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Preface

Hailed by the early 20th-century French poet Guillaume Apollinaire
as ‘the freest spirit who ever lived’, but demonized throughout the last
two hundred years as a misogynistic pornographer, and as the original
proponent of sexual sadism and lustmurder, the Marquis de Sade is a
creature of myth. The popular assumption that Sade was as sadistic as
his monstrous ﬁctional villains is still current today among the majority
of the population who have never read a line of his work. In fact,
Sade’s thought, which is expressed at great length in novels, short
stories, plays, critical essays, and personal correspondence, is
considerably more complex than allowed by any of the simplistic
labels, positive or negative, associated with this mythical reputation.
Best known as the author of four sexually violent novels that were
destined to shock readers for centuries to come, Sade was, certainly,
a subversive iconoclast and life-long rebel. Yet, most of his writings
contained neither obscenity nor extreme violence, and many of his
works of ﬁction are considered masterpieces of their genre. The
sheer breadth and intellectual complexity of Sade’s creative output
encompasses the whole range of human experience, from sexuality to
morality, from politics to religion, from metaphysics to aesthetics, from
literature to life and death. Standing at the end of the classical era
and the beginning of the modern age, Sade is, for Michel Foucault, a
pivotal ﬁgure in the history of philosophy. Spanning two centuries and
successive political regimes, from monarchy to empire, he is also the

only French philosopher of importance to live through the French
Revolution and to comment on its events as they happened. Sade was a
writer of astonishing energy and remarkable courage. He was unafraid
to speak his mind, and paid for this temerity with his freedom. What
makes him unique, however, is a dogged determination to tell the truth
about the human condition, a truth that he located, not in a soul or
spirit, as most previous philosophers had done, but simply, scandalously,
in the sexual body, which for him was the only reality. Were it not for
his explicit use of language and complete disregard for the artiﬁcially
constructed taboos of a religious morality he despised, the novelty and
profundity of Sade’s thought, and, above all, its fundamental modernity,
would have long since secured him a place alongside the greatest
authors and thinkers of the European Enlightenment.
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1. The Comte de Sade, father of Donatien Alphonse François de Sade

Chapter 1
Beyond the myth:
the real Marquis de Sade

The Marquis de Sade, or the Misfortunes of Vice
Donatien Alphonse François de Sade was born in 1740. His father
was the Comte de Sade, lord of lands and property in southern
Provence, inheritor of an aristocratic title with a long lineage
that can be traced back to the Middle Ages. His mother was
lady-in-waiting and poor distant relative of the Princesse de Condé.
Little Donatien was therefore born into a privileged background
and, as the only boy in the family, was doted on by a paternal
grandmother and ﬁve aunts. The most important inﬂuences in
Sade’s early years, however, were his father and his paternal uncle,
the Abbé Jacques François de Sade, both of whom had a taste for
the libertine lifestyle.
Between the ages of 10 and 14, Donatien attended the Jesuit school
of Louis-le-Grand in Paris. He also had a young preceptor, the
gentle and highly intelligent Abbé Amblet, who taught him reading,
arithmetic, geography, and history, and who was the only male
member of the child’s entourage who was not a libertine. At school,
the young Marquis was rigorously trained in the skills of classical
rhetoric and debating. From the Jesuits, he may also have acquired
a liking for whipping and sodomy. The Jesuits regularly whipped
the posteriors of their charges to discipline them, and it is well
known that this form of corporal punishment can arouse the victim
1

Libertinism
The French word libertin meant ‘free thinker on religion’ by
the end of the 16th century, but during the course of the 17th
century, it gradually came to designate a person leading a
dissolute lifestyle. By the beginning of the 18th century, the
libertine novel, which depicted the unfettered sexual activities of libertine characters, had become an important, if
socially marginal, genre which frequently attacked conventional morality as well as religious orthodoxy. Sade’s
uncle possessed an extensive library of such works, of which
L’Ecole des filles, Dom Bougre, ou Le Portier de Chartreux,

Marquis de Sade

and Thérèse philosophe are well-known examples. Many
such novels were sexually explicit, graphically descriptive,
and obscene. Libertinism and pornography thus became
closely associated. By the mid-18th century, both served an
increasingly political agenda, satirizing a corrupt and
unpopular church, aristocracy, and monarchy. Sade’s own
contribution to this tradition is significant with regard to
the graphic and, at times, obscene representation of libertine debauchery for the purposes of political and religious
satire.

