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The Geography and Control of the Clandestine Book Trade in France, 1770–89
Simon Burrows
This article offers a preliminary reassessment of the geography and chronology of the
clandestine book trade, based on a metadata analysis of Parisian customs confiscation records
between 1770 and 1789. That metadata concerns the people and places associated with
consignments of books confiscated by the Paris customs.1 In interpreting this data, it should be
remembered that the French book trade was tightly controlled at every point. Entry ports and
towns where books coming from abroad had to be sent for inspection were clearly defined by
law.2 Means of onward transport were frequently prescribed: for example, bookdealers were
only allowed to send books from Rouen to Paris by water – carriage by road was expressly
forbidden.3 Even moving wholesale quantities of books around Paris was the monopoly of
twenty-four licenced gagne deniers.4 Bulk smuggling, as Mark Curran has shown recently, was
a very costly and difficult enterprise and only very rarely attempted by desperate dealers.5
Wholesale consignments of books had generally to move through the established channels.
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1

The surviving confiscation registers, covering the period from January 1770 to 1791 are held in Paris,
Bibliothèque nationale de France (hereafter BNF), Manuscrits français [MS Fr.] 21,933-21,934. The confiscation
metadata is currently being enriched in the FBTEE-2 (MPCE) database with data on the confiscations themselves.
2
Many of the decrees establishing these procedures survive in BNF, MS Fr. 22,081. See, for example, the decrees
of June 11, 1710 and June 19, 1717 (fols. 139–42) establishing the towns to which books crossing the frontier
should be sent for inspection; or those of June 10, 1735 (fols. 175–76) and October 31, 1738 (fols. 177–78)
permitting the forwarding of books from abroad to Paris (only) from Calais and the Swiss frontier crossing of Les
Rousses.
3
See, for example, BNF, MS Fr. 22,081 fols. 199–200 and 223v., “Ordonnance de Monsieur le LieutenantGénéral de Police”, August 1, 1748, which built on earlier decrees with the same intent. The fines for contravening
this measure were severe: the ordonnance referred to the case of a voiturier named Rost who was fined 1,000
livres for contravening the rules. Another voiturier, Du Moulin, suffered a similar fine in 1757. See the printed
judgment of December 24, 1757 at MS Fr. 22,081 fols. 248–49. In 1768–69 the ban on overland transport was
reviewed but it was decided to maintain the pre-existing arrangements: documents from the discussion can be
found at MS Fr. 22,081 fols. 332–37.
4
BNF, MS Fr. 22,081 fol. 277–78 gives a list of the twenty-four gagne-deniers permitted to transport books in
Paris in 1761, together with their addresses and other details. A handwritten “Reglement” of November 29, 1760
outlining the procedures for gagne-deniers bringing books for inspection is preserved at fols. 269–70, and an
Ordonnance of March 13, 1761 at fols. 273–74.
5
Curran, Selling Enlightenment, ch. 4, esp. 97–98, 107–108.
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The confiscation registers have been studied before. They were the centerpiece of
Robert Dawson’s SVEC study Confiscations at Customs and used by Robert Darnton to
compile his Corpus of Clandestine Literature in France.6 Dawson concluded that the ancien
régime system of censorship and control was so complex and contradictory that it collapsed
under its own weight.7 Like Tocqueville, who argued ancien régime censorship was lax,
Darnton contends that the system was inefficient and easily circumvented, and that due to the
resulting free circulation and reading of banned “libertine” books, the regime “lost its
legitimacy”.8 However, such teleological and political readings fail to explore whether the
system achieved its primary mercantilist-driven aims of Bourbon policy, such as defeating
literary piracy, excluding foreign interlopers from the French book market, and minimizing the
circulation of the books and titles that they feared most. Opening the records to digital analysis
allows us to address these issues afresh, by taking a more holistic view of these complex records
and to see close up patterns which were not previously visible.
The confiscation metadata used in this article gives the places of origins of
consignments of books, the people they belonged to, and the agents who signed for them. This
data had to be collated and consolidated by identifying which references belonged to which
individuals, and as far as possible matching names to individuals through authority files and
other records. Across 2,161 consignments, the data mentions several thousand people,
including almost 2,000 names that were not present in other data sources previously entered
into the French Book Trade in Enlightenment Europe (FBTEE) databases.9 Identifying these
people, where possible, has been a Herculean labour across a much longer period of time than
originally envisaged.
The process of gathering data on confiscated titles, the reasons they were detained, and
the authorities’ final judgments on arrested books is ongoing.10 Nevertheless, we can already
draw some significant conclusions from the consignment metadata alone. This work is part of
the Australian Reseach Council project “Mapping Print, Charting Enlightenment” (MPCE)
which in turn is the latest stage of the FBTEE project.11 The confiscation records are the final
dataset being created for this incarnation of the project and when complete will be crossreferenceable against other types of records which give indications of the legality or illegality
of books.
First, it will be possible to compare them with illegal works purchased and sold around
Europe by the celebrated Société typographique de Neuchâtel (STN) – whether “pirate”
editions or libertine, freethinking works considered highly clandestine by the authorities.12
These were captured in the original FBTEE database, published in 2012.13 The STN records
have been extensively studied, above all by Robert Darnton, who used booksellers’ orders in
the STN records (but not the actual records of purchases and sales) to compile his lists of illegal

