concerning Planta’s wife and his daughter Benigna, who kept house for him after he 
was widowed. 

Conventionally the Moravian awakening has been attributed with emancipatory 
traits, but this view has also been challenged. Christina Petterson has suggested that 
the principle of gender separation, which was applied in Herrnhut, was actually part 
of a strategy to defuse socioeconomic tensions and class conflicts between commoners 
and aristocracy among the followers.57 It remains for future research to determine the 
precise extent to which this interpretation is valid for Moravian communities outside 
the setting of semi-feudal Saxony, but it casts a shadow of doubt over the idea of 
Moravian gender equality. In any event it is clear that, in the process of adapting 
memoirs texts for dissemination among Moravian communities, translations into 
German and Swedish accentuated the hierarchy between blacks and whites and 
between men and women. Apparently, German and Swedish Moravians had a similar 
understanding of the missionary areas in the New World. In both languages, 
individuality was depicted against the backdrop of colonialism. 
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Johan Gustaf Lagerbjelke: Man of the World and Bride of Christ 
 
Baron Lagerbjelke was Planta’s junior by twenty-four years. Whereas Planta was a 
commoner from the aspiring middle strata of society, Lagerbjelke was born into the 
nobility; a caste to which a transnational outlook was endowed by tradition. 
Lagerbjelke made a career as a naval officer and civil servant, rising in 1809 to the rank 
of admiral and count. He sailed with the Swedish East India Company to China, 
served in the Swedish navy, and was sent on diplomatic missions to northern Africa.58 

We have accessed three versions of Lagerbjelke’s memoir. The first, in Swedish, is 
kept by the Moravian Society in Stockholm.59 According to this version, Lagerbjelke 
completed his account in 1779; a section describing his final illness and death was later 
added by someone else. Then there are two German versions. One of them looks very 
much like a raw translation of the Swedish manuscript (or of a copy of it). In this 
working document, an authoritative hand has crossed out unwanted text, corrected 
the occasional grammatical error, and filled in new wordings.60 The second version, 
the official German version included in the Gemeinnachrichten, follows these revisions 
to the letter.61 

As in Bagge’s and Planta’s cases, temporal and spiritual aspects are intertwined in 
the memoir’s narrative of the deceased’s journey through life. In spiritual terms, 
Lagerbjelke wavers between heartfelt blessing and anxiety in a manner recognizable 
from Bagge’s and Planta’s texts, and indeed Moravian memoirs generally. This trait 
can be described as an oscillation between the love for Jesus and the entrapments of 
the temporal world. But, as we shall see, there are interesting variations within this 
theme between the different text versions. 

In her analysis of the composition and themes of Moravian memoirs, Christina 
Mettele has noted that details that were considered superfluous or offensive were 
edited out.62 However, she does not touch upon the question of how the process of 
translation might have affected this. In Lagerbjelke’s case, it is clear that many of his 
personal reflections, as well as information about his worldly career, were 
downplayed in the process of translation. Significantly, Lagerbjelke’s penchant for 
reading “philosophy, literature and poetry” did not make it into the official version in 
the Gemeinnachrichten.63 But the translation also shifted positions on matters of 
theological importance. 

In the Swedish manuscript as well as in the preliminary German version, 
Lagerbjelke twice refers to Jesus as his “blood-bridegroom” (Sw. Blodbrudgumme, 
German Blutbräutigam).64 Before publication, the editor removed these references, 
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changing “Blutbräutigam” to “Erbarmer” (“the Merciful [God]”), with the result that 
the identification of a male believer with the bride of Christ was deleted.65 The reason 
for these changes is difficult to determine. Possibly, the expression “blood-
bridegroom” reminded the editors of the symbolism typical of the controversial so 
called “Sifting Time” in the 1740s. This conflict concerned the manner in which 
redemption and salvation should be interpreted. During the Sifting Time, sexual 
intercourse became a focal point of religious practice since it was considered a 
confirmation of the heavenly marriage with Christ. Through this radical 
interpretation, the Moravians acquired an ill repute from which it took a long time to 
recover.66 Scholars have suggested that the symbolism of the Sifting Time survived 
longer in Sweden than elsewhere.67 Perhaps the use of a notion such as “blood-
bridegroom” was a remnant of this conflict and, consequently, deemed inappropriate 
by the editors in Herrnhut. 

The editing of the text also made sure that Lagerbjelke’s life was presented as a 
story about redemption on masculine terms. Matters relating to women were 
disproportionately edited out, just as in Bagge’s and Planta’s memoirs. A stepmother, 
an aunt, a female cousin, a mother-in-law, and a lady friend were all erased from the 
German version of the text, and so was Lagerbjelke’s assertion that his fiancé 
developed a singular “attachement” to him after the match had been decided on.68 The 
resulting text is frugal in its description of “others” – women and foreigners alike. 
Incidentally, one of the few mentions of non-white men concerns white men being 
pursued by men of colour, just as in Planta’s memoir: During a difficult journey on a 
Genovese ship, Lagerbjelke was chased by Tunisian corsairs.69 The incident is briefly 
related in the Swedish version but absent in the abridged Gemeinnachrichten version. 

