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The Science of Piracy: A Crucial Ingredient in Eighteenth-Century Publishing

Robert Darnton


"Pirates," "buccaneers," "bandits"--the correspondence of eighteenth-century publishers occasionally explodes in expletives, which contrast strangely with its normal, business-like tone.  The pirates themselves are stranger still.  As an example of the species, consider Frédéric Samuel Ostervald, the principal director of the Société typographique de Neuchâtel (STN) in Switzerland.  A string of dignities followed his name: banneret (honorific head of the city militia), former "maître bourgeois en chef" (chief executive of the town council), former director of the local college, man of letters, and secretary of the Société du Jardin, an exclusive literary club.  He lived in a handsome town house near the lake, made wine from his own vineyard, and drove about in a carriage.  He came from one of the richest and most respectable families in the canton.  In 1780 at the height of the STN's activities, Ostervald was a grandfather, aged 67.  He had a dignified bearing and a flair for oratory that earned him the nick-name of "golden tongued" in the town council.  He devoted his rhetoric during his tenure as "maître bourgeois en chef" to the defense of "the rights, exemptions, and privileges" of the bourgeoisie, according to a manual on local politics that he wrote for his successors.
  

An unlikely pirate, this bon bourgeois, who defended privileges at home and attacked them abroad, for he built his business on publishing cheap, unauthorized reprints--usually called pirated editions or contrefaçons--of books that appeared with a royal privilege in France.  There were dozens like him in the publishing houses that surrounded France's borders: Gosse and Pinet in The Hague, Changuyon and Rey in Amsterdam, Dufour and Roux in Maestricht, Boubers in Brussels, Bassompierre and Plomteux in Liège, Le Tellier in Deux Ponts, Rousseau in Bouillon, Serini in Bâle, Pfaehler in Berne, Heubach and Grasset in Lausanne, Cramer and Detournes in Geneva, Garrigan and Guichard in Avignon.  They varied in their personalities and circumstances, but none of them had the slightest resemblance to Jean Bart or Captain Kidd. 

Piracy and Privilege

The paradoxical character of piracy derives from the nature of the book trade in early modern Europe, and it suggests the need to reconsider the history of intellectual property.  Copyright as we know it did not exist in the eighteenth century, except in England (the statute of Anne, 1710).  Throughout France and Germany, property in texts derived from privileges bestowed by princes.  It had nothing to do with the creative genius of authors, despite the claims of Diderot and Lessing.  According to a fundamental edict issued by Louis XVI on August 30, 1777, "Privilege in the book trade is a grace founded in justice."  Far from accepting the claims of publishers, who had lobbied hard in the Direction de la librairie and had recruited Diderot to state their case for them, the king refused "...to convert the enjoyment of a grace into a property in law."
  

This archaic language turns up everywhere in official documents.  The book trade administration itself was built around a division called "la librairie gracieuse", and the privileges printed in every legal book took the form of an edict by the king, which always ended with the phrase "for such is our pleasure."  But the grace and pleasure of the king of France had no legal force in the Swiss principality of Neuchâtel and Valangin, whose sovereign since 1707 had been the king of Prussia.  Unless Frederick II or the local authorities intervened, Ostervald was free to publish what he pleased.  From their perspective and from his, he was not a pirate but a pillar of society. 

The legal complexities were compounded by a clash of economic interests.  In France, a fundamental conflict had opened up in the seventeenth century between the big Parisian publishers (libraires and imprimeurs-libraires) and the leading booksellers in the provinces.  Colbert had attempted to resolve it in typically Colbertist fashion by giving the Parisian guild an effective monopoly of privileges and the power to enforce it by policing the trade in the capital.  Driven from the heart of the legal book business, the provincials fell back on cheap reprints supplied by foreign publishers along with spicy assortments of forbidden literature.
  The forbidden ingredient in the trade is familiar to historians, because it conveyed most of the Enlightenment.  In fact, however, the bulk of the shipments from foreign suppliers to provincial book dealers consisted of contrefaçons.  I would go so far as to argue that by 1770 most of the current literature available in France--aside from chapbooks, devotional tracts, and professional manuals--came from the pirate publishers outside the kingdom as well as from some who operated clandestinely within it.  The boom in piracy reached such proportions that it was acknowledged in the edict of 1777:

And as the king has been informed that there exists a great number of books that were pirated ("contrefaits") before the present edict and that the fortune of a great many provincial booksellers consists in these books, since they have no other means to meet their obligations, His Majesty has judged that as an expression of his kindness he will excuse the owners of these reprints ("contrefaçons") from the rigors of punishment required by the law.

The new edict permitted the book dealers to sell off their stock of pirated works, provided that they had each book stamped by a syndic of their local guild.  This extraordinary measure legalized in one fell swoop a vast amount of literature, while threatening a new policy of severity in repressing future contrefaçons.  Its purpose, it declared, was to "...end the rivalry that divides the book trade of Paris from that of the provinces"
 by readjusting conditions in favor of the provincials.  It never succeeded--that is a long story, which merits further study--but it reveals a great deal about the economic and the legal conditions of publishing under the Old Regime.

The archives of the STN make it possible to study those conditions in detail, because pirating differed from normal publishing in a crucial respect.  When a publisher put out a new book, he took a shot in the dark, hoping that it would sell.  When a pirate reprinted a book with a sales record, he could take aim with some precision, calculating demand according to reports from booksellers and sales reps.  Pirates conducted market research.  Anachronistic as the term sounds, it corresponds to their actual practice.  Therefore, by reconstructing their calculations, following the flow of information they received, and observing them at work, one can study the literary market place up close.  Ostervald and his main partner, Abram Bosset Deluze, ran their business according to what Bosset described as "calculation, a demonstrative science."
  Piracy, as they practiced it, was indeed a science, albeit an applied science, something similar to what is taught in business schools today.

Whether pirates or not, eighteenth-century publishers received most of their information through the mail.  Correspondence, as one of them put it, was "the soul of commerce."
  By following orders as they arrived in letters from booksellers everywhere in France and in French-reading Europe, the STN kept track of demand.  Their customers often sent remarks about which books, authors, and genres were selling  best in their region.  Some even suggested books to pirate and promised to make advance orders for a certain number of copies if the STN would follow their advice.  For example, Antoine Périsse Duluc, one of the most important booksellers in Lyon, proposed "... a special arrangement whereby we will purchase a large number of books that we advise you to print, owing to their sales in France."
  Of course, a book recommended in Bordeaux could be a flop in Lille.  The STN received so much advice and so much mail--25,000 letters during the twenty years before the French Revolution--that it is difficult to get a clear view of general tendencies.  

Certain dossiers, however, are particularly revealing, because they contain a regular dialogue between the publisher and a bookseller who was so well informed and trustworthy that his counsel proved to be crucial in the publication process.  To print or not to print, that was the question every publisher had to answer.  By seeing how the STN answered it through consultations with a veteran bookseller, one can understand some of the logic behind publishing in general.

