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elie luzac (1721-1796)

bookseller of the enlightenment

The Huguenot family Luzac settled in and around Leiden at the beginning

of the eighteenth century and from then on proceeded to play a major role

in the intellectual life of that city. Elie Luzac (1721-1796) was not the only

member of the family to make his mark in Leiden. His uncle Etienne, and

later his nephew Jean Luzac, had been one of the continent’s leading

newsmen with the Gazette de Leyde, a journal known throughout Europe.

Elie Luzac had a many-sided professional career as a bookseller, lawyer

and publicist. Throughout his life he was greatly involved in the political

and social upheavals in the Republic which would eventually culminate in

the Dutch Patriot revolution of the 1780s. Luzac was a confirmed support-

er of the Orangist party and advocated an imperium mixtum, with the

Stadtholder functioning as the cohesive element (the ‘Eminent Head’).

This study examines the extent to which Luzac’s political convictions

influenced his activities as a bookseller and also whether he may be seen

as an exponent of the conservative Enlightenment. The bookhistorical

perspective of this study sheds light on the existing networks between

booksellers, scholars, journalists and politicians. Luzac’s handling of the

dilemma between enlightened idealism and business sense is a constant

focus.

Luzac was allowed to work as an independent bookseller and printer

when he enrolled in the Leiden booksellers’ guild in 1742 after an appren-

ticeship with his uncle Johan Luzac. To be able to associate himself with

the learned book trade he had to establish a name for himself in the

Republic of Letters. This he certainly succeeded in doing, not only in

Leiden but also further afield. His relations with the Leiden scholar

Johannes Nicolaas Sebastiaan Allamand, with Samuel König, court librar-

ian in The Hague and with the Berlin scholar Jean-Henri-Samuel Formey

rapidly established the international reputation of the still young and

ambitious bookseller. It was Luzac who dared bring out in 1747 the con-

troversial L’homme machine by the physician Julien d’Offray de la Mettrie,

who was living in Leiden at the time. The work was banned in every part

of Europe. This severe censorship prompted Luzac to frame his thoughts
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on the freedom of expression and the freedom of truth-finding in his Essai
sur la liberté de produire ses sentimens in 1749.

Luzac did not confine his booktrade activities to the Republic. The

Bibliothèque impartiale, the scholarly journal which he put on the market

together with Formey, helped to advertise his name abroad. Because of his

excellent reputation the recently founded Georg-August Universität in

Göttingen asked the Leiden bookseller to settle there. Luzac opened an

office in Göttingen and within a short period published various works,

including periodicals by the local Königliche Gesellschaft der

Wissenschaften. He was, however, confronted with so many difficulties

that he was forced to abandon the Göttingen project already after three

years. The conflict was to have legal consequences which were to be drawn

out over decades. Luzac, by the way, was not the first Dutch bookseller try-

ing to obtain a firm foothold in the German lands. His activities, indeed,

are exemplary for a trend which lay beyond his powers as a bookseller: in

the middle of the eighteenth century the German Republic of Letters, with

its many internationally acclaimed scholars and a group of energetic

booksellers in their wake, was not at all in need of Dutch booksellers like

Luzac for the dissemination of enlightend ideas. As a result, Luzac was

one of the last Dutch booksellers to try his luck in the German lands.

Another trend can be discerned around 1760. The public domain with-

in the Republic was by now so expansive that it was becoming more prof-

itable for booksellers and scholars both materially and immaterially to

focus on the national market. As a result, French-language scholarly jour-

nals made way for Dutch-language periodicals like the Nederlandsche letter-
courant, written and published by Luzac. Luzac contributed to the public

debates of the day by means of numerous publications, produced by him-

self or by others. Freedom of expression, moral sentiment, human happi-

ness, the welfare of nations and – the foundation underlying all these –

natural law, were subjects which Luzac broached. Initially these subjects

were presented in French-language works intended for the foreign mar-

ket, but when the issues at hand obtained a political dimension at home,

Luzac also chose to publish works in Dutch.

By emphatically siding with the Orangist party, Luzac was not very well

liked amongst his adversaries, to put it mildly. His own Gedrag der stad-
houders-gezinden (1754) was burnt by order of the Amsterdam regents; this

circumstance, however, actually made it a bestseller. The Amsterdam city

historian Jan Wagenaar was one of Luzac’s most formidable opponents in

the so-called ‘De Witten-oorlog’, concerning the rightfulness of the

actions of state pensionary Johan the Witt and the authority of the

Stadtholder. It was partly due to Wagenaar’s influence that the Leiden

bookseller was not allowed to settle in Amsterdam permanently. In the

1780s, when Patriots and Orangists came at loggerheads, Luzac was vili-
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fied and demonized in many a pamphlet. He was even molested in the

street, but none of this stopped him from airing his political convictions

as a writer, a lawyer and a bookseller.

Within the Leiden booktrade Luzac always occupied a rather solitary

position. Only in the 1750s did he participate in a Leiden conger con-

cerned with the publication of a number of standard editions of eminent

international natural lawyers. A number of prominent Leiden booksellers

in 1769 sought his help when the States of Holland set out to curb the free-

dom of the press by means of censorship measures. In response Luzac

together with his brother wrote a glowing plea which still ranks as one of

the standard texts on Dutch censorship law. From 1774 Luzac worked in

partnership with Jan Hendrik van Damme, who was born in Maassluis and

was descended from a renowned Leiden printers’ family. By entrusting the

daily management of his business to his partner, Luzac was able to con-

centrate more on his network of scholars and politicians and on his activ-

ities as a writer and a lawyer. It is telling that Hendrik Constantijn Cras,

the later law professor at the Athenaeum Illustre in Amsterdam, wrote

after the death of his preceptor Luzac that Luzac ‘was better suited for

scholarly studies and letters’. There were also other fruitful collaborative

relations: in his early years Luzac worked closely with the Amsterdam

bookseller Marc-Michel Rey, and afterwards with the The Hague firm of

Pieter Gosse and his son Pieter Frederik.

In 1791, when political calm seemed to have returned to the Republic

and the Stadtholder had been restored in his rightful place, the partner-

ship of Luzac & Van Damme ended. Financial malversations by Van

Damme even necessitated involvement of the judiciary in dismantling the

firm. This took some time, so that Luzac’s stock was only auctioned years

after his death. Luzac died at the age of 75 in 1796. 
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