The Mediterranean was not to Sweden what the Caribbean was to the British, and 
unlike Planta, Lagerbjelke’s relationship with foreigners did not primarily, or at all, 
play out within a colonial framework. The Swedish Crown wielded no power 
whatsoever over the Barbary states of northern Africa, and the only other appearance 
of foreign men in Lagerbjelke’s memoir concerns men of high status. As the son of a 
royal councillor, Lagerbjelke was allowed entrance to the highest circles of society in 
Stockholm, where foreign diplomats were on a par with the royal court. According to 
all three versions of the memoir, Lagerbjelke ’was introduced at the royal court, to all 
the royal councillors & foreign envoys’.70 

Among aristocratic circles in late eighteenth-century Sweden, the cultural and 
political clout of France was more than equal to that of Saxony or Prussia. 
Consequently, Lagerbjelke’s Swedish memoir is laced with French loanwords.71 In the 
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German version, though, the French was promptly edited out, for example by 
exchanging Fête for Fest.72 

The use of French in the Swedish version of Lagerbjelke’s memoir is an example of 
cultural emulation, typical to a periphery such as the Swedish diaspora. But it can also 
be understood as a sign of aristocratic self-confidence. As such, it disrupted the 
narrative structure typical of Moravian memoirs. We suggest that the removal of 
French expressions was made to promote a common, Moravian understanding of how 
memoirs ought to be composed – and, possibly, to tone down the aristocratic identity 
betrayed by Lagerbjelke’s choice of words. 

 

James Liley: Moravian Teachings in an Age of Steam Engines 
 
James Liley was born in Fulneck in England and spent most of his adult life in the 
service of the Moravian Church. As a teacher and preacher, he lived in several 
Moravian settlements around England and Northern Ireland at the turn of the 
nineteenth century. In line with the idea of Moravianism as a global spiritual 
community, his life story was translated into Swedish, copied down by hand, and 
included in the 1828 diary of the Moravian Society in Gothenburg.73 This version 
conforms in almost every aspect with the official German version circulated in the 
Nachrichten aus der Brüdergemeine in 1827, the year of Liley’s death.74 The German 
version was probably based on an English memoir, a version of which survives in the 
Unity Archives.75 Except for a five-page section allegedly extracted from Liley’s diary, 
the thirty-nine pages of the English manuscript are written in the third person.76 

Although the Swedish manuscript follows the German version closely, a difference 
is that the Swedish version provides phonetic guidelines on how to properly 
pronounce Liley’s name (Dschäms Lili) and two of the English place names, Littletown 
(Litteltavn) and Scarborough (Sirbrå).77 This is an unusual feature: we have neither seen 
it in any other Moravian memoir nor in the Swedish context in general. It is a 
surprisingly early example of the usage of phonetic guidelines and quite likely tied to 
the Moravian practice of collectively reading out memoirs aloud. The strong 
Anglophone presence in Gothenburg might also have had something to do with it: the 
port city earned the nickname “Little London” in the early nineteenth century, in 
acknowledgement of the influx of British (or more precisely, Scottish) merchants.78 

During Liley’s lifetime, modernity with all its worldly, technological innovations 
began to unfold. Still, tradition was upheld by the Swedish diaspora, at least as far as 
the memoir texts are concerned. All three versions of Liley’s memoir centre around 
the credo that the sacrifice of Jesus has bought salvation for all. The different 
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grammatical structure of English, German and Swedish often made word-by-word 
translation difficult, but the translators did their best to keep the theological message 
consistent. The reference to Christ’s “precious blood” in the English version, for 
example, has a literal translation in both German and Swedish (kostbares Blut/kostbara 
blod).79 Differences between the versions are of a minor character, such as when the 
English expression “blood bought” (in “the spotless robe of the blood bought 
righteousness of Christ”) was translated into “bloody” (blutig/blodiga) instead of the 
more literal blutgekauft (Sw. blodköpt).80 

Omissions made in connection to the preparation of the official version of the 
memoir reduced the role of women, in line with the pattern previously observed. 
Whereas the concluding section of the English version of the memoir consists of a 
testimony claimed to be written by Liley’s wife, this part of the text – circa 1100 words 
– was shortened by 80 percent. Also, most of Liley’s last conversation with his wife, 
and all of his address to a female servant, were removed from the final account.  

