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Inside an Eighteenth-Century Instrument 
Builder's Workshop: Erard's Letter Copy 

Book (1791-1797)* 

ROBERT ADELSON 

The day-to-day existence of an instrument builder of past centuries 
has long been shrouded in mystery. Although their instruments may 

survive, few other traces of the men and women who toiled in the work­
shops remain to attest to how they organized their work; procured sup­
plies; hired workers; took and processed orders; set prices; accepted 
payment; tried to collect on overdue bills; packed, shipped, and repaired 
instruments, and dealt with the countless problems of their profession. 
Many instrument builders of the Ancien Regime, like other artisans, may 
have even been partially illiterate, which can help to explain the paucity 
of documentation concerning their lives. 1 

Until recently, the most notable exception to this dearth of primary 
source material from the preindustrial age of instrument manufacture 
has been the archives of John Broadwood and Sons, divided between 
the Surrey History Centre (Woking, Surrey) and the Bodleian Library, 
Oxford University.2 These extensive archives, including sales ledgers, 
porter books, and other documents, date mostly from the nineteenth 

*For their generous assistance in helping to place Erard's experience in a wider his­
torical context, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Michae l Sonenscher 
(King's College, Cambridge) and Natacha Coquery (Universite de Lyon II). 

1. Many eighteenth-century instrument builders, however, were not only artisans 
but also merchants, often running shops that sold instruments, accessories, and 
printed music. As historian Natacha Coquery has shown, shopkeepers at the time en­
joyed greatly varying d egrees of literacy. See her book Tenir boutique a Paris au XVIIlhne 
siecle: luxe et demi-luxe (Paris: Editions du Comite des travaux historiques et scien­
tifiques, 2011) , 181-190, and her article "Les ecritures boutiquieres au XVllle siecle: 
culture savante, encadre ment legal e t pratiques marchandes," in Ecrire, comjJter, mesurer. 
Vers une histoire des rationalites J1ratiques, eds. F. Menant and F. Weber (Paris: ENS Ulm , 
2006), 163-180. 

2. Many of these documents are discussed in David Wainwright, Broadwood by 
Appointment (London: Quiller Press, 1982). Charles Mould analyzed the contents of 
three extant Broadwood account books held in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, in "The 
Broadwood Books I," The Harpsichord Magazine, Vol. 1, No. 1 (October, 1973), 19-23, 
and "The Broadwood Books II," The English Harpsichord Magazine, Vol. 1, No. 2 (April, 
1974), 47-53. 
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century, but a set of account books cover the period 1769-1813, and a 
letter copy book contains correspondence from between 1801 and 1810. 

This article presents another document that has recently come to 

light, and which, like the Broadwood copy book, allows a rare and inti­
mate view of the life of an instrument builder at the end of the eigh­
teenth century: a volume containing the copies that piano and harp 
makers Sebastien (1752-1831) and Jean-Baptiste Erard (1749-1826) 
transcribed of their outgoing correspondence with customers and sup­
pliers throughout Europe during the period 1791 to 1797. This precious 
document is part of the Gaveau-Erard-Pleyel archives, today property of 
the AXA insurance group. At least comparable in scope and size to the 
Broadwood archives, the Gaveau-Erard-Pleyel archives comprises instru­
ments, correspondence, ledgers and account books, patents, royal privi­
leges, engravings, paintings, photographs, drawings, tools, and films that 
tell the story of harp and piano making from the end of the eighteenth 
century until the middle of the twentieth century in France and all over 
the world. 3 

The copying of outgoing correspondence was recommended as good 
business practice for French shopkeepers since the seventeenth century, 
but few eighteenth-century letter copy books have survived.4 The Erard 
and Broadwood examples are therefore extraordinary documents in the 
history of instrument building, and in the history of eighteenth-century 
artisanal life in general.5 