A Professional Dialogue

  Pierre Gosse Junior of the firm Gosse et Pinet in The Hague knew the market for French books as well as any dealer in or outside France.  After thirty years of business with all the major publishing houses, he was an ideal ally for the STN; and it relied heavily on his advice in the first years of its existence, when it was learning its way around the book trade.  Gosse sent the STN orders as well as counsel, and in return it furnished him with books at a reduced price and with an exclusive arrangement for their sale in his region, provided that he bought enough copies.  As an example of the deferential tone on Ostervald's side of their correspondence, here is one of his typical requests for advice:

The agreeable obligation we have assumed, with your permission, to inform you not only of what we are doing but also of the projects that we are considering, and the high regard we have of your wise counsel, emboldens us to bring to your notice the recent publication in Paris of an interesting work that is said to be very good, a Treatise on Wool-Bearing Animals, one volume in-quarto with illustrations.  Considering on the one hand, the general utility of such a book and, on the other, that the high price of the Paris edition puts it far beyond the purchasing power of all but a small number of persons, we would be inclined to reprint it right away in an octavo or duodecimo format and without illustrations, since they are hardly necessary for things that everyone sees every day.  But since we do not undertake anything without first asking your opinion, Monsieur, we pray you to tell us how much of the edition you would be inclined to take.

The commercial calculation can be distinguished easily behind the flowery language.  Ostervald was not proposing a great work of literature by a Voltaire or a Rousseau but rather a quite ordinary and practical sort of book, the kind that seemed likely to sell in a particular sector of the public and that would be relatively cheap, thanks to its small format and lack of illustrations.  Pirates often undersold original editions by eliminating what they called "typographical luxury," and they minimized risks by persuading favorite clients to make large advance orders at special discounts.  Gosse, one of the biggest wholesale and retail dealers in the Low Countries, sometimes ordered 100, 500, even 1,000 copies at a time.  He had purchased three-quarters of the Encyclopédie that Fortuné-Barthélemy de Félice was printing in Yverdon, at the other end of the Lake of Neuchâtel, at a run of 2,500 copies.  But he had no interest in the Treatise on Wool-Bearing Animals.  "We don't believe that, by its nature, it will sell very well," Gosse replied.  "And to tell you the truth, we cannot advise you to reprint it.  We doubt that you will make anything from it."  However, he was tempted by another book that Ostervald proposed at the same time: "We are delighted to hear that you are about to get an [advance] copy of the History of Charles V [by William Robertson in the translation by J.-B. Suard].  It will certainly be an excellent enterprise."

The dialogue jumped in this way from one kind of book to another, for it covered the entire spectrum of the literature that was being published in French.  In a series of letters sent to Gosse in March 1770, Ostervald requested advice about seven works that the STN was considering: a popular scientific manual on inoculation; a translation of Sermons for Young Women by James Fordyce; a History of Spanish Poetry by Louis Joseph Velasquez; a treatise on jurisprudence, Le Droit des gens, by Emmerich de Vatel; and two literary anthologies--"a collection of all French dramatists from Corneille to our day" and "another collection of all the best moral and philosophical tales, chosen with impeccable taste under the title, Amusements for Social Gatherings."
  

Gosse considered them one after the other and delivered his verdicts in a blunt, business-like manner.  He would not order any more books about inoculation: the market was saturated with them.  Fordyce's sermons struck him as "a good seller", so he sent an advance order of 250 copies.  He refused to consider the book about Spanish poetry, because he had never heard of it and never bought "a pig in a poke" ("chat en poche").  Vatel's treatise, though excellent, did not suit him for reasons peculiar to the Dutch trade: "Since the booksellers of Leiden, by printing the first edition, have acquired what we here call the right of copy ("droit de copie"), and not the privilege, and since we in the Dutch book trade religiously respect this right of copy among ourselves, I cannot sell it in this country."  Evidently the Dutch occupied a position closer to the English than to the French in the spectrum that extended from the traditional notion of privilege to the modern concept of copyright.  As to the two anthologies, Gosse advised against them:

A pretty, ten-volume edition in small duodecimo of the best moral tales in verse and prose has just been published in Liège.  Two editions of this work would be too many.  Therefore, Monsieur, we advise you to renounce yours.  Several anthologies of plays have been published in these parts, and none has sold well.  So we cannot advise you to undertake this enterprise, either.  You certainly can employ your presses better on something else.

Gosse's letters contained so much crucial information that they determined Ostervald's publishing decisions.  The STN abandoned all of the projects he had mentioned, except Fordyce's sermons, which it decided to pirate, because Gosse's endorsement and his advance order of 250 tipped the balance in favor of an edition.  Meanwhile, Ostervald continued to fire off requests for more professional counseling.  What did Gosse think of abbé Chapt's Travels in Siberia, a book "that is likely to please everyone" and that could be reduced economically from four to two volumes by cutting esoteric details?
  Gosse showed no interest, so Ostervald tried again with some sales talk about Chapt's "curious and original description of both Siberia and Kamstchatka and of the customs of the Russians.  Since there is so much interest in Russia these days, doesn't it seem to you as to us that such a book would sell like hot cakes?"
  Gosse finally replied, rather reluctantly, that the book was indeed excellent but that he could not order it, because Marc Michel Rey had recently published it in Amsterdam, and he was an ally of Rey's.  Once again, Dutch solidarity blocked Swiss publishing, but Ostervald had plenty of other projects:

What would Gosse say to a Dictionary of Animals?

"No" was the answer.  "We strongly advise you against this enterprise."

A Description of Swiss Glaciers?

No.  "It is an interesting work, but it isn't selling well these days."

A refutation of d'Holbach's notorious System of Nature by Jean de Castillon?

Gosse had imported the Berlin edition, which had sold badly; and he did not want any more, because "we judge according to our sales."  Furthermore, "the people who buy those kinds of books couldn't care less about refutations."

Bougainville's Voyage Around the World?  

Gosse pronounced it "a very good, an excellent enterprise."  But he would commit himself to an advance order of only 50 copies, because "...the book trade is doing so badly everywhere these days."

A History of Field Marshall Saxe and a Supplement to the Roman comique, or Life of Jean Monnet, Director of Acting Troupes?

No, and no again.  "Those are books that nowadays sell only for a short time after their first publication.  We don't want to fill our stockrooms with them."

It may seem that Gosse was a crusty, congenital nay-sayer.  But he speculated heavily on books he thought would sell.  The difficulty existed on Ostervald's side of the dialogue.  When he founded the STN in 1769, Ostervald had enough experience as a writer and reader to know his way around the Republic of Letters, but he knew little about publishing.  He admitted as much in a letter written after his first eighteen months at the head of the STN: "Perhaps we still are only apprentices."
  It took years of practice to master the book trade.  Gosse, one of the most respected masters in Europe, spoke about the trade in a strictly commercial manner: "Today, Monsieur, it is absolutely necessary to conform to current taste, to the taste of the public, in one's business.  Men of learning often get that wrong.  A bookseller with a large trade is far better than a scholar at assessing the public's taste."


In addition to the difficulties of learning to estimate demand, the STN also had to solve production problems.  During the first two years of its operations, it lacked adequate fonts of type, a well-disciplined work force, and an effective foreman in its printing shop.  Its directors had not yet learned to defend themselves against the endless tricks of the paper suppliers, nor had they mastered the craft of French-style book design.  And worst of all, they did not yet know how to coordinate all their activities in such a way as to get their books to their customers on time--that is, before the publication of other editions put out by other pirates.