6

Dawson, Confiscations at Customs; Darnton, Forbidden Bestsellers.
Dawson, Confiscations at Customs, 150.
8
Tocqueville, L’Ancien Régime et la Révolution, bk. III, ch. 2, 247; Darnton, Forbidden Bestsellers, 246.
9
The data from all the new FBTEE-2 (or MPCE) databases is now being gathered into a single Heurist database
which will be published online in 2021.
10
I am grateful to Dr Hamish Graham for assisting me with the data entry and interpretation on the confiscations,
and Dr Laure Philip for working on the consignment metadata.
11
See above, note 1.
12
The archives of the STN, on which this work was based, are held in the Bibliothèque Publique et Universitaire
de Neuchâtel. I am grateful to Dr Mark Curran for his work on project design and entering this data into the
original FBTEE database. For his overview of the project design and data entry processes to make sense of the
STN data, see Curran, Selling Enlightenment, ch. 1.
13
See Burrows and Curran, The French Book Trade in Enlightenment Europe Database, 1769–1794 (published
online 2012). The database is available at http://fbtee.uws.edu.au/stn/interface/ (last consulted October 31, 2020)
7
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bestsellers.14 However, there are also case studies of the book trade of the STN with many
countries, regions, towns and individual booksellers.15
Second, it will be possible to compare the confiscation records with the registers of
“contrefait” editions – piracies – legalized in the estampillage exercise of 1777–81.16 These
survive in Paris in the archives of the Chambre syndicale for eight of France’s twenty chambre
syndicale districts.17 These records were used by Furet’s team for Livre et société, by Ann Boës
and Robert Dawson; and by Jeanne Veyrin-Forrer, but they still have secrets to reveal.18 Taken
in combination with other records, the permissions simples registers appear to confirm that
religious books were published on an industrial scale in volumes which would have surprised
Furet’s team, to whom religious publishing was of little interest, or even Dawson, despite his
encyclopaedic knowledge of the sources.19
Third, the new FBTEE-2 (or MPCE) database gives print-runs for books licenced,
between 1777 and 1789 under the “permission simple” licence, which aimed to end or at least
significantly reduce literary piracy.20 These records have been studied by Robert Dawson, who
produced an annotated listing which we have compared to the original documents, but digital
analysis allows far more complex readings and comparisons to other sources.21
Fourth, the database will also include an inventory of the Bastille’s secret dépôt which
records confiscated books found in the Bastille following its capture by revolutionary crowds

14

Darnton, Forbidden Bestsellers. More recently Darnton has turned his attention to the wider demand for books
(using booksellers’ orders, rather than the STN’s records of actual books supplied), in Darnton, A Literary Tour
de France and its accompanying web resource, http://robertdarnton.org/literarytour, (last consulted January 31,
2021), which reproduces much of his primary material. A further study, Piracy and Publishing, is due to appear
while the current article is in press. Darnton has also drawn on the STN in numerous article-length studies, many
but by no means all of which appear in Darnton, The Literary Underground.
15
The most notable of these is the study of the STN and the German market by Freedman, Books Without Borders.
See also the case studies in Darnton and Schlup, Le Rayonnement d’une maison d’édition; and Rychner and
Schlup, Aspects du livre neuchâtelois. Also see Schlup, “Coup-d’oeil sur les relations commerciales de la STN”.
16
The estampillage exercise was authorized by one of six edicts of the Royal Council issued on August 30, 1777
to regulate the book trade. See BNF, MS Fr 22,075 fol. 389–90 and 391–92, Arrêt du conseil concernant les
contrefaçons des livres: Du 30 août 1777 (Paris, 1777). The decree is reproduced in the Almanach de la librairie
(Paris: Moutard, 1781), 172–76. The amnesty and stamping arrangements are outlined in articles VI to IX. Against
a token fee, bookdealers could have counterfeit editions stamped and legalized. Counterfeits discovered after the
estampillage would be severely punished. To give the system teeth, another of the edicts created a system of
centrally appointed inspectors from outside each region for the sole purpose of policing the trade, one of whom
was attached to each Chambre syndicale.
17
The records of the estampillage inspections are spread across BNF, MS Fr. 21,831-21,834 and cover the
Chambres syndicales of Amiens, Besançon, Lille, Montpellier, Nancy, Nantes, Orléans, and parts of the
jurisdiction of the Paris Chambre syndicale (though not Paris itself). I thank my colleague Jean-Dominique Mellot
for intelligence that the records for a ninth chambre syndicale, Dijon, have also surfaced in the Côte d’Or recently.
Data entry for the estampillage records into the FBTEE-2 (MPCE) database was undertaken by Dr Louise Seaward
and Dr Juliette Reboul.
18
Furet, Livre et Société; Boës and Dawson, “The Legitimation of Piracies”; Veyrin-Forrer, “Livres arrêtés, livres
estampillés.”
19
On this point, see Burrows, “Charmet and the Book Police”; and especially Burrows, “Omissions and
Revisions.”
20
The records of licences (including authorized print runs) granted under the permission simple can be found at
BNF, MS Fr. 22,018-22,019. Like the estampillage and the new inspectors, the permission simple licence was a
creation of the decrees of August 30, 1777. The permission simple data in the FBTEE-2 (MPCE) database was
prepared by Dr Catherine Bishop, Dr Louise Seaward, and myself, and drew heavily on, and revised, previous
work by Prof. Robert Dawson.
21
Dawson, The French Book Trade. For a preliminary bibliometric appraisal of the estampillage and permission
simple records, see Burrows, “Forgotten Best-Sellers”.
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in July 1789. Published and hence preserved for posterity by Robert Dawson, the original of
this document is now lost.22
Finally, the database contains records of some twenty-six Parisian booksellers’ stock
auctions from the period 1769–87, most of which sold the stock of deceased or bankrupt
dealers. These are less useful for comparing with the confiscation records because most of the
works sold were likely to have been permitted, legal and not pirated, particularly since they
were advertised and administered through the Parisian booksellers’ guild, whose members
tended to own the publishing rights (privilèges) over the majority of the most lucrative and
hence most frequently pirated works. They do, however, in many cases, include sale of part
shares in many of those privilèges.23
Digital analysis and cross-referencing of all these sources opens new research
possibilities, extending work conducted on the STN records between 2007 and 2012, as
outlined in the twin volumes, Mark Curran, The French Book Trade in Enlightenment Europe,
Volume I: Selling Enlightenment, and Simon Burrows, The French Book Trade in
Enlightenment Europe, Volume II: Enlightenment Bestsellers (2018). These studies overturn
much accepted wisdom concerning the STN, the international book trade, and the role of print
culture in the Enlightenment.
Of particular relevance to the current analysis is the chapter on the “Anatomy of the
Illegal Book Trade” in Enlightenment Bestsellers. It argued that two government measures, the
decrees of August 30, 1777 and June 12, 1783, seem to have significantly undermined the
STN’s commerce in illegal freethinking or libertine works of all kinds (see Fig. 1).24
The August 1777 decrees set up a more effective inspection regime, attaching centrallyappointed inspectors to each Chambre syndicale to oversee the examination of consignments
of imported works.25 This gave the inspection regime teeth. Many booksellers wrote to the STN
informing them that they no longer dared accept clandestine wares. Among them, tellingly,
was Charles-Antoine Charmet, a Besançon bookseller, who Darnton uses as a classic case study
of a dealer in clandestine books.26 Moreover, the FBTEE database has revealed that after 1777
only two French bookdealers ordered significant numbers of clandestine books from the STN.
Both were quite atypical of the wider trade. The first, Malherbe of Loudun, after taking several
smaller and (mostly) wholesome orders, accepted a one-off cut-price dumping of otherwise
unsellable libertine works for distribution via his network of itinerant colporteurs in April
1779. The other, Bruzard de Mauvelain, a hole-in-the-wall operator working out of Troyes and
Tonnerre, was a financially precarious newcomer, who dabbled in underground works: the
STN doubted his credit-worthiness and only supplied a portion of what he ordered. Mauvelain,
like Charmet, has been the subject of a major case study by Robert Darnton. However, he was