Interestingly one particular aspect relating to the worldly context of Liley’s life was 
left intact by the German editor of the official version of the memoir. This was the 
account of a stormy sea voyage undertaken by Liley in 1825. The journey marked the 
beginning of the end of Liley’s life, but also introduced a technical novelty to the 
presumptive readers – travel by steamboat. The English version reads: 

 
On the voyage, in the steam packet from Liverpool to Dublin, they encountered so 
severe a gale of wind, that the passengers & crew almost despaired of reaching the 
land. This produced most violent sea sickness, which together with the mental 
anxiety he had suffered, gave a severe shock to his constitution.81 
 

By the time of Liley’s death in 1827, steamboats had been frequenting German and 
Swedish waters for only ten years. On the one hand, temporal elements such as this 
were unimportant from a spiritual point of view. On the other hand, new means of 
communication, such as steamboats and railways, added to the opportunities for 
dissemination of texts and information among members of the global, Moravian 
community.82 The story about Liley’s ordeal on board the steamboat might therefore 
mirror the Moravian interest in new technology as a means to communicate religious 
ideas, while at the same time illustrating the willingness of a devoted follower to make 
personal sacrifices in order to proselytize. 

Unlike Bagge, Lagerbjelke and Planta, Liley was not a person who gradually 
developed into a follower of the Moravian Church. He was born into it, and this 
reflects in his memoir. All versions of the text indicate that Liley was blessed by God 
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from a very early age. Consequently, they lack the wavering between doubt and grace 
that is otherwise a typical trait in Moravian memoirs. But there might also be another 
explanation for this difference. As John R. Weinlick put it in the 1950s, Moravianism 
in its English context can be perceived “as a sort of half-way house between the 
Anglican and the free churches”.83 As these new free churches expanded in the 
nineteenth century and eventually overtook the Anglican Church in terms of 
numbers, the English Moravians might have felt a need to stress the trust in the all-
sufficient grace of God as a hallmark of their church in order to distinguish themselves 
more clearly from the theology of the competing denominations. 

 

Conclusion 
 
Like many other strands of autobiographical writing in the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries, Moravian memoirs were copied, edited, and communicated 
across linguistic and cultural borders. Although the Moravian memoirs were part of 
an interconfessional strategy to create a spiritual community worldwide, local context 
intervened with the translation of the texts. Expressions of individuality and 
communality were engaged in a complex negotiation, which became even more 
intricate when the memoirs and the Moravians themselves travelled an increasingly 
interconnected world. However, the negotiation was not aimless – there are 
tendencies and patterns in the texts we have studied. 

The memoirs of Anna Bagge, Peter Jacob Planta, Johan Gustaf Lagerbjelke and 
James Liley are intensely preoccupied with the individual: the progressive 
development of singular human souls towards religious self-awareness and the paths 
taken by them towards divine grace. In the fuller text versions, the personality of the 
deceased comes through loud and clear. Among our four Moravians, this is especially 
true regarding Lagerbjelke, who wrote large parts of his memoir himself, with a 
curious mixture of aristocratic self-confidence and existential anxiety. But the editors 
who prepared the memoirs for distribution consistently weeded out particularities 
and quirks, including those relating to the specific Swedish context, creating 
narratives of salvation more consistent with the established Moravian 
autobiographical tradition. In contrast to conventional wisdom on Moravian gender 
relations, the trimming disproportionately targeted women and women’s agency, 
often systematically erasing female protagonists from the memoirs. This 
standardisation of individual traits and removal of women have not been noticed in 
previous research, and is a phenomenon that might well be worth keeping in mind 
for scholars of life writing generally. 
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The translated memoirs we have studied inhabit a peculiar position in the history 
of life writing around the turn of the nineteenth century. The memoirs were created 
during a period in which European ambitions for world dominance were growing, 
and there is an inherent tension in the Moravian memoirs between the egalitarian 
principles of the religious teachings of the Church and the views and outlooks actually 
expressed in the texts. This is particularly obvious considering the memoir of Peter 
Jacob Planta. In their missions abroad, the Moravians had to fit their religious agenda 
into colonial frameworks of power and hierarchy. In the case of Planta, the lacunae in 
the memoir demonstrate the impossibility of reconciling missionary work with the 
underpinnings of colonialism. But there were regional inequalities within Europe as 
well. The layering of the Moravian world into core settlements, diaspora, and 
missionary areas mirrored a traditional, general pattern of dependence on German 
language and culture in the Nordics, and the editing strategies applied when texts 
were transferred between languages illustrate the dependency of Swedish memoir 
translations upon German terminology and language use. Whereas middlemen in 
direct contact with the diaspora, such as the scribe who grudgingly let Anna Bagge’s 
memoir remain “too extensive”, might respect the peculiarities and wishes of the 
individual, the editors in Herrnhut would abridge and standardize memoirs without 
hesitation. 
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