Time was the most important factor in the pirating business, time and information.  In a world without effective copyright, there was an open war on any book that promised to sell, especially in France.  Pirates raced to the French market with reprints turned out from printing shops at strategic locations around France's borders.  The unconstrained competition meant that best-sellers had sales patterns that differed fundamentally from those today.  Unlike current "blockbusters"--that is, books sold in huge quantities by a single publisher--they existed in many editions produced simultaneously by many publishing houses.  The editions were small, usually around 1,000 copies, because no publisher would risk capital on a large edition of a work that might sit unsold in his warehouse if others beat him to the market.  Even original editions published with a privilege rarely ran to more than 1,500 copies, in part because paper accounted for about 50 per cent of production costs at a pressrun of 1,000, and it took up an increasingly expensive proportion of the costs at larger runs, while the cost of composition remained constant: better to reset the type for a new edition than to spend too much on paper that could not be converted rapidly into sales.  

More important, the pirates were so quick off the mark, thanks to secret informers and proofs filched by workers in their pay, that they sometimes beat the original publisher to the market, and they were likely to damage his profits long before he could sell off his first edition.  They easily undercut him, because they paid nothing for the manuscript and used relatively cheap paper.  Sometimes they followed the original closely, producing true contrefaçons or counterfeit copies.  More often they aimed their product at a broader public by eliminating illustrations, abridging the text, and purging the edition of everything that smacked of "typographical luxury."  If they went far enough down market, they might not harm the original edition at all.  First editions often were produced for a sophisticated elite, pirated editions for the "grand public"--that is, the beginnings of what would emerge in the nineteenth century as a mass readership.  But the division of labor was not clear enough for both kinds of publishers to live in peace.

In fact, the only thing that held the pirates back in their raids on the French market was the competition among themselves, for they undercut one another as fiercely as they slashed into the profits of the privileged members of the Parisian guild.  They therefore needed to know not only what new books were about to appear but also what other pirates planned to print them.  They often bluffed, announcing editions that they did not really intend to produce in order to scare off the competition or to force their competitors into special deals: they would promise to refrain from publishing a book if the other pirate would sell them a proportion of his edition at a bargain price.  Their correspondence is full of negotiations for non-aggression pacts and secret reports about each other's activities.  Sometimes they hired agents in Paris and spies in foreign printing shops in order to keep informed about the plots that were always brewing.  But with adequate information and good enough timing, the pirates could make a killing.  Thanks to their cut-throat tactics and cut-rate books, they provided the most dynamic element in the French book trade.

Pirating Voltaire

The best way to understand how all these factors worked together, and sometimes failed to work, in the actual practice of piracy is to follow the ups and downs of a single speculation.  I would therefore like to sketch the publishing history of the STN's edition of Voltaire's Questions sur l'Encyclopédie as it appears in the correspondence between Ostervald and Gosse.

The Questions was Voltaire's last great work and the biggest enterprise--nine volumes in-octavo--attempted by the STN in its first years.  When he first announced it to Gosse, in March 1770, Ostervald indicated that he planned to put out an original edition printed from a manuscript to be furnished by Voltaire himself.  Dazzled by this news, Gosse replied with a letter that, unlike the others already cited, fairly quivered with enthusiasm.  Here is an eighteenth-century book dealer contemplating the prospect of a sure-fire best-seller:

[From your letter], we have seen with surprise that Voltaire at seventy [he was actually seventy-seven] is laboring on a major work with incredible speed and application; that it is to be a new Encyclopédie in his manner, which will correct the one that exists and will include everything that the author knows and thinks....You ask, Monsieur, what I think of such an enterprise.  I have the honor to answer that it is an enterprise of solid gold and that never in its existence will the [STN] come across another nearly as good or better....Furthermore, I will tell you right away that we commit ourselves to taking a large number....Certainly, Monsieur, as you say, this work will contain all kinds of things that are new, curious, and extraordinarily powerful, and it will be snapped up at any price as soon as it appears....There are prohibitions to be feared, and one will not be able to sell the book openly, but that will only make it sell faster and better....The [STN] is sure to make a great coup.


This book obviously did not belong to the same category as treatises on wooly animals and Swiss glaciers, but the race to make a fortune from it turned out to be far less straightforward than Gosse had anticipated.  He soon learned that Ostervald was not proposing an original edition but a pirated version of the original that Gabriel Cramer, Voltaire's main publisher, was producing in Geneva.


Hoping to snare Gosse's business before Cramer got to him, Ostervald had avoided any reference to the Genevan side of the affair when he first dangled it in front of Gosse.  But he was not entirely disingenuous.  Early in March 1770, he had gone to Ferney in search of copy.  Voltaire was happy to oblige, because by then he no longer cared about making money from his pen.  After more than fifty years of experience with publishers, he knew every trick in their trade; and he also had learned to put the tricks to use for a higher cause: the diffusion of Enlightenment, the campaign to écraser l'infâme.  He therefore agreed to supply Ostervald with a copy of Cramer's proofs, corrected and expanded, provided that everything took place behind Cramer's back.  Voltaire was happy, that is, to pirate himself.  It was a way to multiply copies.  Besides, he knew that the Questions would be pirated anyway--strange as it sounds to apply such a term to an illegal book.  By cooperating with the STN, he could control that process, while touching up the text with additional audacities that he also could disavow.  And to top it all, he proposed that the STN publish an expanded edition of his complete works in 40 octavo volumes.


The details of this arrangement transpired only little by little in Ostervald's letters to Gosse.  At first, Ostervald emphasized the need for advice about the new edition of the works:

Everything that has appeared will be gone over; scattered pieces will be gathered together; a great many others that have not yet been published will be taken from the portfolio of the author, who wants to make this collection complete....You are absolutely right, Monsieur, to be surprised that a man of letters, at the age of 77, can still work 12 hours and more each day, in his bed, with a concentration, a presence of mind, and a tone of admirable gaiety, writing, chatting, and dictating all at the same time, surrounded by books and papers.  It goes beyond the powers of ordinary mortals, and one has to have seen it to believe it.

If such sights could quicken the pulse of a publisher, they did not inspire much enthusiasm on the part of the bookseller.  Gosse had already come across so many editions of Voltaire's supposedly complete works that the prospect of another one made him groan:

When will it ever end?  Cramer's quarto edition still is not finished, and [François] Grasset is already at work on a new octavo edition [in Lausanne.]  For my part, I think you must begin by the work you mentioned [the Questions sur l'Encyclopédie], take everything he wants to give you for a new edition of all his works, but be prudent and don't begin that edition until after his death....[Then] having no even more complete edition to fear, you will pull off the best enterprise ever undertaken in the book trade, and most certainly we will then be able to buy a very large number from you.

Booksellers often distrusted Voltaire, because by modifying his texts and multiplying the editions, he alienated their customers.  No one wanted to pay good money for a slightly new version of a book that one had already bought.  By 1770, the entire book trade was waiting impatiently for the death of the great man who had caused them so much grief by tinkering with his texts.  But he kept them waiting for another eight years, tinkering till the end.


Ostervald accepted Gosse's advice, and concentrated on producing the Questions sur l'Encyclopédie.  But before his compositors started setting type, he had a crucial question: how many copies would Gosse order in advance?  Five hundred, came the reply.  Only five hundred?  Ostervald sounded disappointed, but he entered the order immediately in the ledger called "Livre des commissions," and wrote in August that he soon expected to receive the first volume "corrected by the author."  The STN's edition would appear on the heels of Cramer's and would be "far superior to it."  As evidence of the STN's ability to be quick off the mark, Ostervald announced that he had just received the two sheets of proof for the essay in the Questions on God: 

The subject is very well treated, with wisdom, force, and entirely in the tone that this famous man knows how to give to everything he writes.  Starting tomorrow, these two sheets will be in press, and you will get some of the first copies.  It will serve as a sample of the paper and the type in our edition, and it can be sold separately as a pamphlet.