22

See Dawson, Confiscations at Customs, 243–76 (appendix K). The original document was formerly in the BNF,
Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, Bastille MS 10,305. It was no longer there when I viewed the dossier in 2016, and it is
missing from the version digitized by the BNF. Data preparation of the Bastille records for the FBTEE-2 (MPCE)
database was undertaken by Dr. Laure Philip and myself.
23
The records of the stock sales are found scattered across BNF, MS Fr. 21,823, 21,824 and 22,037. Data entry
for these records into the FBTEE-2 (MPCE) database was undertaken by Dr. Juliette Reboul.
24
Burrows, Enlightenment Bestsellers, 30–31, 60, 134–35. See also on this point Burrows, “30 August 1777 and
12 June 1783”.
25
For these arrangements, see “Arrêt du Conseil du Roi, portant suppression et création des différantes Chambres
syndicales dans le Royaume, du 30 août 1777”. The decree is reproduced in the Almanach de la Librairie (1781),
151–62.
26
See Bibliothèque publique et universitaire de Neuchâtel, Manuscrits de la S.T.N., MS 1134, fols. 140–41,
[Charles-Antoine] Charmet to STN, February 20, 1778; Darnton, Forbidden Bestsellers, 32–39. For issues around
Charmet’s identity and use as a case study, see Darnton, “Confusion and Diffusion;” and especially Burrows,
“Omissions and Revisions”.
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in fact entirely atypical of the wider trade. Only truly marginal figures attempted to deal in the
sort of material Mauvelain ordered. After 1777 it was simply too dangerous to do so.27

Figure 1. STN sales of the “Libertine Corpus,” as defined by Robert Darnton (not including
commissions and non-Swiss wholesale clients).28

Figure 2. STN sales of “pornographic” works over time to France and Switzerland compared
with total sales.29
27

For more details, see Darnton, “Trade in the Taboo”; and Darnton, Literary Underground, 122–47. On the
problems of Darnton’s use of Mauvelain’s orders as a representative case study, see Burrows, Blackmail, Scandal
and Revolution, 150–51; Curran, “Beyond the Forbidden Best-sellers”.
28
The “Corpus” includes every work in Darnton, The Corpus of Clandestine Literature.
29
The “pornographic” corpus as defined here and in the FBTEE database subject keyword data includes all works
identified as adhering to Lynn Hunt’s definition of pornography as works depicting sexual acts or genitalia