3. The Gaveau-Erard-Pleyel archives are currenLly on long-term loan to the Associ­
ation Ad Libitum, Centre International du Pianoforte, Etobon, France. Most of the 
letter copy book has been published in The Histmy of the Erard Piano and Har/1 in Lellers 
and Documents, 1785- 1959, eels. Robert Adelson, Alain Rouclier, Jenny Nex, Laure 
Barthel and Michel Foussarcl, 2 vols (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 
vol. I, pp. 51-221, abbreviated hereafter as HEPH. All citations in this article are taken 
from the English translations given in HEPH. Since the original French texts are in­
cluded in an appendix in HE.PH, they have not been included in the present article. 
The original manuscript letter copy book, containing some letters not included in 
HEPH, is abbreviated hereafter as LCB. Twemy letters were first published by Alain 
Roudier in his "La Production Erard dans !es annees 1791 / 1792 racontCe par ses 
acheteurs," in Le j1ianoforle en France, ses descendants jusqu 'aux anntes trente (Paris: 
Agence Culturelle de Paris, 1995), 74-81. For an overview of the Erard family, firm and 
archives, see HEPH, 1-36 and 523-40. 

4. See Coquery, "Les Ccritures boutiquieres au XVIIIe siecle," 13. 
5. Ledger and account books from some firms (including Erard) have survived, 

and although these sources are extremely valuable, they yie ld mostly summary infor­
mation on sales and purchasers. The harp ledgers of Erard's London firm contain 
workshop accounts for the period February 1807-June 1809, which provide interesting 
information on the functioning of the firm (Museum of Music, Royal College of Music, 
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The Erard letter copy book contains a total of 818 letters, sent to 394 
different correspondents between January 6, 1791 and November 23, 
1797. Like the "Sent Mail" folder of an e-mail application today, this 
book was an important tool for the Erard brothers to keep track of or­
ders. Although the letters from their correspondents have not survived, 
one can in most cases reconstruct the dialogue from Erard's letters. 6 The 
details of workshop life are so vividly described that in reading the letters 
one can almost smell the sawdust on the floor in the Erard workshop at 
37, rue du Mail in Paris. 

The bound volume itself is 365mm high and 240mm wide, and counts 
295 pages (240 pages of letters, followed by an index of names). Its 
rather plain cover attests to its function as a utilitarian office tool, bear­
ing the simple inscription: "Enregistrement des lettres annee 1791, 1792, 
1793, 1794-95, [l 7]96, 1797." Although mechanical tools for letter copy­
ing were in use from as early as 1780, the texts in the Erard copy book 
were not produced in this manner. Instead, the Erards hastily recopied 
each original letter using many abbreviations (for example, "h." for 
"harpe" and "p. o." for "piano ordinaire") for words and phrases that 
were of course written in full in the original. Moreover, they sometimes 
copied in the third person (for example, "Replied to his letter of 2 
October that we would let him have the ordinary square pianos at 17 
Louis, if he were to take two of them") rather than in the second person 
present in the original. Most of the entries were written by Jean-Baptiste 

London, RCM 497). Sylvette Milliot analyzed a great many archival sources on 
eighteenth-century Paris luthiers in several publications, notably her Documents inl!dits 
sur /es luthiers /Jarisiens du XV/Ile sii!cle (Paris: Heugel, 1970), and Histoire de la lutherie 
parisienne du XV/Ile sii!cle ii 1960, Tome II: Les luthiers du XVI/le sii!cle (Spa, Les Amis de la 
musique, 1997). These sources include birth, baptism, marriage and death records, 
which have also been the subject of various other studies, such as Tula Giannini, "The 
Raoux Family of Master Horn Makers in France: New Documents and Perspectives," 
Journal of the American Musical Instrument Society XL (2014): 112-162. Outside the field 
of music, the most complete extant business archives from the eighteenth century are 
those of the Swiss publisher and bookseller the Societe Typographique de Neuchatel, 
analyzed in extraordinary detail in the works of historian Robert Darn ton, for example 
The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Prerevolutionary France (New York: W.W. Norton, 1995). The 
only other extant example of a similar eighteenth-century small business correspon­
dence is that of the Paris watchmaker Noel Heroy, which contains a letter copy book of 
168 pages from the period 1778-81. See Marie-Agnes Dequidt, "Importation, transport 
et finances: l'experience d 'un negociant horloger parisien en 1780 vue au travers de sa 
correspondence," Histoire urbaine 2008, vol. 3, no. 23, 169-184. 