Despite Ostervald's efforts to make his sales talk sound attractive, it revealed that he had misled Gosse about a fundamental fact: the STN was publishing a pirated edition!  Gosse shot back an indignant reply: "We were firmly persuaded that you would print this work from the manuscript.  Now things look completely different.  Cramer will get to the market first.  It is absolutely crucial that you rush everything so that your edition arrives soon after his.  If you fail to do so, it will be like serving the mustard after the dinner."
  Nevertheless, Gosse did not cancel his order--perhaps because the Neuchâtel edition cost much less than the Genevan: one sou per sheet or 23 sous 6 deniers for volume I as opposed to the 35 sous charged by Cramer.

Ostervald sent a reassuring answer.  The STN could print as fast as Cramer, and "our edition will have this advantage over the one from Geneva.  It will be reviewed, corrected, and augmented by the author, who has made fairly extensive changes on our copy."  Moreover, Cramer was said to have sold his entire edition to distributors in Paris--and "what is one edition more or less of a work of this kind from the pen of the most famous writer of our century?"

Meanwhile, Ostervald turned to problems on the production side of the enterprise.  The Questions was one of the first ambitious books undertaken by the printing shop in Neuchâtel, and the flow of work soon got caught in snags: paper did not arrive on time; workers quit in order to take jobs with better conditions in Lausanne and Geneva; and the foreman failed to coordinate operations effectively.  Moreover, when the STN finally completed volume I, after thirteen weeks of hard labor, it ran into difficulties with its distribution system.  It shipped off Gosse's 500 copies in two large bales on December 9, 1770, instructing its agent in Basel, Luc Preiswerck, to forward them down the Rhine.  The Rhine offered an excellent route to The Hague, despite its expensive tolls.  But Gosse's books had not reached him six weeks later, when volumes I through III of Cramer's edition were already being sold in the shops of other Dutch dealers.


Gosse was furious.  He thought he'd been had
; and as to the pamphlet version of "God", it left him unimpressed.  "As this brochure contains only two sheets, it will soon be pirated by some young booksellers in this country."
  Thus pirating took place at several levels.  Beneath the large enterprises sold on an international scale, smaller works were pirated by smaller publishers for local markets.  There were contrefaçons of contrefaçons.  


It may seem misleading to speak of a pirated or counterfeit (contrefaçon) edition in the case of the Questions, because Cramer did not purchase the text from Voltaire and he possessed no legal right to reproduce it.  In fact, the consistory of Geneva would censor him for the book's impieties in March 1772, while Voltaire dismissed the pirating with witticisms such as the following burlesque edict issued from Ferney: "It is hereby permitted to any bookseller to print my silliness, be it true or false, at his risk, peril, and profit."
  Yet Voltaire felt morally committed to his publisher and refused to offend him by collaborating openly with the pirates.  He even urged Cramer to fight back against them: "You won't be pirated if you take the right measures, and you can put a notice in Volume II that will discredit the pirated editions."
  In fact, Cramer knew very well that his Questions would be pirated.  He merely sought to cream off the demand with a first edition by beating the pirates to the market.  That is why the delay in the STN's shipments aroused such fury by Gosse.


Ostervald fended off Gosse's complaints with various excuses, while complaining with equal vehemence to Preiswerck about the shipping; for the bales with volume I still had not arrived in The Hague by the beginning of March, nearly three months after their departure from Neuchâtel.  By then, at least, the printing shop was functioning quite well, and Ostervald began to speak of his pirating with a certain pride:

We are firmly resolved on the one hand to make our reprints the equal, as far as possible, of the originals in format, paper, and character; and, on the other, to organize our operations in such a way that our books will always be finished at the prescribed and agreed time--something that frequent desertions of workers occasionally prevented us from accomplishing in previous times.

In the spring of 1771, thanks to new arrangements with shipping agents, boatsmen, and wagoners, the shipments went better, not only down the Rhine but also over the Jura Mountains to Lyon, where Veuve Réguillat received 500 copies of the first three volumes in June.


But as soon as the distribution problems were solved, a new calamity struck on the production side: the copy stopped arriving.  In order to fight back against the pirates, who threatened to attack him from Lausanne, Amsterdam, and Berlin as well as from Neuchâtel, Cramer decided to release several volumes at once, thereby gaining time to market his edition while his competitors were printing theirs.  He therefore held back volumes I and II until he had finished volume III and then sent them all at once to his customers--wholesale or retail booksellers--who were able to offer them for sale long before their competitors.


This tactic actually threatened the other pirates more than the STN, because it drew its copy directly from Ferney in the form of duplicate proofs.  Ostervald had been introduced into the household by Elie Bertrand, a confident of Voltaire and an uncle of Jean-Elie Bertrand, Ostervald's son-in-law, who was also a co-director of the STN.  Family relations and friendships played a crucial part in the functioning of the supply line, especially at its source, because everyone close to Voltaire--his niece, Marie-Louise Denis; his companion, Père Antoine Adam; and his secretaries, Jean-Louis Wagnière and Joseph-Marie Durey de Morsan--became caught up in the intrigues of the publishers.  Ferney was a factory of diabolical literature.  But its machinery required lubrication and careful maintenance.  While the master churned out copy, the staff handled relations with various sectors of the book trade.  In the case of the Questions, Voltaire had agreed to add some "corrections and additions" to Cramer's proofs and then looked the other way while his secretaries forwarded them to Neuchâtel.  But Ostervald could not resist the temptation to reveal this arrangement while marketing his edition.  He boasted openly about it in a circular letter that he mailed to the favorite customers of the STN in September 1770.  The news spread rapidly through the grapevine of the book trade and soon reached Cramer in Geneva.  He complained to Voltaire; Voltaire disavowed all complicity with Neuchâtel; and the flow of copy suddenly stopped.


In consternation, Ostervald fired off letter after letter to Ferney--first to Voltaire, who did not reply; then to Wagnière, who agreed to continue his services as a middleman in return for a dozen free sets of the Questions; to Durey de Morsan, who willingly functioned as a kind of domestic spy; and to Mme Denis, who liked the Neuchâtelois better than the Genevans but did not dare lobby too aggressively with her uncle.
  Although Voltaire knew full well about the machinations all around him, he pretended to ignore them while pursuing interests of his own.  He wanted better service from Cramer, who had neglected the printing of the Questions and had fallen behind in his edition of  Voltaire's complete works in order to concentrate on a new edition of the Encyclopédie.   Voltaire was a hard task master when it came to typography.  He pummeled Cramer with complaints about the foreman of his printing shop, "le gros Suisse," and found so many errors in the first three volumes of the Questions that he wrote, "New edition carefully purged of the typographical mistakes that abound throughout the others" at the top of the proof of volume IV and permitted Wagnière to send it to Neuchâtel.


The STN therefore resumed its printing and did its best to cope with the complaints that it received from Gosse, whose letters contained nothing but lamentations about delays, poor sales, and even the text itself, because in spite of Ostervald's assurances, he found no important differences between the Neuchâtel and the Genevan editions.
  When the copy for volume eight arrived, Ostervald assured him that they had almost reached the end and bragged about a manuscript note to the article on superstition that did not exist in Cramer's text.  But Gosse was not impressed: "We are distressed to learn that M. de Voltaire did not complete the Questions at volume eight and that there will be a ninth volume.  This book is becoming a burden, and up to now, Messieurs, it is selling very badly, because we still have more than 450 copies in our warehouse."