58

French History and Civilization

Thus the decrees of August 30, 1777 seem to have impacted the STN’s clandestine and
pornographic trades with France even more seriously than its counterfeit trade. As Figure 1
shows, after 1777 STN sales of Darnton’s corpus of “libertine” books (i.e., freethinking
clandestine works) never again exceeded 30 percent of their 1776 peak, whereas sales to other
markets were equally robust both before and after that date. Declines in STN sales of
“pornographic works” to France were even steeper. Figure 2 shows that from a peak of around
750 in 1776 and 650 in 1777, they fell to negligible levels thereafter, save for a flurry of around
130 sales in 1786. In contrast, sales to the “Helvetic Zone” (modern Switzerland) and to the
“Rest of Europe” had higher and more significant peaks later, notably in 1787–88.30
The coup de grâce for the pirate trade came with the 1783 decree, which ordered all
imported books be sent to Paris for inspection, rather than the Chambre syndicale closest to the
consignment’s intended destination.31 This increased transport costs and timelags, particularly
for books from Switzerland and Avignon. The range and strength of complaints the decree
provoked from foreign and provincial booksellers is proof of its efficacy and far-reaching
impact. From Geneva, François de Bassompierre asserted that the decree’s blanket provisions
also hit those who obeyed the law as well as those conducting an illicit trade: innocent Swiss
dealers and booksellers in the French provinces were being driven to the wall. From Lyon,
Piestre et Cormon and Jean-Marie Bruyset, père et fils, insisted that their trade in foreign books
was in ruins. The Bruysets also complained, in a comment overflowing with indignation and a
sense of injustice, that the Lyonnais dealers had only resorted to largescale dealing in foreign
books because the Parisian booksellers exercised such a stranglehold on French publishing.
However, the most distinctive complaint came from the Chambre syndicale of Lille. It
protested that because Lille was in the bishopric of Tournay, all religious works for diocesan
use were printed in the Austrian Netherlands (Belgium), and the cost of importation was now
prohibitive.32
For as long as the decree’s chief promoter – the foreign minister, the Comte de
Vergennes – lived, such complaints were ineffective. Although those with time and influence
could apply for exceptions, which, according to Robert Dawson, were nearly always granted,
most consignments continued to flow via Paris.33 There was some relief, too, following a
further decree of November 23, 1785, which exempted books passing through France en route
between two foreign cities from having to be routed via the French capital.34 However, that did
nothing to help booksellers selling foreign publications to French clients. By the time the
original decree was rescinded as “destructive du commerce du librairie” in mid-1787,
following Vergennes’ death, the damage was done.35
produced for the purpose of sexual arousal. This precise and workable definition was employed because many
previous historians had deployed the term “pornography” loosely and even salaciously. The more subjective
keyword term “erotic works” was also used in the FBTEE database, and embraces most of the works identified
as pornographic by previous historians but not covered by our rigorous definition.
30
Burrows, Enlightenment Bestsellers, 134–35.
31
Burrows, Enlightenment Bestsellers, 134–35.
32
BNF, MS Fr. 21,823 fols 83–85, François de Bassompierre, imprimeur-libraire de Genève to Vergennes,
undated petition [1783]; fols 68–69, “Mémoire pour les sieurs Piestre et Cormon, Libraires à Lyon” [1783]; fols
75–78, Mémoire of Jean-Marie Bruyset, père et fils, Lyon, 22 mars 1784; fols 70–71, Mémoire to the procureur
général du Parlement de Flandres on behalf of the Syndics and adjoints of the Chambre Syndicale de Lille and
their confrères in Flanders, Hainault, Cambrèsis, Artois and Boulonois [1783].
33
Dawson, Confiscations at Customs, 143.
34
The decree of November 23, 1785 was entitled Arrêt du conseil qui ordonne que les livres venant de l’étranger,
passant par la France pour aller dans un autre pays étranger, seront dispensés d’être conduits à la chambre
syndicale de Paris. Dawson’s account of this arrêt merely says that it “revoked part of” the decree of June 12,
1783, without giving an indication of the arrêt’s title or content. Dawson, Confiscations at Customs, 143.
35
I have not located the decree. However it is mentioned in BN, Ms.Fr. 22,040, “L”, 29, undated note on “Livres
venant de l’étranger”, [June 1787]. This document was reproduced by Dawson in his online appendices to
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Moreover, the illegal sector was differently structured to what existing work – which
has concentrated on “prohibited works” – might lead us to expect. It seems fair nevertheless to
concur with Raymond Birn, Roger Chartier, and Robert Darnton that the illegal sector of the
book trade was, to adopt the latter’s adjectives, “vast”, “enormous”, “huge”, perhaps
comprising half the trade.36 However, these estimates are not very helpful, whilst the priapic
epithets used to characterize them, in so far as they are evocative of the literature of
enlightenment libertinism, are less appropriate than they might initially appear, since
“illegality” was a capacious and imprecise category. It embraced the highly clandestine
“libertine” sector; unlicenced “pirate” editions of harmless privileged works; nouveautés which
had not passed through the formal permissions mechanism; and Protestant religious works,
including translations of the Bible.37
There was also a quasi-legal sector comprising works published under permissions
tacites, a strange legal subterfuge whereby the government agreed to allow a work to circulate
without formal licence or the imprimatur of official approval, provided it appeared under a
false, usually foreign imprint.38 Tacite editions thus had many of the traits of clandestinity,
particularly as permission tacites might be withdrawn at any time. As the confiscation registers
show, books were on several occasions “rayé de la registre des permissions tacites”.39 A case
in point is a legal memoir (or collection of memoirs) from a dispute between booksellers whose
title is recorded in the confiscation registers as Mémoires pour L. [Louis] Buisson, libre
[libraire] de Lyon, contre la Ve [Veuve] Desaint, which probably related to Buisson’s pirating
of Gonnelieu’s translation of the Imitation de Jésus Christ over which Desaint owned the
privilège. The Mémoires were confiscated in an inspection on February 13, 1778, “raié de la
feuille des permissions tacites” on May 24, 1778, and sent to be pulped in the Bastille with
numerous other works on March 22, 1779.40