6. The Gaveau-Erard-Pleyel archives contain 477 letters from customers and deal­
ers from a later period, 1816-42. 
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Erard, with some in the hand of Sebastien Erard. Although there are 
occasional references in the first person ("As my brother is absent for 
some time, I have the honour to reply to your letter" (HEPH, 80)), the 
majority of letters were written on behalf of the young firm of "Erard 
fn~res." For this reason, in the present article the catch-all term "Erard" is 
used when it is not relevant whether the letter in question was penned by 
Jean-Baptiste or Sebastien. 

The period of 1791 to 1797 was one of the most turbulent in French 
history, stretching from the beginning of Mirabeau's presidency of the 
Assembly to the third year of the Directory, and including the entire 
Reign of Terror. In this context of social upheaval, war and terror was 
one reason so few documents of this type have survived. These years 
were also decisive ones for the Erard firm, for it was at this time that it 
positioned itself as the preeminent builder of pianos in France. In these 
letters, we note the omnipresence of square pianos of different sizes 
(which the Erards referred to as "pianos ordinaires"), but we also see 
that the Erards write a great deal about their new grand pianos ("pianos 
en forme de clavecin"), trying to sell them all over France and even 
abroad. 7 The letter copy book also bears witness to a pivotal moment in 
the development of the harp. It was at this time that Erard began selling 
harps with his system of forked discs, still used in today's pedal harps. 

In this study, the information gleaned from the letters is organized in 
three sections. The first presents a demographic analysis of Erard's cus­
tomers and discusses his relationship with suppliers and workers. The 
second deals primarily with the order process. The third section con­
cerns issues that arose after orders were shipped, including repair and 
maintenance of instruments. 

Erard's Customers, Suppliers, and Workers 

The vast majority of the letters in the copy book are addressed to 
either prospective or actual customers and dealers. A minority of letters 
are addressed to suppliers of wood or strings. It is difficult to make a firm 
distinction between customers and suppliers as most of Erard 's suppliers 
were also sent instruments, sometimes in exchange for goods. 

7. An early ledger book is in the Erard archives containing a !isl of first purchasers 
of Erard harpsichord-shaped pianos from the period I 797-1810. This list does not 
coincide exactly with all of the purchases mentioned in the letter copy book, omitting 
some of the earliest instruments, which Erard may have considered prototypes. See 
HEPH, 269-73. 
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Garnier, Erard's long-time dealer in Lyon, is the most represented 
correspondent (thirty-three letters).8 Erard's correspondence with 
Garnier allows a glimpse of an instrument builder's relationship with his 
dealers, a relationship that alternated between trust and suspicion. 
Other dealers with whom Erard corresponded included Francesco 
in Toulouse (seventeen letters) and Ferdinand Staes (1748-1809) in 
Brussels (eleven letters). Many letters were also exchanged with a num­
ber of teachers who acted as resellers for their students, including 
Frederic Thieme in Rouen (twenty-two letters), Parin in Dijon (twenty­
one letters), Estoriac in Bordeaux (eighteen letters), Berlencourt in 
Amiens (sixteen letters), Brehan in Bayeux (thirteen letters), and Le Pin 
in Bordeaux ( eleven letters). 

Erard's relationships with dealers were an important way to extend 
his instrument-building empire across Europe, as he explained to one of 
his principal resellers in Bordeaux: "Ifwe were less interested in keeping 
the relationships with our dealers, we could often sell here for cash what 
we ship, because we can barely meet all of our orders. But we prefer to 
deal honestly with our regular business partners." (HEPH, 193) When 
too much time passed without news from a particular dealer, Erard did 
not hesitate to write in order to maintain an active relationship: "Our 
correspondence with you, Monsieur, has slowed down quite a bit lately. 
The supplies that we have sent you should be depleted and we think that 
you are about ready to place orders with us." (HEPH, 213-14) 

Erard's continual efforts to expand his network of dealers may seem 
innocuous by today's standards, but it was unusual in eighteenth-century 
France where strict regulations controlled what merchants were allowed 
to sell. Until the Revolution, the only guild permitted to sell goods they 
did not themselves produce was that of the haberdashers ( merciers), as 
in Diderot's formulation "merciers, sellers of everything, makers of 
nothing." 9 This restriction was lifted in 1791 by the Le Chapelier Law, 
banning guilds. Prior to 1791, it was therefore technically illegal in 