The sour tone that now prevailed in Gosse's correspondence did not in fact result from the sales of the Questions.  He had become disgusted with the book trade in general, and in May 1772 he announced that he would retire: "The book trade is in such a sad state, the sale of good works is so miserable, that we no longer know what to do.  The good books frequently remain in our store rooms, and the paltry ones find customers."
  The Questions belonged in his estimation to the category of the good, but it was not the best-seller he had expected.  "This work, even though it is by the great Voltaire, hardly sells at all,"
 he concluded in one of his last letters to the STN.  He closed his account and turned his business over to his son, Pierre-Frédéric, in December 1773.


But no bookseller commanded a perfect view of the literary market place.  Although Gosse knew it as well as anyone, his judgment seemed to have clouded over in his old age.  His son threw himself into the business with fresh energy and optimism.  Pierre-Frédéric soon sold off all their copies of the Questions and ordered more: 6 in February 1775, 6 in March, and 30 in May.  So the demand for the book had not dried up, despite the Jeremiads of Gosse père, and the general trade in pirated works continued to flourish, as one can see by consulting the letters of other Swiss publishers.

A Pirates' Cooperative


The STN's archives contain hundreds of them, far too many to be surveyed here.  But as an indication of the advanced stage of development in the pirating industry, I would like to mention a last example, the most remarkable of all: a "Confederation" of pirates formed by the three typographical societies of Neuchâtel, Lausanne, and Bern.  All three operated in the same way, printed the same sort of books, and supplied the same booksellers.  Although the Société typographique de Berne (STB) sold many of its books in Germany and the Société typographique de Lausanne (STL) did a heavy trade in Italy, the competition for the French market soon became so fierce that the publishers decided to band together instead of fighting one another.  They had improvised arrangements to mitigate their conflicts in the early 1770s, mainly by exchanging books that formed their basic stock--"livres de fonds" as opposed to "livres d'assortiment"--and by informing each other before beginning to reprint a work that might be mutually tempting.  In April 1774, the typographical societies of Neuchâtel and Lausanne signed an agreement to coordinate their production and marketing.  It did not hold up against erosion from quarrels and mistrust, however, partly because the STN entered into joint speculations with other publishers while the STL developed a closer alliance with Bern.  But all three houses felt threatened by a common danger after August 1777, when the new edicts on the book trade proclaimed a campaign to wipe out piracy in France once the French booksellers had been permitted to sell off the contrefaçons that they already had in stock.  


In May 1778 the directors of the three typographical societies met in Neuchâtel and signed a treaty creating a "Confederation" for cooperative piracy.  They agreed to merge their operations by sharing information, risks, costs, and profits. They would reach common decisions about what books to reprint, divide the printing equally (each was to devote two presses full time to the joint editions), coordinate procedures for marketing and accounting, and settle the accounts equitably at the end of the year.  They even resolved to hire a common Paris agent who would keep them informed about current publications, and they created a common backlist by making their basic stock of books ("livres de fonds") available to one another.


Once it began to function, the Swiss Confederation gave rise to a remarkable debate about contemporary literature, because each publisher had strong opinions about the best books to reprint, and they consulted each other extensively before arriving at decisions.  Letters circulated nearly every day around the Neuchâtel-Lausanne-Bern triangle, brimming with remarks about the quality of texts, the tastes of the public, the genres that sold best, the authors most in vogue, the activities of other publishers, the trustworthiness of booksellers, the politics governing the book trade, paper, printing, distribution, marketing--everything of interest to professionals in the world of books.  The debate continued without interruption until 1781, when a series of quarrels put an end to active collaboration (the accounts were not closed until August 1782, and an attempt to revive the Confederation in March 1783 did not succeed.)  It generated an enormous amount of documentation: 631 letters from the Société typographique de Berne, 457 letters from the Société typographique de Lausanne (plus 151 letters from the dossier of its director, Jean-Pierre Heubach, and 83 letters from his partner who handled much of the literary side of the business, Jean-Pierre Bérenger), and many hundreds of letters from the STN.
 


Given the impossibility of following the three-way dialogue through all the plots and projects that arose over two and a half years, it seems best to cut into the correspondence at its beginning and to sample a short segment of it.  The exchanges began as soon as the Bernois and Lausannois returned to their home offices after the meeting in Neuchâtel where they had agreed on the final terms for the Confederation and also on their first joint editions: Eléments d'histoire générale ancienne et moderne by Claude-François-Xavier Millot, 9 volumes in-12, and an anonymous tract, Observations sur la constitution militaire du roi de Prusse.  The following synopses of letters exchanged between June and September 1778 show how the confederates debated the main problem facing every pirate: what to reprint?  Although it sounds simple, that question led to complex issues in every sector of the industry.
  

23 May, STL to STN: The day's mail from Paris contains no news about potential books to reprint, but the STL expects soon to receive a promising treatise on mountains by Jean-André Deluc, a Genevan scientist.  It will forward a copy for the STN to consider and also recommends J. J. Le Français de Lalande's Voyage d'un français en Italie, which is still in demand, judging from the requests by booksellers.  


9 June, STB to STN: A shipment of newly published books has just arrived from Paris.  Although the STB has not yet had time to read them, it sees seven possibilities: Histoire de Lady Julie Harley, Le Triomphe de Sophocle, Innocence du premier âge en France, Recherches sur la poésie et la littérature italiennes, Contes et fables indiens, Le Voyage forcé, and Le Nouveau Gil Blas.  Delisle de Sales's Philosophie de la nature, which all three publishers had favored, will have to be abandoned, because a new edition is being printed in Liège.  More recent publications are expected to arrive soon from The Netherlands.


14 June, STB to STN: Having now studied the seven books from Paris, the STB thinks none of them are worth reprinting.  But Voltaire's recent death [11 May], means that the time is ripe for a new edition of his works.  During a trip to Paris, the STB [presumably Pfaehler] had discussed this possibility with a man of letters [Charles Palissot, as it later became clear] who could be enlisted to edit them.  A translated edition of the works of Alexander Pope might also be an "excellent enterprise."

18 June, STB to STN: The STB wants the Confederation to decide soon about the works of Voltaire or Pope, because it is recruiting workers and needs a large-scale enterprise to keep them busy in its new printing shop.  It is making inquiries in Paris about a "Vie de Rousseau" [i.e. the manuscript of his Confessions.]  


21 June, STB to STN: The STB is waiting to hear from Mably about a possible edition of his works.  Meanwhile, Pfaehler has read the book by Deluc that had been recommended by the STL, Lettres physiques et morales sur les montagnes et sur l'histoire de la terre et de l'homme.  He finds it delightful: "It isn't a travel book in the manner of so many others.  The author focuses entirely on the theory of the earth's origin, on the happiness of man, and on the relation between the moral and the physical aspects of nature.  It is a singular work, full of new ideas, those especially concerning a hypothesis about the formation of mountains and of the earth in general.  One sees that its author is a good Swiss.  If you approve of it, we will immediately do an edition in-octavo with pica characters and the paper we used for the Millot [i.e. his Eléments d'histoire générale], of which we still have 50 reams in our warehouse.  Meanwhile, we can announce that we are doing Lalande's Voyage en Italie, which really is requested often."


