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					In the end, Sade taunts his executioners;

					He has passed beyond the waves of the black sea.

					But in spite of you, oh infernal pedants,

					Despite your cries, his honest works

					Will go without you to the temple of memories.

					He’s done enough to earn glory

					And far too much to earn his rest.

					—The Marquis de Sade,
“My Epitaph”

					Friend Reader (as they said in the prefaces of old), if you know how to appreciate good old books, and amusing characters, do me the favor to accompany me.

					—Alfred Bonnardot,
The Mirror of the Parisian Bibliophile: A Satirical Tale
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					Donatien Alphonse François, the Marquis de Sade: An eighteenth-century French aristocrat who produced numerous libertine writings, including 120 Days of Sodom
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					Marie-Madeleine de Montreuil: Sade’s powerful mother-in-law, known as “the Présidente”

					Anne-Prospére de Launay: Sade’s sister-in-law

					Gaspar François Xavier Gaufridy: Sade’s lawyer and notary

					Marie-Constance Quesnet: An actress and single mother who became Sade’s companion after the French Revolution

					François Simonet de Coulmier: Director of the Charenton mental asylum outside Paris in the early nineteenth century

					Louis-Marie, Donatien-Claude-Armand, and Madeleine-Laure de Sade: Sade’s three children

					Gilbert Lely: A Surrealist poet and Sade biographer

					Xavier de Sade: A mid-twentieth-century aristocrat and Sade’s great-great-great-grandson

					Thibault de Sade: A government adviser and Sade’s great-great-great-great-grandson

				

			

			
				The Scroll

				
					Arnoux: A French citizen from the Provençal town of Saint-Maximin-la-Sainte-Baume who found 120 Days of Sodom in the Bastille

					Hélion de Villeneuve, the Marquis de Villeneuve-Trans: A nineteenth-century Provençal aristocrat who collected erotic literature

					Jules-Adolphe Chauvet: A French erotica illustrator

					Frederick Hankey: A notorious erotica collector who smuggled obscene books from France to Victorian England

					Henry Spencer Ashbee: A Victorian bibliophile who amassed one of the world’s largest collections of erotica and authored a three-volume bibliography of erotic literature

					Iwan Bloch: An early-twentieth-century German sexologist

					Magnus Hirschfeld: A colleague of Bloch’s who founded Berlin’s Institute for Sexual Science

					Marie-Laure de Noailles, the Vicomtesse de Noailles: An influential Parisian arts patron

					Charles de Noailles, the Vicomte de Noailles: Marie-Laure’s husband

					Maurice Heine: A French writer and Sade devotee

					André Breton: Leader of the Surrealists

					Nathalie de Noailles: Daughter of Marie-Laure de Noailles

					Jean Grouet: A radical French publisher

					Gérard Nordmann: A Swiss billionaire and erotica collector

					Carlo Perrone: Grandson of Marie-Laure de Noailles and Italian media baron

					Jean-Jacques Pauvert: A young French publisher who openly published Sade’s works in the 1940s, challenging the country’s longtime ban

					Martin Bodmer: The heir to a Swiss industrial fortune, known as “the king of bibliophiles”

					Florence Darbre: A Swiss paper and papyrus conservation expert

				

			

			
				The Empire of Letters

				
					Gérard Lhéritier: Founder of Aristophil

					Jean-Claude Le Coustumer: A major investor in Aristophil

					Kenneth Rendell: A leading U.S. letter and manuscript dealer

					Frédéric Castaing: A prominent Parisian manuscript dealer and onetime president of France’s association of rare-book sellers

					Jean-Claude Vrain: One of France’s biggest rare-book dealers and Castaing’s archnemesis

					Alain Nicolas: A major Paris manuscript dealer

					Bruno Racine: Onetime president of the Bibliothèque Nationale de France

					Jérôme Dupuis: An investigative reporter at the French newsmagazine L’Express who covered the book industry

					Claude Aguttes: Founder of the French auction company Aguttes
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				PROLOGUE

				The Prisoner in the Tower

				OCTOBER 22, 1785

				As the setting sun slipped below the tiled roofs of late-eighteenth-century Paris, a solitary convict leaned over his desk in the Liberty Tower of the Bastille and began to write:

				
					The extensive wars that Louis XIV had to wage throughout the course of his reign, while exhausting the state’s finances and the people’s resources, nevertheless uncovered the secret to enriching an enormous number of those leeches always lying in wait for the public calamities they provoke rather than quell in order to profit from them all the more…. It was towards the end of this reign…that four among them conceived the unique feat of debauchery we are about to describe.