8. The Erard archives contain a bill for pianos sold to Garnier, dated August 12, 
I 788, attesting to the early date of their business relationship. As early as 1802, Garnier 
advertised his firm as the sole authorized dealers of Erard instruments in Lyon. See 
Almanach historique et politique de la ville de Lyon et du dij1artement du RhOne, pour l'an XI de 
la Ripublique (Lyon: Ballanche, 1803), 263-64; and Bulletin de Lyon, 69 (August 30, 
1809), 274-75. 

9. "Marchands de tout faiseurs de rien." Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond 
D'Alembert, Encyclopidie ou Dictionnaire raisonni des Sciences, des Arts et des Mitiers, 35 
vols. (Paris: Briasson, David, Le Breton and Durand, 1751-80), vol. 10,369. 
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France for shops to sell instruments by various makers. Although this 
restriction was circumvented in various ways during the Ancien Regime, 
Erard clearly took advantage of this new liberalism from 1791 on, rapidly 
enlarging his base of dealers around France in order to sell his instru­
ments to a provincial clientele that would never come to the rue du Mail 
in Paris. 10 

In order to identify potential dealers abroad, Erard would write to his 
customers and contacts in those regions. For example, in 1797, he wrote 
to a contact near Basel about finding dealers to sell his harps and pianos: 

Since our harps are already at the court in St Petersburg, and at present we 
are trying to sell our large harpsichord-shaped pianos, which are enjoying 
an extraordinary success, and are even decorated so that they can be put in 
the most beautiful palaces, we ask you to look for good dealers, to whom we 
can provide a detailed list of our products, superior in both quality and 
beauty to anything that has been made until now. You would not believe the 
degree of perfection [ ... ] 11 we have arrived at in all respects. (HEPH, 191) 

Erard would propose to his individual customers, especially if they lived 
in a distant city or foreign country, to become commercial agents or 
dealers. For example, he wrote to one client in Bern: "If aftenvards you 
were to want to have our instruments in order to resell them, we would 
establish a business arrangement and in that case we would give you a 
discount as we usually do with our agents all over the country." (HEPH, 
190-91) In turn, some customers wrote to Erard to offer their services as 
dealers. (HEPH, 210, 212-13, 214-15 and 220) 

Erard was constantly trying to ascertain how many unsold instruments 
remained with his teachers and dealers, and how many they had sold, in 
order to collect the money due. If a dealer held a piano for too long 
without selling it, Erard would ask the dealer to pay off the account if 
he wished to keep the piano. For example, in March 1793, he wrote to 
Gresnick in Lyon to ask him to send the money earned on a piano that 
was sold and also to return the pianos shipped in December 1791 that 
Gresnick was not able to sell. (HEPH, 165, 168) 

Erard's agreements with dealers were governed by explicit contracts. 
At one point, Erard wrote to Garnier to inform him that "soon our previ­
ous agreement will have expired," encouraging him to renew the agree-

10. See Gerard Gayot and Jean-Pierre Hirsch, La Rfuolution Fran<;aise et le Diveloppe­
inent du Capitalisine, (Lille: Revue du Nord, 1989). 

11. lllegible word crossed out. 
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ment. (REPH, 175) A key element of Erard contracts with his dealers was 
an exclusive partnership for the sale of his instruments in a given city or 
region. When his dealer in Brussels complained of others in Belgium 
claiming to sell Erard instruments, Erard reassured him of his loyalty: 

We are very surprised to learn that others, but not you, either in Antwerp or 
all over Belgium, dare to announce that they sell our pianos on deposit in 
their stores. We declare to you that you are the only one who can say this, in 
private or in public, and those who boast of this are lying. We authorise you, 
Citizens, to use this information as you like in your publicity, even to have it 
inserted in public newspapers as you see fit. Please tell us what you end up 
doing about this. (REPH, 171-72) 

He sent a similar letter to Garnier in Lyon: 