23 June, Bérenger to Ostervald: Lalande's Voyage is out of print, and booksellers frequently want to order it.  A reprint would sell quickly.  An even better bet would be a new edition of Condillac's Cours d'études pour l'instruction du prince de Parme, 16 volumes.  The Lyons edition has sold out, and it is still in demand.  By choosing pica characters, Messel paper, and an octavo format, they could make their edition preferred to the earlier ones.


25 June, STB to STN: The Lausannois are pushing for Condillac's Cours d'études, which would not be a bad idea, as the Lyons edition has sold out.  In fact, they could do an edition of Condillac's complete works along with the works of Mably.  But it now seems unadvisable to publish Voltaire's works, since word has spread about a new edition being prepared in Paris.  And there are so many editions of Pope that it would be best to acquire it by means of an exchange [that is, by swapping books in the stock of the Confederation for an equivalent number of the Pope, measured in sheets.]


1 July, Bérenger to Ostervald: He continues to favor Lalande's Voyage and Condillac's Cours d'études even more. There is no substance to rumors that the Condillac is being reprinted in Liège or Maastricht, and no copies are available in Lyons.  The STL has received 250 requests for it; so it probably would sell very well.


1 July, STB to STN: Mably has just sent them a most obliging letter in reply to their proposal to publish his works.  He will go over everything and supply additional material.


18 July, STL to STN: Rousseau has just died [on July 3], following Voltaire.  An edition of his works would sell very easily if they could get their hands on some new material and promise to add his memoirs [the Confessions], which should appear soon.  Meanwhile, they have heard of a new, five-volume account by Joseph Banks of Cook's travels around the world.  They will send copies to Neuchâtel and Bern as soon as possible so that they all can judge whether it is worth reprinting.


22 July, Bérenger to Ostervald: Ostervald's suggestion of the Mémoires philosophiques by Antoine Chamberlan does not appeal to him, because they rehash familiar material.  The novel, Histoire de Miss West, looks like a better possibility, despite the poor quality of the translation.  Rousseau's memoirs probably won't be published for many years.  "Those whom he did not spare will do everything possible to prevent [their publication.]  I have tried to find out if there isn't some way to acquire some knowledge of them, to snatch them from the hands that are holding them back in order to bury them in oblivion.  I don't know if that is possible, but I desire it as a reader, as one who was attached to Rousseau, and as someone linked to the interests of the typographical societies.  You should do whatever you can, too."


28 July, Bérenger to Ostervald: He accepts Ostervald's recommendation that they postpone publishing Condillac and suggests that they give serious consideration to Miss West.  They could do a quick edition of a thousand copies, the STN printing part one or two as it prefers, the STL the other part.  The style needs correcting, but he and Ostervald could touch up their portions of the copy.  Neither the STL nor the STB can pirate Cook's travels, because they have agreed not to do so in an arrangement with the Lyonnais bookseller Gabriel Regnault.  Regnault had acted as an agent for his ally, Charles-Joseph Panckoucke, the Parisian publisher, who had put out the original French edition.  But there is no love for Panckoucke in Lausanne and Bern, so both typographical societies would gladly promote an STN edition, if it wanted to undertake one by itself.  Another candidate for a joint reprint would be Robert Wason's four-volume Histoire du règne de Philippe II, roi d'Espagne translated by the comte de Mirabeau [the future revolutionary] with J.-B. Durival and published last year in Amsterdam.  It is not as good as William Robertson's History of the Reign of Charles V.  In fact, Bérenger's friend M. [probably Mallet Dupan] pronounced it second-rate and inaccurate.  But another friend, who worked for four years in The Hague and knows the history of The Netherlands intimately, took the opposite view.  So Bérenger read it carefully himself.  "The author seems to me to be less reflective than Robertson, and his translator, the son of the marquis de Mirabeau, has neither the elegance nor the precision of M. Suard [the translator of Robertson's Charles V].  But it is a good book, an instructive one, and a pleasure to read.  From that point of view, I think it would be good to do a pirated edition ["contrefaçon"] of it."  He has also heard good things about the Mémoires du maréchal de Berwick, which Ostervald recommended, but he has not yet read it.  And he shares Ostervald's desire to put out a quick edition of Rousseau's works.  They could announce it even before they have assembled the materials, promising to make it the most complete edition available in order to stave off rival speculations.  True, they would have to leave out the Mémoires [Confessions] and the Dictionnaire de botanique until the original editions of them had appeared, but they could immediately reprint them in the same format and at the same price as the other volumes.  The printing would have to be done with great care, using the necessary ornaments but avoiding typographical "luxury" [that is, design elements that would force up the price.]  The type of the Dutch edition is too tiring to the eyes. A short summary of Rousseau's life at the beginning of the edition would add value to it, but they would have to be careful to gather reliable information pending the publication of his Mémoires.  Finally, Bérenger has not been able to get his hands on the other work recommended by Ostervald, Lois et constitution de Pennsylvanie, but he is eager to read it.


3 August, Ostervald to Bérenger: Ostervald now hears that, contrary to earlier reports, part of the Lyons edition of Condillac is still sitting unsold in the publisher's storeroom: one more reason to postpone reprinting it.  And as to Miss West, at first it looked like a good idea, because a small edition would add variety to the Confederation's list.  But then Jean-Elie Bertrand, Ostervald's son-in-law and fellow director of the STN, read it carefully from cover to cover, and he found it to be so badly written that it would have to be completely reworked, which would not be worth the trouble.  But there is another enterprise in the domain of fiction that seems sure to sell, the collected works of Mme Riccoboni.  The STN published an edition of her novels some years ago.  It sold out so rapidly and so many requests for it continued to pour in that they could easily have sold a second edition.  Now that her Lettres de Milord Rivers have appeared, it is an opportune moment to reprint her works, this time in the more portable duodecimo format.  "The Histoire de Philippe II strikes me as less a biography of this prince than an account of the events during his reign.  Since so much happened during that time, one reads the narrative with pleasure.  But I notice that the author cites nothing but general histories and not any particular memoirs that would have provided details about the private life of the prince, court intrigues, etc.  One possibility, which we have used in the past, is to reprint the title page and to send it to our respective clients while asking them how many copies they would order.  That could help us decide whether to go ahead with this project and, if so, how many copies to print."  Given the uncertainty about which of Rousseau's unpublished manuscripts are likely to appear, it seems best to postpone a decision about reprinting his works.  Ostervald read a favorable review of the Mémoires de Berwick.  It should be possible to procure a copy of the Paris edition in Geneva, and meanwhile the STN will try to find a copy of the Lois et constitutions d'Amérique [not just of Pennsylvania.]


4 August, STL to STN: All three projects--Miss West, Histoire de Philippe II, Lois et constitutions d'Amérique--seem promising.  The main thing is to produce something quickly.  The STL has plenty of appropriate paper in stock and is eager to get to work, dividing the printing in whatever fashion the STN prefers.


17 August, Bérenger to Ostervald: "M. Bertrand's judgment about Miss West is just, though somewhat severe.  It dealt a fatal blow to that project, which now is completely dead."  The STL agrees about reprinting Riccoboni and suggests a pressrun of 1,000 with a few hundred extra copies of Milord Rivers.  Ostervald should also consider François-Henri Turpin's La France illustre ou le Plutarque français, a useful reference work.  Unfortunately, however, Turpin's ponderous prose lacks the sparkle of Plutarch, and it has none of the qualities that should distinguish such books, which ought to be "...straightforward, well wrought, as precise as possible without being dry, and interspersed with reflections that emerge naturally from the subject."  Ostervald's suggestion of the Histoire générale de Hongrie by Claude Louis Michel de Sacy won't do, because it still is weighing down the shelves of booksellers in Paris and Lausanne, though it is a good book.  Rumors fly about concerning Rousseau's memoirs.  They probably are being printed at this very moment, but where?