Confiscations at customs, appendix H, 234–35. The appendices were originally posted at
http://uts.cc.utexas.edu/~dawson1/Confs_appendixes.htm but disappeared shortly after I last consulted them on
March 24, 2016, almost ten years after Robert Dawson’s death. In preparing this article I discovered a copy online
at
www.yumpu.com/fr/document/read/13359585/confiscations123xyz-code-word-for-on-line-searching-thisfile- (accessed March 15, 2021). The Voltaire Foundation and I both hold archived copies.
36
Birn, Royal Censorship, 4; Chartier, “Book Markets and Reading in France”; Robert Darnton, “Booksellers /
Literary Demand,” http://robertdarnton.org/literarytour/booksellers, (accessed October 31, 2020). For Darnton’s
epithets, see Darnton, Forbidden Bestsellers, xix and passim.
37
All these types of works can be found in the Parisian confiscation registers. Both Catholic and Protestant Bibles
were confiscated, the former generally as “counterfeit” editions (piracies), the latter as prohibited Protestant
works. For example, twenty-four copies of Amelot’s (Catholic) translation of the Nouveau Testament were
confiscated from Bricart on March 7, 1775. They were eventually declared forfeit to the owner of the privilège
(copyright). One copy each of Ostervald’s Protestant Bible translation and a Protestant Nouveau Testament were
confiscated from Gaillard on September 20, 1774 but apparently returned to their owner. Gaillard has not been
identified but, given that the books were returned, may have been a Swiss dignatory. See BNF, MS Fr. 21,934
fols 56, 63.
38
On the permissions tacites see Birn, “The Profits of Ideas”.
39
Data entered into the FBTEE-2 (MPCE) database to date includes eleven such judgments between July 4, 1775
and October 13, 1778. These are provisional figures and at time of writing data has only been entered for the
period January 1771 to early 1779.
40
BNF, MS Fr 21,934 fol. 3. No copies of this work have been found, but Jugement rendu par M. Le Noir,
published at Paris by P.-G. Simon in 1777, indicates both that the memoirs were apparently related to a dispute
over the Imitation de Jésus Christ and that Buisson lost the case: the printed sheets of his pirate edition were
ordered to be pulped in the Bastille.
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Figure 3. The structure of the French illegal and quasi-legal book trade, 1769–89 (excluding
unlicensed innocuous works).
Given this complexity, Enlightenment Bestsellers attempts to break down and quantify
the various parts of the illegal sector (see Fig. 3).41 It begins by cross-referencing two different
listings of clandestine prohibited works – confiscated works in the Bastille and Darnton’s
Corpus of Clandestine Literature – in order to estimate the total number of these sorts of
“libertine” works in circulation.42 The calculation relies on dividing clandestine output into
four quadrants. For three of these quadrants, viz works found only in the Bastille, works found
only in Darnton’s Corpus, and works found in both datasets, we can count the number of known
editions (or calculate their number from having researched edition counts for a representative
sample). It is then possible to multiply by 1,000, a crude standard multiplier used by book
historians, to arrive at an approximate number of copies of these titles produced.43 But by
making a series of mathematical assumptions, it is also possible to estimate the likely number
of editions in the fourth quadrant of “unknown unknowns” (i.e., the clandestine titles missing
from both datasets) and to derive a likely multiplier of editions for books in this sector, too. A
detailed step-by-step breakdown and explanation of this method of calculation can be found in
the online appendices to Enlightenment Bestsellers.44 It estimates that around 2,910,000 copies
of clandestine so-called livres philosophiques or “libertine works” circulated in France across
the era 1769–89, and about half as many again in the rest of Europe.45

41

For more detailed explanation of how these figures were arrived at, see Burrows, Enlightenment Bestsellers,
online
appendices,
67–71,
appendix
5,
at
https://media.bloomsbury.com/rep/files/9781441126016_txt_prf_online_appendix.pdf (last consulted January
31, 2021).
42
Darnton, The Corpus of Clandestine Literature. On the Bastille list, see above note 22.
43
The 1,000 copy estimate for average print-runs is widely cited: Gaskell, A New Introduction to Bibliography,
161, suggests technical and economic constraints usually limited print runs to 500–2,000 copies. Whilst these
print-runs seem appropriate to literary work and much non-fiction, they do not appear so reliable for devotional
literature, self-help books and manuals, and school books, all of which were often printed in significantly higher
numbers. However, few such works were considered to be livres philosophiques.
44
Burrows, Enlightenment Bestsellers, online appendices, 67–71, appendix 5. See above note 41 for URL and
more details.
45
In all, I suggested a European production of approximately 4,366,000 livres philosophiques.
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Further calculations totalled copies produced under the permission simple licence
(approx. 3,000,000) and compared them with surviving library holdings for a small sample of
titles in order to derive a ratio of extant licenced to unlicenced editions from the period 1778–
89. This empowered an approximation for the output of all works for which the licences were
available. Comparison of the permission simple statistics with the records for pirate works
legalized during the estampillage exercise gave two further indicators. First, it suggested the
production of titles made available under the permission simple licence could be projected
backwards into the years before the acts of August 30, 1777. Second, it gave a basis for
estimating the scale of piratical reproduction of works not covered by the permission simple.
These constituted approximately half of all works legalized in the estampillage exercise.
Altogether these various categories of pirated work, following my calculations and
assumptions, accounted for about 23,550,000 copies.46
Finally, records survive for the 3,663 editions made available under the permission
tacite, enabling an estimation of production under those licences at approximately 3,663,000
copies.47 The pie chart above (Fig. 3) is the result of this number-crunching. This
representation, however, still does not include editions of any permission tacite work for which
such a permission was never sought. Nor does it include “nouveautés” which had not passed
through the licencing system; many hundreds of these were stopped at customs and referred to
censors for judgment.48
Analysis of the confiscations register metadata confirms and adds texture to some of
these preliminary points. This becomes evident when we map the origins of consignments
confiscated at Paris customs (see Fig. 4). The dots on the map are scaled to show the number
of consignments coming from each place. For consignments originating abroad, the place
recorded in the registers is generally, though not invariably, where the consignments entered
the French postal system. For foreign works, this was usually a frontier post en route to their
destination. There appear to be five “headline new stories” to be drawn from this map.
First, current understandings of the geography of illegal book production may be
inadequate. Note in particular the high volume of confiscations originating in the interior of
France. Lyon and Rouen were major centers of production, though the latter was also a port of
entry from the Low Countries and London by river, and Lyon handled large numbers of books
coming from Switzerland. Initial soundings suggest that the majority of confiscated titles
coming from these centers were probably pirated works, nouveautés, and new editions, but
there were also a fair number of prohibited works, at least in the period to 1777.49
Second, the Swiss role in the illegal book market appears smaller than its prominence
in previous scholarship might suggest. This is perhaps not surprising given the outsized role
that the STN has played in the literature, a result less of its importance than the quality of its
archive and the historical genius and literary gifts of Robert Darnton, its foremost and most
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See Burrows, Enlightenment Bestsellers, 124.
Estivals, La Statistique bibliographique de la France, 288. In calculating my figures I used the higher of
Estival’s annual figures for “Autorisations” or “Permissions tacites enregistrées à la Chambre syndicale”.
Discrepancies between the two figures usually arose from supplementary authorizations.
48
This was among the most significant reasons why works were confiscated: between January 4, 1771 and
December 30, 1777, the Parisian confiscation registers record 495 instances of works being confiscated as
nouveautés as opposed to 382 arrested as prohibited. However, many nouveautés were adjudged innocuous and
later returned. A major exception were trial briefs, which almost invariably were confiscated permanently and in
most instances destroyed.
49
A provisional sampling of reasons for confiscations had surprisingly few pirated works (5 for Lyon and 14 from
Rouen) in comparison with nouveautés (Lyon 48; Rouen 51) and prohibited works (Lyon 47; Rouen 25). These
provisional figures are a rough snapshot taken when data entry had reached early 1778. They do not include
several other reasons for confiscations given, nor cases where books were confiscated for multiple reasons.
47
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prolific historian.50 However, it also in part reflects the fact that, in comparison to books
produced in Britain, Belgium, or the Netherlands, relatively few Swiss books entering the
kingdom would have been inspected at Paris prior to 1783. Further interrogation of the data
below seems to bear this out.

