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Beckett and Sade 1

Introduction: The Sade Boom

Beckett kept a keen interest in the works and person of the Marquis de Sade all
his life. Quite late, he became conscious that he had participated in a ‘Sade
boom’, dating from the inception of French Surrealism, from Guillaume
Apollinaire, André Breton and Georges Bataille to the explosion of Sadean
scholarship in the 1950s. Even if Beckett realized that he had been caught up in
a Sade cult, he never abjured his faith in the importance of the outcast and
scandalous writer, and kept rereading Sade (as he did Dante) across the years.'
I will begin by surveying Beckett’s letters to find the traces of his readings and
point out how a number of hypotheses concerning the ‘divine Marquis’ evolved
over time. Beckett revisited Sade several times, and he progressively reshaped
and refined his interpretation of what Sade meant for him across five decades.
Following the evolution of these epistolary markers that culminated in a more
political reading, I will distinguish four moments in Beckett’s approach.

Beckett knew the details of Sade’s exceptional life, a life that was not a happy
one but was certainly a long one, for his career spanned the Old Regime, the
French Revolution and almost all of the First Empire. Sade was jailed for
debauchery from 1777 to 1790, then imprisoned for a short time at the height
of the Terror in 1793—4, which allowed him to witness the mass slaughter; he
was freed just before the date set for his execution, thanks to Robespierre’s
downfall; he was jailed again for his pornographic writings under the Consulate
and the Empire under direct orders from a puritanical Napoleon, between 1801
and 1814. He died in the Charenton asylum, where he was kept under the
pretence that he was insane. The authorities knew very well that he was
a subversive writer but considered him a pornographer even though his writings
were more emetic than titillating or erotic. Altogether Sade spent twenty-seven
years in prison, quite a record for a nobleman from an ancient and distinguished
family who had never killed anyone. Sade was aware that the imposition of
force on his passions had not restrained them but on the contrary exacerbated
their violence. Indeed, Sade’s scandalous reiterations of perverse fantasies go
beyond the limits of what is considered as sayable. Feeling sympathy for this
accused martyr who had produced a radical form of literature, Beckett recog-
nized the importance of the dire lessons on love, sexuality and power contained
in Sade’s sulphurous works.

The first mention of Sade comes from a 1934 letter revealing Beckett’s sense
that the Marquis de Sade’s influence had permeated the cultural world of the
Dublin intelligentsia, a world in which eccentrics and perverts were hard to

! See Eric Marty’s critical and perceptive book, Pourquoi le XXe siécle a-t-il pris Sade au sérieux?
(2011). For a comprehensive assessment of Beckett’s interest in Sade’s works, see Pilling (2014).
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distinguish. This satirical moment corresponds to the unpublished novel Dream
of Fair to Middling Women, Beckett’s farewell to his student years in Dublin
and Paris. It brings us to the moment of intense rumination preceding the writing
of Murphy, when he was elaborating an aesthetic of non-anthropomorphic
values. This comes to the fore in a letter to MacGreevy from September 1934;
Beckett praises Cézanne for his paintings of Montagne Sainte Victoire,
a landscape rendered ‘incommensurable with all human expressions whatso-
ever’ (2009, 222), adding:

Could there be any more ludicrous rationalisation of the itch to animise
than the état d’ame balls, banquets & parties. Or — after Xerxes beating the
sea, the Lexicographer kicking the stone & the Penman under the bed during
the thunder — any irritation more miévre than that of Sade at the impossibilité
d’outrager la nature. A.E.’s Gully would have thrilled him. (Beckett, 2009,
223)

Here, Sade’s ‘irritation’ is presented as miévre, which suggests something soft
and effeminate, hardly what one would expect from the Marquis! In 1934, Sade
can be compared with those Irish artists who still appeal to an anthropomorph-
ized nature, whereas Cézanne’s strength was that he presented it as inhuman.
This allusion to Sade follows an ironical evocation of James Joyce, whose terror
of thunderstorms was legendary. Beckett had found in Mario Praz Sade’s
statement that ‘L’impossibilité d’outrager la nature est, selon moi, le plus
grand supplice de ’homme [ The impossibility of outraging Nature is, according
to me, man’s greatest torment]’ (Sade, 1967b, 281; Praz, 1948, 109).” This
quote is taken out of its context; we find it in La Nouvelle Justine, spoken by
Jérome, one of the Libertines, the oldest of a group of ferocious monks. Jérome
likes being whipped or sodomized when engaging in his main activity, which is
torturing to death little girls and boys. Jérome is one among many Sadean anti-
heroes who all express a demiurgic urge to commit crimes so extravagant that
they will have no equivalent in the annals of human debauchery; they are ready
to destroy the whole human race, if not the world. However, here Beckett
betrays a second-hand knowledge, for he lifted the sentence from Praz’s The
Romantic Agony.

At the time, Praz was developing a groundbreaking concept of decadence that
took Sade as the hidden source both of a darker neo-Gothic Romanticism and of
an enervated and affected late Symbolism (Praz, 1948, 107).” Praz finished
writing his book in 1930, just when Maurice Heine was publishing the first

2 La Nouvelle Justine is an expanded version, published in 1797, of Justine, ou les malheurs de la
vertu from 1791. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are the author’s own.
3 Praz attributes this sentence to Sade and not to the character who uttered it, Jérome.