18 August, STB to STN: The STB agrees about the Riccoboni and is eager to get to work on it, suggesting a pressrun of 1,000.  It recommends Carsten Niebuhr's Voyage en Arabie, an excellent work, which has been well received and would have sold out quickly if the original publishers had not put such an exorbitant price on their edition.  The Swiss could produce a cheap version by cutting enough material to reduce it from four to three volumes.  


23 August, STB to STN: Regretfully, the STB thinks they should abandon the plan to reprint the Lois et constitutions d'Amérique, because it has heard that a new edition, one that will have a more complete collection of American constitutions, is now being prepared in Paris.  The Dictionnaire de chimie, which the STN proposed, appeals to the STB but not to the STL.  However, Heubach will soon make a trip to Bern, so the Bernois hope to persuade him to change his mind once they get a chance to review all the current suggestions for reprints.  


25 August, STB to STN: While awaiting Heubach's arrival, the STB has just read a most interesting travel book by Carlo Antonio Pilati, Voyages en différents pays de l'Europe.  It is sending a copy to Neuchâtel; and if the STN finds it equally enjoyable, they could do an edition of 1,000 copies, which ought to sell very well.


26 August, STL to STN: Heubach will leave tomorrow for Bern, where he and the STB will reach a common decision about all the projects the STN has proposed.


30 August, STB to STN:  Having discussed all the proposals with Heubach, they can now commit themselves to the following joint reprints: 

Lois et constitutions d'Amérique: despite its earlier misgivings, the STB is now convinced that an edition of 1,000 will sell and has already begun the printing.  Voyages en différents pays: assuming the STN likes this work, the Confederation can produce an edition of 1,000 in pica with interlinear leading ["cicéro interligné"] on paper priced at seven livres a ream.  If the STN's presses are too busy with other things, the STB could print the entire edition.


Dictionnaire de chimie: if, as expected, a contingent of workers arrives soon in Bern, the STB will undertake its share of the printing without delay.  

Voyage en Arabie: Heubach said the STL could do the whole printing for the Confederation and will handle the abridgment of the copy.  

After debating a whole series of proposals and counter-proposals, therefore, the Confederation finally decided to publish two travel books, a scientific reference work, and a volume of documents linked to current events.  It had already produced Millot's general history and the tract on the organization of the Prussian army.  And it had grander enterprises in view, including editions of the works of Voltaire and Rousseau.  The debate continued in this fashion for two years, marked from time to time by stopping points--occasional conferences when the confederates thrashed out decisions orally and annual meetings to settle the accounts.  The first règlement de comptes took place in Lausanne on 20 July 1779.  According to a summary of the printing records, the Confederation had published ten works by then:

Lettres physiques et morales sur les montagnes et sur l'histoire

de la terre et de l'homme by Jean-André Deluc....................................1012 copies

Observations sur la constitution militaire du roi de Prusse...................1520

Lois et constitutions d'Amérique............................................................ 750

Eléments d'histoire générale ancienne et moderne , 9 vols., 

by C.-F.-X. Millot .................................................................................2000

Voyages en différents pays, 2 vols., by Carlo Antonio Pilati................  954

Mémoires du maréchal de Berwick, 2 vols., .........................................1000

Le Nouvel Abeilard, 4 vols., by Nicolas Edme Restif de la Bretonne...1000

Irène by Voltaire.....................................................................................1000

Correspondance de Fernand Cortés avec Charles Quint sur la 

conquête du Mexique, tr. by G.-J.-B.-L. vicomte de Flavigny...............1000

Voyage en Arabie & en d'autres pays circonvoisins, 2 vols. by

Carsten Niebuhr......................................................................................1250

A full bibliographical account of these works would involve a great deal of esoteric detail.  Many of them bore "en Suisse: chez les libraires associés" on their title pages, sometimes with additional information about their printing, such as "à Neuchâtel, de l'imprimerie de la Société typographique."  In principle, each of the publishers devoted two of its presses full time to work for the Confederation.  Casting off copy from earlier editions made it easy for each of the three publishers to do a third of the printing.  But in practice, some of the confederates printed entire books, while others--especially the STN, which was working flat-out on the quarto edition of the Encyclopédie--did nothing at all.  The accounts therefore embroiled the confederates in disputes about the allocation of funds for production costs, disputes that, along with a conflict over partnerships in rival editions of the Encyclopédie, ultimately led to the collapse of the Confederation.  Nonetheless, the pirate cooperative put out a large number of books, and it had a good run for its money.  What does its experience reveal about the actual practice of piracy?

Texts, Markets, and the Reading Public

 
The running debate among the Swiss publishers indicates the complexities of the questions that pirates had to consider before reprinting a book.  Did it have a good sales record, or was the demand for it exhausted?  Were other pirates likely to beat them to the market, or were announcements of rival editions merely bluffs, meant to scare off the competition?  Did the subject matter correspond to current interests among readers, or had the vogue for it peaked?  Was the style too turgid, technical, esoteric, or boring?  Above all, was it a good read?  

As readers themselves, the publishers studied potential reprints carefully.  They did not hesitate to make up their own minds about a book's literary qualities, although they deferred to the judgment of their partners and occasionally consulted knowledgeable friends, rather as publishers do today when they send manuscripts out to readers for evaluation.  None of the publishers favored interests or causes of his own.  Ostervald admired Voltaire, Bérenger was a disciple of Rousseau, and Pfaehler seemed to be on good terms with Mably.  But they decided against publishing the complete works of all three philosophes and never let their sympathy for the Enlightenment determine their policy when it came to choosing reprints.  Far from pushing any ideology, they took a tough-minded, commercial view of literature and were eager to publish anything that would sell.  Their correspondence shows them assessing the demand for all sorts of books in a wide variety of genres.  At one moment they are considering a scientific treatise; at another they are debating the merits of a novel, a history, a travel book, a collection of sermons, or a volume of memoirs.  The subjects tumble over one another pell-mell in the letters, and through it all runs a sense of endless possibility.  The publishers could draw on everything in print, everything that had ever been printed, and they had a large work force at their command, ready to transform their decisions into books.  The only limit to their activities was the law of the market place: they had to turn a profit.

The pirates were also free from a constraint that characterizes most modern publishing: respect for the author's version of a text.  Much as they valued the literary qualities of their books, they did not worry about what the author had intended to publish.  On the contrary, they rewrote prose and rearranged material as they pleased.  Of course, pirating took place outside any agreements that might bind publishers and authors, but the pirates' attitude toward texts seems surprisingly casual to a modern reader of their correspondence.  In fact, at one point, the publishers in Bern complained that their compositors could not touch up texts because they could not read French and therefore had to set the words exactly as they appeared on the copy.
  On some occasions, pirates aimed at an expensive market by attempting to produce exact reproductions of original editions.  More often, however, they undersold the originals by reducing costs.  They proclaimed themselves enemies of "typographical luxury" and turned out relatively cheap books, the kind that cost two or three livres or less than a day's wages for a skilled workman.  They used inexpensive paper or old fonts of type; they simplified design and eliminated illustrations; and they cut or condensed the text, even at times while announcing additions and corrections.  A systematic study of pirated books would turn up endless variations, because piracy generally involved adaptation rather than counterfeiting.  