				

				The man’s fine-tipped quill moved quickly across the narrow sheet of paper, filling the page with delicate, almost microscopically small letters, the lines of brown ink crammed so close together to save space that the descenders of his j’s, p’s, and y’s stabbed like lancets into the line below. As he wrote, the light from his shaded candles flickered about the whitewashed stone walls of his cramped octagonal cell, the air rank from the waste that poured from the sewer pipe under his window into the moat below. Past his cell door, the prison echoed with the creaks of doors, clattering keys, and bolts slamming into place, the only signs that he wasn’t completely alone.

				In the cold evening, shadows played across the trappings allowed to a prisoner of his aristocratic stature: Shelves sagging with six hundred books, with titles by Homer, Newton, and Shakespeare, as well as works on the existence of God, the motion of fluids, and the history of vampires. Expensive bottles of eau de cologne, fine linen towels, velvet cushions, and colorful tapestries stretched across the walls. And a prized collection of dildos, fashioned from rosewood and ebony, crafted to exacting specifications by a prominent Parisian cabinet maker.

				The cell’s occupant was one of the most notorious criminals in eighteenth-century France. He had spent the bulk of his forty-five years reveling in depravity: engaging in blasphemous acts with a prostitute, torturing a beggar, poisoning whores, hiding in Italy in the romantic company of his sister-in-law, locking away girls and boys in his château for his own sexual designs, and narrowly surviving a bullet fired at his chest. For years, he had evaded the law—breaking out of an Alpine prison, dodging a military raid on his home, absconding from the clutches of a police squadron, and eluding his own public execution.

				His name was Donatien Alphonse François de Sade, but most people knew him as the Marquis de Sade.

				Sade’s exploits had come to an end with his capture in 1778. He had first been assigned to the Château de Vincennes, a royal residence turned prison in a hunting preserve outside Paris, where he had briefly been interned as a much younger man. For six years, he had lived in a damp and rodent-infested cell whose narrow windows provided only the faintest hint of daylight. Then, in 1784, authorities had shut down Vincennes and transferred him to an even more dismal facility: the Bastille. Located near the heart of Paris, the Bastille was one of the most notorious prisons in all of Europe. With his arrest warrant signed by the king, Sade had been locked away with no charges, no trial, no possibility of appeal. For all he knew, he might never be released.

				The time behind bars had taken its toll on Sade’s once-fine figure. Inactivity and a penchant for delicacies sent to him by his wife—eel pâté, chocolate cakes, bacon-wrapped thrush—had left him obese. He was plagued by migraines, gout, nosebleeds, breathing problems, dizzy spells, and hemorrhoids so painful he needed a special leather cushion to sit at his desk. With his eyesight nearly ruined, he’d taken to wearing strange masklike leather goggles. In his mounting delusion, he’d come to perceive a secret code of numerical signals concealed within his monotonous existence—the number of days he’d been imprisoned, the number of letters and packages he received, the amount of times he’d stimulated himself sexually in his cell. He believed that these ciphers, once cracked, would reveal the date of his release. At other times, he concluded that he was going mad.

				Sade had developed one obsession that eclipsed all others: a need to put quill to paper. “It is impossible for me to turn my back on my muse,” he wrote in a letter. “It sweeps me along, forces me to write despite myself and, no matter what people may do to try to stop me, there is no way they will ever succeed.” He composed endless letters, essays, plays, and novellas, launching a literary career whose reputation would linger long after he was gone, resulting in a body of work so violent and obscene that its author would be variously described as “the freest spirit who ever lived,” an “apostle of assassins,” and “a professor emeritus of crime.” Thanks to his writing, Sade would be so deeply associated with cruelty and perversion that his name would become synonymous the world over with deriving pleasure from pain.