Figure 4. Point of entry into French postal system of consignments of books confiscated by
Parisian customs, 1769–9151
Moreover, Robert Darnton’s assertions that there were a string of clandestine and pirate
publishing houses operating across a veritable publishing “fertile crescent” spanning the entire
Rhine frontier from the Channel to Switzerland and Geneva (then an independent city state)
and finally to the Papal enclave of Avignon needs modification.52 In particular, very few
confiscations originated in the German-speaking lands. This finding would appear to lend
support to Mark Curran’s suggestion that we should talk of distinctive and separate Northern
and Southern markets, the latter of which generally published much more anodyne
Enlightenment fare.53
Fourth, relatively few consignments of confiscated books seem to have come from
Britain. This judgment is drawn primarily from the size of the circles for Calais, Caen,
Boulogne-sur-Mer and Dunkerque (the last of which, especially, was also an entry point for
books from the Netherlands). Against this, however, must be balanced the fact that many
50

The STN scholarship has been discussed above, and includes the works described in footnotes 14 and 15 above,
together with Curran, Selling Enlightenment; Burrows, Enlightenment Bestsellers; and Schlup, L’Edition
neuchâteloise.
51
The map plots the places where consignments of books were recorded to have entered the French postal system:
consignments were meant to be sealed and provided with paperwork (an “acquit à caution”) before onward
shipping to Paris for inspection, although the registers reveal that this latter formality was frequently ignored. The
source data for the map is the Confiscations Registers (BNF, MS Fr. 21,933-21,934), subject to cross references
in the Customs Registers (MS Fr. 21,914-21,926) and register of confiscated works at MS Fr. 21,935.
52
See Darnton, Forbidden Bestsellers, 34–35; and Darnton, Pirating and Publishing (forthcoming). The “fertile
crescent” image is used in the author’s blurb for the latter, though an online check shows he also used it on the
homepage of his “Literary Tour de France” resource at http://www.robertdarnton.org/literarytour (last consulted
January 31, 2021).
53
Curran, Selling Enlightenment.
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British books also seem to have arrived “en nombre” via river at Rouen. Of course, verifying
British imprints is problematic. Most books published in Britain in this period were published
in London, but many London imprints were also false, particularly in French-language editions.
This probably explains why so many books with the (presumably false) imprint “Londres”
arrived via Torcy, Metz, and Valenciennes. A significant number also came from Rouen, but
in many cases library catalogue data is insufficient to ascertain for sure whether these are Dutch
or local counterfeits or genuine British editions. Systematic further research may be needed to
resolve these cases.54
Finally, it appears that around half of all consignments of illegal books from abroad
came from the Low Countries via border crossings at Charleville-Mézières (then two separate
towns, and treated as such in the records), Valenciennes, or Sedan and its adjacent frontier post
of Torcy.55 However, this trade from or via Belgium includes a disproportionately large number
of confiscations of a handful of influential periodicals, notably Linguet’s Annales, which was
produced in Brussels for part of its history, and Pierre Rousseau’s Journal encyclopédique,
both of which were seized regularly.56 Between 1771 and 1783, almost one-third of confiscated
consignments coming from Torcy were sent to Lutton, who handled the distribution of several
periodicals. In all, these amounted to thirty-seven of 113 such seizures, most of which involved
the Journal Encyclopédique.57 A handful more confiscations were seized en route to the press
baron Charles-Joseph Panckoucke, including repeat consignments of the early volumes of a
thirty-volume Dictionnaire universel des sciences morale, économique, politique et
diplomatique: ou Bibliothèque de l’homme-d’état et du citoyen.58
Chronological breakdowns linking confiscated consignments with their places of origin
indicate, moreover, some significant trends. Although this could be shown via maps or tables,
the point can be made more strikingly by more abstract forms of visualistion, as shown in
figures 5, 6 and 7 below.
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Dominique Varry has undertaken extensive statistical work on false London imprints in the eighteenth century,
some of which has been published on his website as part of his “Introduction à la bibliographie matérielle,” under
the title “La Fausse Adresse ‘Londres’ au XVIIIe siècle”. See http://dominique-varry.enssib.fr/Fausse adresse
Londres (consulted January 30, 2021).
55
Identifying this Torcy was one of the more difficult challenges of the “Mapping Print, Charting Enlightenment”
project. It was clear from the sources that it was a major entry point for books from Liège and the Austrian
Netherlands in general. But although many French communities bear the name “Torcy”, none seemed an obvious
match. However, online searches found a reference to Torcy alongside the other customs posts on the Belgian
frontier in a letter of the Bouillon publisher of the Journal Encyclopédique, Pierre Rousseau, to the booksellerpublisher-pirate Cazin, dated April 12, 1760, cited by Belin, Le Commerces des livres prohibés, 48–49. Google
Maps then pinpointed Place Torcy in Sedan. Further research revealed that Torcy has been a quartier of Sedan
since 1846. However, Torcy’s digital footprint is tiny. A search for “Sedan Torcy” in Google Maps revealed only
a handful of local businesses, the place, and a social center.
56
On Linguet’s Annales, see especially Levy, The Ideas and Careers of Simon-Nicolas-Henri Linguet. On the