Your reproaches have no basis in fact. Ifwe had agreed not to have any other 
dealer in Lyon than your own, in order to provide our products so that they 
could be resold, we have kept our word. If an individual came in our stores 
to buy some instruments, we did not know that he was from your city. [ ... ] 
At any rate, the Lyonnais, like anyone else, should be free to come to us as 
they can come to you. Moreover, we have had no transactions with other 
firms in your city, only with your own. (LCB, 239; H.EPH, 221) 

Some of the unauthorized sales of Erard instruments that his dealers 
deplored were probably counterfeit instruments, a problem referred to 
in the letter copy book and one of which today's collectors and museums 
should be aware. To his dealer in Bordeaux, Erard complained that 
"some individuals offer, in our name, [pianos] that were not made by us 
and on which they added our name. Circumstances do not allow us to 
take the proper measures to prevent this, but the facts are real." (REPH, 
183-84) Erard also warned his dealer in Madrid of the problem: 

There is at the moment in Paris a person from Madrid named Krasa. He or­
ders pianos from us and we have sold him some, but only two have left for 
that city. He has asked us to deal with him exclusively, but we are sure that 
he himself has bought instruments from all kinds of makers in Paris. As we 
see every day how our name is used on poorly made instruments and since 
we have no way to prevent this fraud, we prefer to deal with people we know. 
Since we have full confidence in you, we will also trust the person you men­
tion, and if during your travels you can find good clients for us, we will do 
our utmost to satisfy them and meet the expectations you have of us and of 
our work. We cannot tell you enough to be wary of all the Erard labels stuck 
on pianos in Paris by numerous newly established instrument dealers who 
are trying to profit from our name in order to deceive the public with corn1-
terfeit instruments. (REPH, 175-77) 
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Erard was also keen on establishing and maintaining close relation­
ships with musicians and teachers, some of whom could be credited with 
as many instruments sales as certain dealers. Although the vast majority 
of correspondents are relatively obscure today, a number of notable mu­
sicians and composers are represented in the letter copy book, including 
Ignaz Pleyel (1757-1831), Antoine-Frederic Gresnick (1752-99),Johann 
Georg Heinrich Backofen (1768-1839), Henrijean Rigel (1770-1852), 
Franc;:ois Devienne (1759-1803), and Charles Bochsa (1760-1820). 
Erard also replied to letters from two different directors of the Paris 
Opera: Anne-Pierre-:Jacques Devismes du Valgay (1745-1819) and Denis 
Pierre Jean Papillon de la Ferte ( 1727-94). As Erard wrote to one piano 
teacher: "we would be pleased to establish a business relationship with 
you as your art and ours go hand in hand." (HEPH, 213) In a letter to 
the music teacher de Charly in Douai, he even invited de Charly to lodge 
with him when the latter visited Paris. (HEPH, 51-52) Erard encouraged 
teachers to order the best instruments for themselves, noting that "a 
master should own the most beautiful and the highest-quality instru­
ments." (HEPH, 112) 

In the letter copy book, Erard identified only about half of his cus­
tomers by their profession. For the remaining unidentified correspon­
dents, it is often difficult to determine their profession or social stand­
ing. Because of the Revolution, Erard addressed virtually all of his 
correspondents as "Citoyen" or "Citoyenne" rather than any aristocratic 
titles they might have previously held. Among the identified correspon­
dents, the most represented professions were musician and music 
teacher (table 1). In general, Erard's designations of musical professions 
in the letter copy book are inconsistent; the same person might have 
been designated as musician in one letter and as luthier or music 
teacher in another, as it was common for individuals to be active in sev­
eral of these fields simultaneously. After musician and music teacher, the 
next most significant category of correspondent was merchant, as these 
were generally the people who had disposable income for purchasing a 
harp or a piano in post-aristocratic France. 

A large proportion ofErard's customers were women: over 22 percent 
of the total number of correspondents. This includes seventy-three 
named female correspondents as well as fourteen additional correspon­
dents whose letters clearly indicated that the instruments were intended 
for use by women. As for the rest of the instrument orders, it is frequently 
difficult to know with any degree of certainty for whom the instruments 






























































