				But nothing would match the vulgarity of the effort he began this October evening. Experts would come to call the results “one of the most important novels ever written” and “the gospel of evil.” The work was titled 120 Days of Sodom, or the School of Libertinage.

				The novel tells the story of four wealthy degenerates—a duke, bishop, judge, and financier—who engage in a four-month orgy, for which they gather thirty-two subordinates: their four young wives, eight virile men, four elderly female prostitutes, and, as the prime targets of their crimes, sixteen boys and girls, ages twelve to fifteen, selected from a group of several hundred children kidnapped from their homes. In the telling, the four nobles and their retinue retreat to a mountaintop château in the depths of central Europe, a heavily fortified citadel called Silling Castle. Thanks to walled-up exit gates, impassable chasms, and impenetrable snowdrifts, there is no hope of escape. As the duke, the most domineering of the four, tells several of the prisoners, “You are already dead to the world and it is only for our pleasures that you are breathing now.”

				In Silling Castle, amid sumptuously furnished apartments, soundproof compartments, and torture chambers buried deep in the earth, the four noblemen subject their young victims to 120 days of escalating depravity. The first day involves one of the old prostitutes recounting a story tying together priests, pedophilia, and body fluids. It is the tamest episode in the novel. Day after day, as the perversions escalate, the descriptions become ever starker, with all semblance of narrative falling away. Eventually, all that remains is a blunt list of horrors: incest, bestiality, coprophilia, necrophilia, starvation, disemboweling, amputation, castration, cannibalism, and infanticide. By the end of the novel, the château is awash in blood and body parts.

				The very act of reading the story from end to end seems to exact a physical toll. In 1957, the French philosopher Georges Bataille declared, “Nobody, unless he is totally deaf to it, can finish 120 Days of Sodom without feeling sick.” The Sade publisher Jean-Jacques Pauvert admitted that his and his colleagues’ work on the novel “made us profoundly uneasy for several weeks, the atmosphere broken by outbursts of unexpected, truly crazed laughter.” Austryn Wainhouse, the American author who first translated the book into English, in the 1960s, wrote, “Sometimes it happens that reading becomes something else, something excessive and grave; it sometimes happens that a book reads its readers through.” In the 1980s, the Surrealist literary critic Annie Le Brun compared the task of analyzing the text to “being sucked into a seemingly limitless erotic quagmire.” And most recently, the British professor Will McMorran began work on an updated English version, only to note on his blog that “translating felt like a struggle for agency—sometimes it felt like I was acting on the text, sometimes it felt like the text was acting on me.” McMorran would come away from the experience believing that 120 Days of Sodom was the worst thing ever written.

				The novel’s onslaught of violence and debauchery made its very existence a mystery. Why would someone have written something so appalling that it was all but unreadable? Why would anyone have bothered with such a herculean effort at a time when the results could never be published? And who exactly was the man behind it? Was Sade a revolutionary, working to expose the rotten core of the aristocracy to which he had been born? Was he a radical philosopher, aiming to lay bare humanity’s most cruel and twisted desires? Or was he simply an unrepentant criminal, chronicling his own atrocities, committed or simply dreamed of?

				There is also the puzzle of the manuscript itself. Sade worked on the text from seven to ten o’clock each evening, since its content was far too scandalous for him to be caught composing it during the day. When he reached the end of a sheet of paper, he pasted another below it, creating an ever-lengthening roll. After twenty-two nights, he flipped the document over and continued to write. The result, after thirty-seven days of work, was a scroll formed from thirty-three sheets of paper fastened end to end, measuring just over four inches wide and stretching nearly forty feet. Both sides were covered with words—157,000 in total—the text so tiny it was nearly illegible without a magnifying glass.