Journal Encyclopédique, see Birn, Pierre Rousseau et les philosophes de Bouillon.
57
Between May 1774 and 1777, thirty-six editions of the Journal Encyclopédique were confiscated en route to
Lutton via Torcy, usually in parcels of 240 to 300, reflecting the level of French subscriptions. Sometimes more
than one edition was present in a single consignment.
58
Although this edition, which was published from 1777 to 1783, had a London imprint, it arrived via Torcy or
Valenciennes, suggesting that the imprint might be false and that it was probably produced in Brussels or Liège.
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Figure 5. How place of origin and volume of confiscated book consignments from Switzerland
changed over time.59
These three visualizations divide the eighteen-year period from the commencement of
the surviving confiscation register in January of 1771 to the fall of the Bastille on July 14, 1789
into three roughly equal six-year blocks punctuated by the decrees of August 30, 1777 and June
12, 1783. The numbers inside each arrow represent the total confiscated consignments coming
from a particular region as described in the balloons to the left. Start and end dates for the three
periods are marked by the light blue boxes and dividing lines. (Note that in both cases dividing
dates have been set a month after the relevant decree to allow for their effects to filter through).
Finally the places (“Paris” or “All of France”) mentioned in the Prussian blue boxes indicate
the destinations of consignments routed via Paris and confiscated there in each time period (or,
in the case of the final period, from the decree of June 12, 1783 to its reversal in mid-1787).60
By breaking down the figures in this way, it becomes evident that the number of
confiscated consignments originating in the Swiss Romand region collapsed to almost nothing
after the August 30, 1777 decrees (Fig. 5). These decrees clearly severely disrupted the Swiss
trade, just as the STN data had suggested. The number of confiscations picks up again in mid1783, but this is because for four years from that date books sent from Switzerland to anywhere
in France, not just the region administered by the Parisian Chambre syndicale, generally had
to go via Paris. After July 1783, confiscations from Switzerland were almost certainly
predominantly destined for clients in south-eastern France, who still saved time by ordering
from book wholesalers in the Swiss Romand.61 The divergent figures for consignments coming
59

The source data for this graphic and for figs. 6 and 7 is the Confiscations Registers (BNF, MS Fr. 21,93321,934), subject to cross references in the Customs Registers (MS Fr. 21,914-21,926) and register of confiscated
works at MS Fr. 21,935. Note that consignments of books from Italy were also allowed to enter France via Les
Rousses.
60
On the decree of June 12, 1783, its partial revision for books just passing through France by the arrêt of
November 25, 1785, and reversal in mid-1787, see above.
61
It should, however, be noted that there were markedly different patterns between the different frontier posts. Le
Frambourg had significant imports prior to 1777 and again from December 1783, but none between the two acts
from 1777 to 1783. In contrast, there were eight consignments through Pontarlier from August 29, 1777, of which
the fourth occurred on June 13, 1783. There were twenty-two consignments through Morez from January 1771
until September 1773, and a dozen through La Cure from 1771 to June 1776 but none thereafter. In both cases
these customs posts were abandoned. From late January 1778, when measures of August 1777 began to bite, to
June 1783, there was only one consignment through Les Rousses, though there had been eight in the previous
sixteen months, and thirty-nine thereafter. In contrast, the seventeen confiscated consignments coming from
Jouques were spread fairly evenly across the period 1775 to 1788.
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from German-speaking Berne and Basle are probably caused by Swiss almanacs, which
continued to be sent annually, regardless of legal changes. For example, multiple consignments
of the Messager boiteux, published in Berne, were ritually confiscated as a “nouveauté” in
between early October and early December through most of the 1770s.62 There can thus be
little doubt that the decrees of August 30, 1777 had the desired effect of squeezing Swiss
interlopers out of the French book market, crushing their trade with Paris and the north of the
country and in all probability constricting their trade to with the south-east as well.
The apparent destruction of the Swiss trade after August 30, 1777 is mirrored (see Fig.
6, top row) by a similar collapse of confiscations coming from another southern source: the
papal enclave of Avignon. The drop, 95 percent, is almost total, and in this case permanent.
The Avignon trade was clearly even worse hit than the Swiss. There was no increase in
confiscations from Avignon after 1783 as consignments for all of France were re-routed to
Paris. The 1777 decrees appear to have achieved something impossible even during the French
occupation of the city in 1768–74: the destruction of Avignon’s clandestine publishing
industry.
The pattern of decline for books entering from the Belgian frontier posts of Seda, Torcy,
Charleville, and Mezières; and the Channel ports of Calais, Boulogne, and Dunkerque tells a
rather different story (Fig. 6). Here, there appears to have been a significant drop in
confiscations after 1777, as suppliers reduced their exposure to risk, followed by further
decline, perhaps related to costs of sending all books via Paris, after 1783. Books from these
areas would, of course, have been much more likely than Swiss books to be going to Paris
before 1777, due to proximity.