It did not differ completely from legitimate publishing, however, since all publishers took liberties with texts.  In an era when the book trade was governed according to a traditional notion of privilege rather than a modern concept of copyright, authors had no clearly defined rights to their copy.  Diderot defended the concept of genius and of the author's right to the property he produced from his intellectual labor, but such advanced ideas, expressed in his Lettre sur le commerce de la librairie (written in 1767 but not published until 1861), did not dominate the publishing industry.  In fact, publishers probably did not have any concept of a definitive text, because the texts they dealt with were always changing--from draft to draft, from manuscript to proof, from proof to printing and from one edition to another.  The publishing history of the Questions sur l'Encyclopédie epitomized this process.  Voltaire was delighted to rework the copy while playing one publisher off against another, and the publishers made further changes, while the booksellers cursed all of them for flooding the market with endlessly varied editions.  Books were a fluid medium in the eighteenth century.  The greater their popularity, the less stable their texts.  They did not conform to modern notions of authorial authority and textual integrity.   

The study of piracy offers a way around some of the anachronisms that encumber book history.  When seen from the inside, through the correspondence of the publishers, it shows how publishers actually operated.  Pirates usually set up shop in territories like Neuchâtel, where the privileges of the books that they reprinted had no effect.  They considered themselves legitimate businessmen, and their compatriots sometimes regarded them as pillars of society.  Their victims in other countries saw them differently, but there was no ground for favoring one view over the other in an era with no international agreement about intellectual property.  What really set the pirate publishers apart was their way of doing business.  They practiced a peculiarly aggressive kind of capitalism.  Instead of exploiting privileges from the protected position of guilds, they tried to satisfy demand, whatever, wherever it was.  They went about their business systematically, by developing their own variety of market research and by carefully calculating risks, costs, and profits.  

When applied to France, this strategy led them down market, to the middling sector of consumers in provincial towns where Parisian fashions were slowly taking hold.  By 1770, economic expansion and the rising rate of literacy had created a strong demand for books in this sector of the population.  But many readers were unable or unwilling to buy the expensive line of books that were produced by the privileged publishers in Paris.  The pirates gave them what they wanted, a wide variety of literature at reasonable prices.  To the publishing elite of Paris, this was highway robbery.  To the pirates it was good business.  By doing business in their own manner, they brought books within the purchasing power of ordinary readers and conquered new markets.  It is impossible to calculate their market share, but they probably provided the bulk of the literature that was sold in France on the eve of the Revolution; and whatever their motives or methods, they opened a way for books to become part of everyday life in what was emerging as a general reading public.   

Appendix: The Typographical Confederation of 1778

The contract that linked the typographical societies of Neuchâtel, Bern, and Lausanne in a Confederation has not survived in the archives of the STN.  But two letters from the STB to the STN provide a clear idea of the terms that were finally accepted.  The first letter, dated 28 April 1778 (ms. 1221), shows the kind of association that the publishers had in mind and the spirit in which they approached it:

Il n'est plus douteux, Messieurs, qu'une bonne harmonie, et encore plus une liaison aussi étroite que celle que nous projetons, ne soit utile à nous tous.  Le bien qui en résulte est d'un avantage fort considérable non seulement pour les entreprises les plus fortes, mais surtout pour la célérité avec laquelle nous donnerons ce qu'il y aura d'intéressant en France ou d'autres pays.  Nous avons accepté l'ouverture de M. Heubach pour cet objet avec d'autant plus d'empressement que nous souhaitions souvent une liaison aussi étroite que possible pour que l'intérêt particulier ne pût plus prévaloir et faire naître des difficultés haïssables.  Nous sommes charmés que c'est avec vous que nous puissions nous lier plus étroitement; nous le désirions depuis longtemps.

Le projet du convenant [sic] que vous avez bien voulu nous communiquer est excellent, mais ne le trouvez-vous pas vous-mêmes un peu trop compliqué?  Il nous semble que plus que ces sortes d'arrangements sont simples, moins il y a à redire.  Il nous paraît suffisant de nous arranger de la façon suivante:

1. Chaque maison aura deux presses destinées pour le travail de cette société; que chaque maison soit intéressée dans chaque entreprise d'un tiers, puisque chaque maison imprimera le tiers de l'entreprise.

2. Le papier s'achetera de concert pour avoir autant qu'il est possible du même pour chaque ouvrage.  Le choix des entreprises, du caractère, du format, etc. d'édition sera fixé unanimement.

3. Que la vente des impressions sortant de ces six presses soit pour une et la même masse.  Chaque maison fera son possible de vendre ou d'en faire ce qu'il lui plaît toujours à condition d'en rendre compte à la masse générale de ses ventes à raison d'un sol de France la feuille.  Toutes les autres entreprises ou impressions qu'une ou l'autre maison pourra faire en son particulier ne doit point être pris pour rien dans cet arrangement.

Au rest, Messieurs, nous nous entendrons facilement, et nous comptons de pouvoir nous entreparler dans peu tous les trois sur cette affaire.  Mais il vaut mieux de convenir d'avant au moins de la manière que cet arrangement doit avoir lieu.  La Société de Lausanne convient avec nous que celle que nous venons de vous communiquer est la plus simple et par conséquent à choisir de préférence.

After some further discussion, the Société typographique de Berne composed a draft of the text that served as a basis for the final contract signed by the directors of the three houses when they met at Neuchâtel on May 21 or 22, 1778.  Judging from the subsequent correspondence of the confederates, that draft corresponded closely to the contract, except it does not contain a proviso, which was adopted, requiring each publisher to allot two presses full time to the printing of the Confederation's publications.  The draft appears in a letter sent by the STB to the STN on 3 May 1778 (ms. 1221).


1. Nous imprimerons de concert et chaque maison son tiers de chaque ouvrage choisi par le suffrage unanime des intéressés au nombre et de la manère convenus.


2. En cas que l'une ou l'autre maison imprimerait quelques feuilles de plus que les autres, on lui tiendra compte de ses déboursés, outre six livres de France pour usure de caractères, encre, etc., etc.


3. L'achat des papiers sera soigné réciproquement par l'une ou l'autre maison, et on aura toujours un certain nombre de rames en magasin, qu'enfin les ouvrages soient imprimés sur le même papier, pour ne rien laisser désirer à nos correspondants quant à l'exécution typographique.


4. La vente et l'écoulement des impressions de cette nouvelle société sera soigné [sic] par les intéressés en compte commun pour la seule et même masse au prix d'un sol de France la feuille.  Et on se rendra réciproquement [compte] des ventes faites, soit dans le courant de l'année ou de six mois.  Celle qui aura débité le plus fournira son billet à six mois de terme en payant de 6 % pour les frais de l'expédition, etc.


5. Si l'une ou l'autre maison avait pris des engagements avec des libraires étrangers pour n'en fournir qu'un seul dans la même ville ou pays, on s'en informera à temps et les autres deux maisons seront obligées de s'y conformer.


6. Il est réservé que les articles ci-dessus du présent contrat auront uniquement pour objet les impressions faites en commun et sans s'étendre sur les autres entreprises grandes ou originales que les intéressés pourraient faire en particulier et pour leur propre compte.
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