				In the years to come, the scroll would embark on a centuries-spanning odyssey that would take it across Europe. It would endure revolutions and world wars; land in the epicenter of scientific, artistic, and literary upheavals; and become the focus of an audacious heist and international court battles. As it bore witness to hundreds of years of tumultuous history, the fragile text would move from one extraordinary owner to the next—and manage to outlast them all.

				Finally, in 2014, one of the most powerful men in France would purchase 120 Days of Sodom for €7 million. The price made it among the most valuable manuscripts in the world, comparable to original copies of the Gutenberg Bible, the Canterbury Tales, and Shakespeare’s First Folio. The scroll settled into its new home just in time for a year-long national celebration of the bicentennial of Sade’s death, the final step of a mass reevaluation of the once-banned writer that led some French intelligentsia to declare that Sade was France’s version of Shakespeare.

				But within a few months of its homecoming, the manuscript would be snatched away again, this time by French authorities. The ensuing scandal would bring to light festering vendettas at the highest levels of the French government, multimillion-euro manuscript sales derailed by sabotage, and shady financial deals in the shadow of Monaco’s Monte Carlo Casino. The affair would involve feuding antiquarian booksellers and auction houses beset by theft, and it would culminate in allegations of a decade-long, continent-spanning, billion-euro con, the specifics of which, if true, would make it one of the biggest financial crimes in French history.

				The fallout would rock the world’s most celebrated book and manuscript market to its core, raising a question with far-reaching implications for everyone who cherishes the written word: As the age of handwriting comes to an end, what is the value of the original texts left behind?

				Some would conclude that it wasn’t a coincidence that the upheaval began just after the return of 120 Days of Sodom. The development, after all, was only the latest example of how nearly everyone who had sought or possessed the scroll over the centuries had seen their fortunes dashed, their prize snatched away. To many observers, the evidence was clear: 120 Days of Sodom, in all its ugliness and infamy, had to be cursed.

				The manuscript’s modern-day reputation would surely have pleased its author. When Sade began 120 Days of Sodom that October evening in 1785, he knew exactly what he was writing. As he noted in the novel’s introduction, “The time has come, friendly reader, for you to prepare your heart and mind for the most impure tale ever written since the world began.”

			

		

	
		
		
			The Scroll

			CHAPTER ONE

			Relic of Freedom

			JULY 14, 1789

			The summer sky above Paris hung heavy with clouds as a plume of smoke rose east of the city center. The scent of gunpowder wafted through the muggy afternoon air, while the crackle of musket fire and battle yells echoed through the cobblestoned streets.

			Four years had passed since Sade had written 120 Days of Sodom. Beyond the walls of the Bastille, the world carried on in one of the largest cities in Europe, a crowded metropolis of 810 streets and twenty-three thousand houses that more than a half million people called home. By many measures, by the late 1780s Paris had come a long way toward achieving Louis XIV’s declaration a century before that the French capital should rival the glories of ancient Rome. The old walls that ringed the city had come down, replaced by victory arches and graceful boulevards. The bridges over the Seine had been cleared of the medieval houses that had clogged their thoroughfares and left them on the verge of collapse. Colossal new public squares like the Place Vendôme and the Place de la Concorde provided the capital with new civic spaces, while a long stretch of open fields and kitchen gardens on the city’s western fringe had been transformed into a grand boulevard called the Champs-Élysées. In posh suburban neighborhoods like the Faubourg Saint-Honoré and the Faubourg Saint-Germain, palatial mansions had gone up to house the swelling number of wealthy bourgeois, boasting recently minted fortunes and new noble titles awarded or sold to them by the crown.

			But in the cramped center of the city, conditions remained intolerable. The maze of dark, narrow streets festered with filth and crime, barely penetrated by the réverbères, or metal oil lamps, installed throughout the capital. On either side of muddy lanes, in shabby row houses of wood, limestone, and plaster that reached four, five, and six stories high, the families of Paris’s servants, laborers, and artisans crammed into three-room apartments, many of which lacked a dedicated kitchen, much less a toilet or bath.