sexually. The 18th-century French philosopher Jean-Jacques
Rousseau felt his ﬁrst erotic thrill when spanked by his young
governess. Moreover, sodomy was known to be widespread in the
all-male collèges of the time. It was his uncle’s extensive library,
however, to which he had access during his stays at the family
château of Saumane in Provence, that aroused the youngster’s
interest in the radical thought of the time and in the literary
representation of sex. This library contained works by all the great
classical authors, but it also included major volumes of
2
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2. Van Loo portrait of the young Marquis de Sade, circa 1760–62

Enlightenment philosophy, and signiﬁcantly, a wide range of
libertine writings.
After a brief military career in the Seven Years’ War, in the course of
which Sade distinguished himself in action, he embarked upon a
life of pleasure in Paris, where he regularly frequented the theatres,
avidly watching all the fashionable plays and falling in and out of
love with the leading actresses. The Marquis was a good-looking
young man with an exeptional ability to charm the ladies, and these
passions were no doubt frequently reciprocated. Concerned to put a
stop to Donatien’s dissolute lifestyle and anxious to ﬁnd a good wife
for him, his father, himself practically destitute, quickly came up
3
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with a plan for him to marry a young woman from a recently
ennobled but, more importantly, rich and inﬂuential family, the
Montreuils. After a number of delays, not the least of which was
occasioned by the discovery that Sade was suffering from a venereal
disease, the wedding ﬁnally took place on 17 May 1763. RenéePelagie de Montreuil was no beauty but possessed many sterling
qualities, chief among which were loyalty, steadfastness, and
resilience, that would prove so invaluable in the years to come.
Above all, Renée-Pelagie was clearly smitten with the dashing
young nobleman and would remain utterly devoted to him for the
next 27 years, in spite of the trials she would have to endure during
her husband’s long years in prison in the 1770s and 1780s.
Donatien’s relationship with his mother-in-law, La Présidente de
Montreuil, was at ﬁrst extremely amicable. Like so many women in
Sade’s life, she was no doubt seduced by his charming ways and
ﬂattered by his attentions. The young Sade actively pursued his
interest in the theatre at this time, staging plays in which he
regularly cast La Présidente in a leading role.
Just ﬁve months after the wedding, however, the impetuous young
noble was arrested for the crime of debauchery and imprisoned at
Vincennes. Sade had shocked a young Parisian prostitute with talk
of masturbating into chalices and thrusting communion hosts into
vaginas, and frightened her with whips and other weapons. This
ﬁrst period of imprisonment, in 1763, lasted only three weeks, but
the incident that occasioned it was just the beginning of a libertine
career that was to last another fourteen years.
During this time, Sade certainly committed a number of similar
acts that some might now consider reprehensible, acts that included
the ﬂagellation and buggery of prostitutes, and, allegedly, the sexual
corruption of young women, although there is no reason to believe
that any of this behaviour involved compulsion.
In 1768, a 36-year-old beggar-woman from Alsace named Rose
4

Keller accused Sade of subjecting her to acts of libertinage, sacrilege
and sadism on Easter Sunday in his house at Arcueil. The marquis
claimed she was a prostitute who had been well paid for her services
and that he never intended her any harm. Nevertheless, he was
imprisoned for six months initially at Saumur, then at Pierre-Encise
near Lyons.
Four years later, in 1772, he and his valet held a party with a number
of young prostitutes in Marseilles, following which one of the young
women became seriously ill. The Marquis was suspected of having
poisoned them, and the matter was reported to the authorities. In
fact, although he may well have been guilty of buggery, Sade had
merely given the prostitutes pastilles containing Spanish ﬂy, a wellknown aphrodisiac, with the intention of causing ﬂatulence. Given
5
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3. The Château de La Coste. La Coste was the marquis’s favourite of the
Sade family properties. It is situated in Provence at the foot of the
Lubéron hills on a hill-top overlooking the delightful ancient village of
the same name. It was here that Sade at times sought refuge from the
authorities. This was also the scene of a number of orgies involving
young servant-girls.

