
marquis de sade the 120 days of sodom
The 120 Days of Sodom is one of the most notorious and controversial works by the
French writer, philosopher, and libertine Marquis de Sade. Written in 1785, this
unfinished manuscript encapsulates Sade's radical ideas about sexuality, morality, and the
nature of human desire. The work's graphic content and extreme themes have led to it
being both reviled and revered, establishing Sade as a figure of literary and philosophical
significance. This article delves into the context of the work, its themes, structure, and the
impact it has had on literature and cultural discourse.

Background of Marquis de Sade

Marquis de Sade was born on June 2, 1740, in Paris, France. Coming from an aristocratic
family, Sade's early life was characterized by privilege and a classical education. However,
he became infamous for his libertine lifestyle and his writings that challenged the social
and moral norms of his time. His literary career began in the late 18th century, during a
period marked by political upheaval and philosophical exploration.

Sade's works often explored themes of eroticism, freedom, and the darker aspects of
human nature. His most notable works include "Justine," "Philosophy in the Bedroom," and
"The 120 Days of Sodom." The latter, written during his imprisonment in the Bastille, is
perhaps the most extreme and provocative of his oeuvre.

Context of The 120 Days of Sodom

Sade wrote "The 120 Days of Sodom" while he was incarcerated in the Bastille, where he
had been imprisoned for alleged sexual crimes. The manuscript was composed between
July 2 and July 15, 1785, and it is believed that he intended to publish it as part of a larger
project. However, the chaos of the French Revolution interrupted his plans, and the
manuscript was not published until the 20th century.

The manuscript reflects Sade's philosophical views on the nature of pleasure, freedom,
and the limits of morality. It can be seen as a response to the Enlightenment ideals of
reason and progress, questioning the very foundations of social order and ethical
behavior.

Plot Summary

"The 120 Days of Sodom" unfolds in a secluded castle where four wealthy
libertines—Dulaurier, Durcet, the President, and the Bishop—gather to indulge in their
most depraved fantasies. They recruit a group of young people, including boys and girls,
who are subjected to a series of increasingly horrific and violent sexual acts over the
course of 120 days. The narrative is divided into four parts, each corresponding to the



different phases of degradation that the victims undergo.

Structure of the Work

The manuscript is structured in a way that mirrors the increasing severity and complexity
of the libertines' depravity. Sade employs a systematic approach to categorize the various
sexual acts and moral transgressions. The sections are as follows:

1. Preparation: The libertines establish their castle and select their victims.
2. The First 30 Days: The initial phase of indulgence, where the libertines explore various
sexual acts without extreme violence.
3. The Second 30 Days: As the narrative progresses, the acts become more sadistic and
violent.
4. The Final 60 Days: The climax of depravity, where the libertines engage in the most
grotesque and inhumane acts.

Characters

The characters in "The 120 Days of Sodom" serve as archetypes of Sade's philosophical
ideas. Some notable characters include:

- Dulaurier: The most prominent libertine, representing the ultimate seeker of pleasure
without moral restraint.
- Durcet: A character who embodies the duality of pleasure and pain, showcasing Sade's
exploration of the relationship between the two.
- The President: Symbolizing authority and hypocrisy, this character reflects Sade's
critique of societal norms and morality.
- The Bishop: A representation of religious hypocrisy, illustrating Sade's disdain for
traditional moral frameworks.

Major Themes

"The 120 Days of Sodom" is rich in themes that challenge conventional understandings of
morality and human desire. Some of the most significant themes include:

1. The Nature of Freedom

Sade explores the idea of freedom in its most radical form. The libertines in the narrative
embody a philosophy that prioritizes individual pleasure above all else, raising questions
about the limits of personal freedom in society. Sade posits that true freedom can only be
achieved by transcending societal norms and moral codes.



2. The Relationship Between Pleasure and Pain

One of the most disturbing aspects of Sade's work is his exploration of the relationship
between pleasure and pain. The libertines derive pleasure from inflicting suffering on
others, suggesting that pain can be a source of erotic gratification. This theme challenges
the reader to reconsider the boundaries of sexuality and the darker facets of human
desire.

3. Hypocrisy of Social Institutions

Sade critiques the hypocrisy of social institutions such as religion, government, and the
aristocracy. Through the characters of the Bishop and the President, he highlights the
disconnect between societal ideals and personal actions, suggesting that those in positions
of power often engage in the very vices they publicly condemn.

4. The Concept of the 'Other'

The victims in "The 120 Days of Sodom" are portrayed as 'others,' dehumanized and
objectified by the libertines. This theme raises critical questions about power dynamics,
consent, and the nature of exploitation. Sade’s portrayal of the victims challenges readers
to confront their own perceptions of morality and justice.

Reception and Legacy

Upon its eventual publication in the 20th century, "The 120 Days of Sodom" was met with
shock and outrage, cementing Sade's reputation as a controversial figure in literature. The
graphic nature of the text and its themes of sexual depravity have led to numerous
interpretations, ranging from feminist critiques to psychoanalytic readings.

The work has had a profound influence on various artistic movements, including
Surrealism, and has inspired countless writers, filmmakers, and artists. It has sparked
discussions on censorship, freedom of expression, and the boundaries of literature.

Conclusion

"The 120 Days of Sodom" remains a polarizing text, challenging readers to confront
uncomfortable truths about human nature, morality, and the complexities of desire.
Marquis de Sade's exploration of extreme libertinism serves as a provocative lens through
which to examine the darker aspects of the human psyche, making the work a significant
contribution to both literature and philosophical discourse. Whether viewed as a work of
art, a moral abomination, or a philosophical treatise, Sade's masterpiece continues to
provoke thought and debate, solidifying its place in the pantheon of literary history.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The 120 Days of
Sodom' by Marquis de Sade?
The main themes include the exploration of extreme libertinism, the nature of power and
cruelty, the critique of societal norms, and the philosophical inquiries into morality and
human sexuality.

Why is 'The 120 Days of Sodom' considered
controversial and banned in many places?
'The 120 Days of Sodom' is considered controversial due to its explicit depictions of sexual
violence, depravity, and moral nihilism, which challenge societal values and provoke
strong emotional reactions.

How does 'The 120 Days of Sodom' reflect the
Enlightenment ideals of its time?
The novel reflects Enlightenment ideals by questioning traditional morality, emphasizing
individual freedom, and exploring the darker aspects of human nature, ultimately
presenting a radical critique of the era's social and political structures.

What impact has 'The 120 Days of Sodom' had on
literature and modern culture?
'The 120 Days of Sodom' has influenced various literary movements, including
existentialism and postmodernism, and has sparked debates about censorship, sexual
liberation, and the boundaries of artistic expression in modern culture.

In what ways has 'The 120 Days of Sodom' been
interpreted by feminist scholars?
Feminist scholars have interpreted 'The 120 Days of Sodom' as a reflection of patriarchal
violence and a critique of male dominance, analyzing how the text portrays women's
bodies as sites of power struggle and objectification.
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