			Recently city dwellers had seen the price of bread, the main staple of their meager diets, consume an ever-larger portion of their shrinking incomes as years of costly wars, poor harvests, and the timid leadership of the current monarch, King Louis XVI, led to financial crises. Desperate measures by the crown, such as a new wall around Paris to enforce tolls on goods entering the city and a trade agreement that allowed British goods to flood the market, plunged the nation further into debt. Many lost their jobs, and nearly two hundred thousand Parisians came to depend on religious assistance or government handouts. As the drought-ravaged fields around the city deteriorated, troops patrolled the markets to deter riots over bread. And as radical new philosophical movements championed egalitarianism and an upstart middle class jockeyed for political power, the people watched the nobility continue to revel in opulence.

			The final provocation had arrived that summer. An attempt by the king to raise revenues and quell dissent by summoning a convention of the Estates General, an assembly of representatives from the country’s various social classes, had collapsed amid political infighting over who should have the most say in the nation’s affairs. Struggling to afford food and fearful of an aristocratic conspiracy to undermine the middle and lower classes, commoners had taken to the streets. Factories and wealthy monasteries were ransacked, and most of the new customhouses at the city’s toll gates were burned to the ground. Around the city, army regiments moved into battle positions.

			With rumors spreading of a crackdown, Parisians girded for battle. Theaters and cafés shuttered their doors, and the call went out to erect barricades, gather provisions, and, most important, marshal arms. Early that rainy morning, a mob of citizens raided the army barracks at the Invalides military hospital, coming away with thousands of rifles and several cannons, but very little ammunition. Hundreds of barrels of gunpowder, they learned, were being stored elsewhere: in the Bastille.

			The gray stone hulk’s eight medieval towers dominated the city skyline and loomed large in the public’s imagination. This was where numerous state convicts had rotted away, including the legendary Man in the Iron Mask, a mysterious criminal forced to hide his face and who would eventually die in his cell before anyone could uncover his identity. Tales of prisoners emerging from the citadel fueled a cottage publishing industry, generating page-turners detailing filthy cells, dangerously inadequate rations, and corpse-filled subterranean dungeons. And now, according to reports, somewhere deep in its bowels lurked the infamous criminal the Marquis de Sade.

			While Versailles, with its sparkling fountains and mirror-lined halls, epitomized the opulence of the monarchy, the Bastille had come to represent the iron rule that underpinned it all. So early that afternoon, when hundreds of cabinet makers, locksmiths, joiners, cobblers, hairdressers, tailors, wine merchants, and wig makers took up pikes, knives, and muskets and cried out, “To the Bastille!” they weren’t simply looking to requisition gunpowder. They were mounting a direct attack on the tyranny of their king.

			In the Bastille, the prison warden waited nervously, as he had for several days. He was well suited for his position, having been born in the fortress during his father’s tenure as warden. But as a government functionary through and through, he knew little of the ways of battle. It didn’t help that many of the hundred or so guards and soldiers under his command were elderly or infirm veterans. Over the past few nights, he had taken to peering from the ramparts, mistaking the trees below for agents plotting the citadel’s demise.

			Now the warden’s worst fears were coming true. As the morning rain let up, soldiers standing guard atop the Bastille’s towers watched a mob stream past the neighborhood’s workshops and factories, their caps decorated with chestnut leaves as a symbol of their cause. Upon reaching the bounds of the citadel, an agile carriage maker clambered over a wall and cut the chains to the fortress’s outermost drawbridge. As the gate crashed down, the revolutionaries charged into the courtyard, where they faced their remaining obstacles: a twenty-five-foot-deep dry moat and, beyond that, another raised drawbridge blocking entry into the Bastille.

