


I- Self-publishing  
in the 18th century:  

definition and context 







!   “…prohibited to every person, whatever 
their station, other than the Booksellers 
and Printers, to engage in book 
commerce, to sell or advertise books, 
whether they declare themselves the 
Author or not.” 

Code de la Librairie, 1723 

 



Denis Diderot, Lettre sur le 
commerce de la librarie, 1763. 

I have written, and I have 
on several occasions 
printed works on my 
own account (…) Out of 
one hundred authors 
who will wish to sell 
their books themselves, 
ninety-nine will fail and 
be disgusted by it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Denis Diderot, Lettre sur le commerce de la librairie (1764)  

  



Pierre-Joseph-François Luneau de Boisjermain 
(1731-1802) 

                                                            

!   As soon as I have obtained the Privilège of a work, as its 
Author or Editor, I become in every way its master and 
physical proprietor. When I have paid all the printing 
costs, my ownership has received a new degree of 
certainty.” 

!   “My thoughts, the manuscripts that contain them, are 
even more my own than my house or my land.”                    

 



!   Every author who obtains a Privilège in his 
name for his book, will have the right to sell it 
at his home… and will enjoy his Privilège for 
himself and his heirs for ever. 

!   Article 5, Arrêts 1777 

 



Books sold “chez l’auteur” in Paris 1750-1791  



Books “sold by the author” in London (red) 
Books sold “chez l’auteur” in Paris (blue) 

Sources: BnF, Journal de la Librairie, ESTC, Bodleian SOLO (preliminary results) 



 
II- Self-publishing  

in the 18th century:  
who, what, and how? 



Categories of self-published books in Paris 
1750-1791 



Categories of books (1784-88) 
self-published/general production in France 

Sources: BnF, Journal de la librairie, Furet, La “librairie du Royaume”, p.18. 



Science and Arts: subcategories 









































Who? 



Source: Darnton, The Cat Massacre. 
 









Ferdinand Berthoud (1727-1807) 



Antoine Parmentier 













Fariau de St-Ange (1747-1810) 
Louvet de Couvray 

(1760-1797) 



Michel-Jean Sedaine (1719-97) 
 



Jean-François de La Harpe 
(1739-1803) 



Olympe de Gouges 
(1748-1793) 

!     



How to Self-Publish? 

!   1) Censorship and Privilèges 

!   2) Printing 

!   3) Financing 

!   4) New know-how 

!   5) Commercialization challenge 
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PRIVILÈGES 

                                                            1775                    1783 

 

!   Requests made by authors:           42%                     74% 

!   Authors who request a privilège     57%                     73% 

(instead of a permission simple) 
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AN, 12 2192 (2) Procès verbaux des visites d’ateliers d’imprimerie, 1786-1788 
 



Printing for the Author 

PARIS     

!   State Enquiry of 1769-1771           8%                      

!   State Enquiry of 1786-1787          31% 

    LONDON 

Bowyer Ledgers of 1731: % of  

Sheets composed for authors:             30% 

(K. Maslen, “Printing for the Author”, 1972, p. 304) 



Number of print jobs for Authors in the 
Bowyer Ledgers  



Books printed for/sold by the author, 
London 

Source: ESTC, preliminary results 



Books printed for/sold by the author 
(ESTC, preliminary) /Bowyer ledgers 



Alexander Pope  
1688-1744 
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Pierre-Prime-Félicien 
Le Tourneur 

1737-1788 





Benjamin Martin 
1704-1782 









How to Self-Publish? 

!   1) Censorship and Privilèges 

!   2) Printing 

!   3) Financing 

!   4) New know-how 
!   5) Commercialization challenge 



Laurent Angliviel de La Beaumelle (1727-1773) 





“I have my three volumes of Maintenon, which will 
surely procure me a great sum of money, [a work] 
which I cannot finish for lack of money. I have 
not measured well. I have published 1 550 copies 
of each volume so that I am now broke and the 
work is suspended for lack of paper. I have also 
ventured to publish another edition of Mes 
Pensées. It is now being printed, but I do not know 
how I will pay the printer and the papermaker; it 
is true that I only publish 600 copies, and that the 
cost will not amount to more than 150 livres. But I 
am not less grieved by the situation. How I am to 
be pitied!” 

 

De La Beaumelle, Correspondance, ed. Bost,  vol. 5 (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2009),  
lettre 1230, La Beaumelle à Jean Angliviel (Francfort, le 24 août 1752), p. 119. My translation. 
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Catalogue hebdomadaire 
(Journal de la Librairie) 

-  Over 27 years (1763-1789) 

-   total of 20 046 ads 

-   2 053 ads « chez l’auteur » 





% of books sold “Chez l’Auteur”  
in the Catalogue Hebdomadaire 



London Gazette (London, England), April 26, 1683 - April 
30, 1683; Issue 1820.  



London Daily Advertiser and Literary Gazette (London, 
England), Monday, June 17, 1751; Issue 91. 
 



 
Duplessis, Archives Mytho-Hermétiques, (ad of May 17th 1780) My translation. 

« À Paris, chez l’Auteur,…on 
Mazarine Street, near the crossroads 
of De Bussy, above the Café de 
Montpellier, on the second floor, 
using the staircase on the right, at 
the far end of the alley. » 















Could Self-publishing be 
successful? 



New Project 









Books sold “chez l’auteur” in Paris 1750-1791  



Books “chez l’auteur” in Paris 1750-1900 (BnF) 



% of books “chez l’auteur” in Paris 



Books printed for/sold by the author, London 



% of Books printed for/sold by the author, London 



Books “printed for the author” in London (red) 
Books “chez l’auteur” in Paris (blue) 







conclusion 



Thank you! 

marie-claude.felton@mail.mcgill.ca   

 