Marquis de Sade

Sade’s ﬁxation on the female posterior, this effect undoubtedly gave
him a perverse scatological thrill, although we cannot rule out the
possibility that he would also have found the somewhat farcical
consequences highly amusing. Sade was certainly not without a
sense of humour, evidence of which can already be seen on this
occasion in his swapping names with his valet.
Clearly, however, the dose of Spanish ﬂy administered by Sade had
been dangerously excessive. As the situation grew serious, the two
men escaped to Italy, out of reach of the French authorities. They
were accompanied brieﬂy by Renée-Pelagie’s beautiful sister, the
20-year-old Anne-Prospère, who had fallen for the Marquis’s
charms. With a remarkable lack of jealousy and sense of loyalty to
her wayward husband, Renée-Pelagie remained in Provence to
attempt to limit the damage by bribing two of the prostitutes to
withdraw their charges. Nevertheless, Sade and his valet were
condemned to death for crimes of sodomy (which was a capital
offence in 18th-century France) and attempted poisoning, and
the death sentence was carried out in absentia, their bodies
symbolically burned in efﬁgy at Aix. Mme de Montreuil never
forgave her son-in-law for seducing her younger daughter and
did all she could henceforth to have him placed and kept under lock
and key.
On all the available evidence, Sade had no criminal intent in
his encounters with prostitutes, whose services he employed
undoubtedly because he had a high sex drive, hungered after
novelty in the bedroom, and, not least, because his perverse liking
for sodomy, ﬂagellation, and coprophilia may have been just too
extreme for the marital chamber. As to his reckless treatment of
prostitutes in Marseilles and elsewhere, on the other hand, there is
some indication in his correspondence of a nobleman’s contempt
for those ‘vile creatures’: why should a man of his rank suffer
opprobrium and worse on the word of a mere whore who was well
paid to satisfy her customer? Such attitudes obviously appear
shocking now, but we should remember that they were
6

commonplace among the 18th-century nobility. In this respect,
the Marquis de Sade was no different from a great many of his
aristocratic male contemporaries.

By the time of Sade’s release, Renée-Pelagie, worn down by years of
dogged devotion to Sade in his troubled times, had moved to a Paris
convent where she resolved to spend the remainder of her days,
refusing all further contact with her husband. The reasons for this
separation are many and complex. During the long years of Sade’s
imprisonment, Renée had not felt able to abandon her husband.
This would have felt like an act of betrayal at the worst of times,
and in any case, there is much evidence in their personal
correspondence of a continuing and mutual affection between man
and wife. Indeed, Renée tended to all of Sade’s needs, material and
sexual, throughout his incarceration in Vincennes and the Bastille.
However, bowing to the relentless pressure from her mother to
sever all ties with her good-for-nothing spouse, and increasingly
feeling the need to reconcile herself with God as she approached
the age of 50, she was ﬁnally persuaded that a legal separation
would be best. The turbulent events of the Revolution undoubtedly
helped to spur Renée into taking this step, and the Paris convent
7
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The early 1770s were marked by a protracted cat-and-mouse game
with the authorities. Periods of imprisonment under lettres de
cachet (which permitted detention without trial) alternated with
brief interludes of freedom following a succession of Houdini-like
escapes. Eventually, following his rearrest in February 1777, Sade
began a 13-year-long period of incarceration, initially at Vincennes,
then in the Bastille, to which he was transferred in February 1784.
He was eventually released on April Fool’s Day, 1790, when
the lettres de cachet were abolished by the new revolutionary
government. During his protracted period of imprisonment, Sade
had composed an impressive number of literary works, including
the infamous One Hundred and Twenty Days of Sodom which
would be lost when he was moved from the Bastille days before it
was stormed.

offered the sanctuary she sought, both from her husband and
the world.

Marquis de Sade

In the summer of 1790, however, the ageing but resilient
ex-aristocrat met Constance Quesnet, who would become his
new lover and loyal companion. Constance, nicknamed ‘Sensitive’
by Sade on account of her highly strung temperament, was a
33-year-old former actress with a 6-year-old son. Sade would
remain devoted to both of them, and they to him, for the rest of
his life.
Citizen Louis Sade, as he was now obliged to style himself, given the
risks associated with an aristocratic background, very quickly
established a new career in the Revolution as a skilled political
orator, becoming secretary of his revolutionary section for a brief
period. In 1793, he was even appointed one of the section’s judges,
and later, in July of that year, he was elected president of his section,
a position that he could easily have exploited to avenge himself on
his in-laws for their opposition to his release from prison under the
ancien régime. At the ﬁrst meeting he chaired, it is recorded that
Sade resigned his presidency in protest at a motion that came
before the section. The Revolutionary Tribunal were arresting the
parents of émigrés as counter-revolutionaries, and it is highly likely
that the motion concerned the imposition of the death penalty on
such people living in Sade’s district. A vote in favour would have
condemned Sade’s in-laws to death, since they were themselves
local residents and, with the exception of Renée-Pelagie, all of
the Montreuils’ children had emigrated. Although Sade’s refusal
undoubtedly saved the Montreuils’ lives, it was in fact motivated far
more by his own staunch opposition to the death penalty than by
any charitable feelings towards a couple who had done their best to
destroy him.
Such acts of political moderation, coupled with an unfashionable
atheism and an aristocratic past that came back to haunt him,
led inevitably to his arrest for ‘counter-revolutionary activities’ on
8
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