			The battle began in earnest. The revolutionaries traded musket fire with soldiers on the battlements above, ducking for cover behind nearby walls and the prison’s kitchen buildings. For further protection, the assailants wheeled up several straw-filled carts from a nearby brewery and set them alight, the billowing smoke obscuring their movements. Soon the revolutionaries were reinforced by a contingent of royal soldiers who had defected to their side, along with several cannons. The artillery opened fire on the castle, but the eight-pound balls glanced off the fifteen-foot-thick stone walls. Shifting strategies, the revolutionaries turned their cannons on the wooden drawbridge. Inside, troops moved their own siege guns into position just beyond the entrance. Now both forces had heavy artillery trained on their foes, with just the wooden slats of the drawbridge between them.

			Before either side could open fire, a drummer on the tower beat out the call for a cease-fire. Through a hole in the drawbridge came a note from the prison warden. He asked the revolutionaries to allow him and his men to evacuate with their lives. If the attackers refused, he would use the twenty thousand pounds of gunpowder in his possession to blow up the fortress and everything in the vicinity.

			The revolutionaries refused to yield. Cries of “No capitulation” and “Lower the bridge” continued. Just as the crowd prepared to resume fire, the soldiers inside relented. With a clanking of chains, the drawbridge came down. The revolutionaries surged into the stronghold, disarming the troops. They found that only one of the castle’s defenders had been killed in the fighting, while ninety-eight attackers lay dead outside.

			The warden and his men were marched out of the fortress and toward city hall, where the provisional government would decide their fate. The fury of the revolutionaries and the jeering populace lining the streets could not be held in check, and along the way, several of the captives were killed. Then, at the foot of city hall, the crowd lost control. They attacked the warden and one of his officers, stabbing them with swords and bayonets, then unloading their pistols into the bodies. The mob erupted as two bloody pikes rose into the evening sky, crowned with the severed heads of the victims.

			Later that night at Versailles, a long carriage journey away from the city, an adviser told Louis XVI that the Bastille had fallen. “Is it a revolt?” asked the king. “No, sire,” he was told. “It is a revolution.”

			Back at the prison, the revolutionaries seized gunpowder stores and ransacked the archives. They threw open the cells but found only seven prisoners, none of whom appeared to be particularly maltreated. Their number included four convicted forgers, a man suspected of a royal assassination plot decades earlier, an unremarkable aristocrat locked away for incest, and an insane Irishman who sometimes believed he was Julius Caesar and at other times God. Sade was not among them.

			While locating the marquis was not a major priority, his absence was baffling. Ascending the spiral staircase to the prison turret that had been mockingly titled the Liberty Tower, the revolutionaries paused at the sixth floor, where they came upon the double doors to the cell that had long held the Marquis de Sade.

			They found a small room filled with a dizzying profusion of luxuries. Above all else, the chamber overflowed with paper: letters and notes and essays and numerous handwritten manuscripts in various stages of completion. But its occupant was nowhere to be found, though the cell had been so recently inhabited that dust hadn’t yet settled over the furnishings. There were no indications of a planned departure or escape, since nothing in the cell had been organized or removed. Even the clothing remained undisturbed. It was as if Sade had vanished into thin air.

			

			—

			In the days following the battle of the Bastille, an item was discovered wedged between the whitewashed stones of the wall of Sade’s cell: a tiny, tightly wound scroll, covered in minuscule handwriting. The top edge bore its title: 120 Days of Sodom, or the School of Libertinage. The manuscript had clearly been among the prisoner’s most prized possessions, since it had been hidden well. It had escaped notice during the looting that broke out after the siege, when numerous papers were tossed into the prison yard and consumed by bonfires. Nor had it been uncovered during the Parisian government’s more systematic collection of documents in the wake of the raid.

			Instead, the manuscript came into the possession of a man named Arnoux. Perhaps he was one of the many curious onlookers who toured the prison after its downfall. As a member of one of the tour groups led through the fortress by certified guides with a flair for embellishment—old suits of armor became iron maidens and printing press equipment was transformed into torture machines—Arnoux could have noticed the scroll tucked away in Sade’s room. Or maybe he discovered it while passing an evening in the tower chamber, since visitors could pay to spend a night in one of the cells, among the rats and chains.