Figure 6. How place of origin and volume of confiscated book consignments changed over
time: Avignon, Belgium, and the Channel ports.63
There is, however, an apparent anomaly. Confiscations coming from Valenciennes
buck the trend evident in other Belgian frontier towns (Fig. 7). The explanation for this is partly
geographic. Valenciennes was the closest of the entry points to Paris on the route from Brussels
62

The FBTEE-2 (MPCE) database records thirteen such confiscations of the Messager boiteux between 1771 and
1777, all of which were confiscated in the months in question. The confiscated consignments entered the French
postal service variously at the Swiss border crossings of Morez and Les Rousses; the town of Ronchamp which
was en route from the border to Paris, and in several cases Troyes, where it is possible the almanach was being
counterfeited. Consignments were not all quantified, but could be large – including crates (ballots) and unbound
bundles (balles), but where the number of books documented in consignments ranges from the mid-hundreds to
2,112 copies sent to Paris for Pfister and confiscated on October 6, 1772 (MS 21,933 fol. 36).
63
The source data for this graphic, see note 61 above.
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to Paris. So after 1783, books from Brussels and Amsterdam that would have once been
inspected in Lille or Amiens or other provincial Chambres syndicales now had to go to Paris,
and were thus re-routed via Valenciennes. This rise was significant enough to compensate for
the decline in consignments coming from the other entry points along the Belgian frontier. In
the six years 1777–83, eighty-six confiscated consignments came from towns along the Belgian
frontier, and in the following six years this rose slightly to ninety-two.

Figure 7. How place of origin and volume of confiscated book consignments changed over
time: Lyon, Rouen and Valenciennes64
There is a further anomaly in the Valenciennes data. Rather than falling after 1777, the
number of confiscated consignments rises by 50 percent in the period 1777–83. Why was this?
As a starting hypothesis for investigation, it seemed probable that it was primarily due to local
circumstances, principally the relocation of the arch-anti-philosophe Linguet from London to
Brussels in 1778. His celebrated Annales were confiscated several times prior to his being lured
to Paris and arrested in 1780.65 But analysis of the addressees of confiscated packages suggests
that this was probably not the reason. There are no regular shipments to Linguet’s Parisian
agent. Instead, the most commonly appearing name in confiscations from Valenciennes in the
period October 1777 to July 1783 is Panckoucke, who was the intended recipient for seven
confiscated consignments of the Dictionnaire universel des sciences morale, économique,
politique et diplomatique. Although until the early summer of 1777 he had received this work
via Torcy, the shift is insufficient to explain most of the increase. Only once additional data is
available in the database might it be possible to offer a more adequate explanation.
Finally, there was also a fall in the number of confiscations of books coming from major
French provincial printing centers Lyon and Rouen after the 1777 decrees. An acting
hypothesis, whilst awaiting more data, is that this was probably due to a decline in domestic
counterfeiting following the estampillage exercise, introduction of the permission simple
licence, and establishment of a more rigourous inspection apparatus in the provinces. In
contrast, Lyon and Rouen seem to have been little impacted by the 1783 decree, probably
because they were not major centers of “libertine” book production.
64

Ibid.
Linguet’s Annales first appear in the confiscation registers in an entry for April 18, 1777 when forty-five copies
were confiscated en route to his agent Lequesne in Paris. On May 9, a further 200 copies were confiscated, again
en route for Lequesne. On both occasions the confiscated items were forwarded to the Lieutenant de Police de
Paris, Lenoir, on his express instructions. See BNF, MS Fr. 21,933 fols. 87 and 88.
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It is already clear from the confiscation metadata that the decrees of August 1777 and
June 1783 had real bite, but differentially, on the French book trade of various French provinces
and European regions. Clearly they were to a large degree successful in crushing the
clandestine trade and excluding foreign traffic. It also appears that they were effective in their
mercantilist aim of excluding foreign publishers from the French market. However, to confirm
this latter claim we would need to look more closely at the provenance of all book consignments
as recorded in the customs registers, rather than focusing exclusively on confiscations.66
When we have systematic data on the actual titles confiscated, the reasons for their
confiscations, and the final judgment of the regime on the books seized, it will be possible to
add detail and nuance to these preliminary findings. Indeed, the power of our analysis and the
questions we can ask will be exponentially increased. What is already evident, however, is that
far from succumbing in its final years to a torrent of foreign-produced clandestine literature,
the French government was, in the decade prior to the pre-revolutionary crisis, extending its
control over the book trade and improving its policing apparatus, whilst simultaneously
achieving its mercantilist and diplomatic goals by establishing a choke-hold over the
extraterritorial publishers of French literature.67 It was not by chance that, as I have shown
elsewhere, the Napoleonic state’s attempts to control press and book trade both domestically
and internationally drew upon successful ancien régime models, and proved all the more
effective for being buttressed by hegemonic power.68 The example of the book trade suggests
that in the final two decades of the old regime, the French government was becoming more,
not less, effective in the pursuit of carefully targeted economic and cultural policy aims. Calls
for liberalization, particularly in the sphere of publishing and freedom of the press in 1789,
culminating in the inclusion of the right of freedom of expression in Article 11 of the
“Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen”, need to be seen in this context.69
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