			Most likely, Arnoux was one of the laborers hired to tear down the Bastille. The effort began within hours of the prison’s downfall and grew until an army of hundreds of masons, stonecutters, sawyers, carpenters, clerical workers, and supervisors were swarming the site. Along the ramparts, teams of hammer-wielding workers knocked stones into growing debris piles below, while others trundled blocks to worksites throughout the city, to be reused in the construction of new bridges and guardhouses. The seven-story walls quickly receded, the vaulted ceiling beams emerging into the open air by the end of the month. Entrepreneurs, meanwhile, set about memorializing the victory through commodification of the fortress itself. Paris workshops were soon converting remnants of the fortress into “Relics of Freedom”: shackles adapted into inkwells, prison records woven into folding fans, building stones fashioned into scale models of the Bastille, complete with functional drawbridges and minuscule artillery.

			If Arnoux was part of the Bastille demolition team, he probably uncovered the scroll while dismantling Sade’s cell. The find was ready-made to be included among the Relics of Freedom. The manuscript’s tale of noblemen using an impenetrable castle to engage in horrors fit perfectly into the myth of the Bastille and the idea that the aristocracy that controlled it had become too corrupt to stand. But when the document emerged from hiding in Sade’s room, no one announced the discovery. However Arnoux came to acquire it, amid the chaos of the demolition, it was easy for him to pocket the scroll and smuggle it away.

			Arnoux hailed from Saint-Maximin-la-Sainte-Baume, a small community tucked at the foot of a mountain ridge that rose like a gray stone bulwark from the hills of central Provence. The township was best known as the location of the thirteenth-century discovery of what was believed to be the tomb of Mary Magdalene. It’s possible that Arnoux had left Saint-Maximin just prior to the launch of the French Revolution, fleeing the devastating harvests and political upheaval that had led to food riots, military reprisals, even a reported hanging of one of its rebellious residents earlier that year.

			Whatever his reason for relocating to Paris or his occupation once he arrived, Arnoux did little to draw attention to himself. He wasn’t among the 954 citizens awarded the prestigious title vainqueurs de la Bastille for storming and capturing the prison. His name would never appear in state records or court files, not even the municipal registers of Saint-Maximin. But he was without a doubt enterprising and shrewd. He knew that amid the revolutionary tumult, the engines of commerce would carry on. The document he discovered would fetch a handsome price, provided he could find someone who appreciated its worth.

			At some point, months or years later, Arnoux returned home, the scroll tucked among his possessions. There, in the neighboring town of Brignoles, emerged an interested party: Charles-André de Beaumont. Born in 1762, Beaumont was the scion of a prosperous Provençal family that had earned a noble title the century before. During the early years of the French Revolution, he served as mayor of the nearby village of Cabasse, then fled the country as the radicalization of the new French Republic placed his life at risk. Once the turmoil abated, he returned, and in 1796 he settled in his hometown, where he used his wealth to acquire a nearby deconsecrated Cistercian abbey. He also made another purchase: the manuscript of 120 Days of Sodom, offered by Arnoux or one of his progeny. He must have considered the scroll the perfect addition to his collection of rare books.

			Ensconced in the Beaumont library, the scroll remained unknown to the wider world. Whatever Beaumont made of the manuscript, he kept his thoughts to himself. As the years stretched into decades, the world beyond convulsed with upheaval. The revolution gave way to the rise of Napoleon, followed by decades of mayhem and war as France swung back and forth between empire, monarchy, and republic. While much of Provence, with its rugged landscape and isolated communities, remained largely suspended in time, elsewhere in France railway tracks and telegraph lines crisscrossed the land, and great iron-hulled ships steamed out of the nation’s ports for French colonial outposts in Africa, Indochina, and the South Pacific. In Paris, cramped medieval neighborhoods gave away to grand boulevards lined with modern white-limestone apartment blocks crowned with steep mansard roofs.

			All the while, 120 Days of Sodom remained in Beaumont’s possession, until the day his literary collection passed to his son-in-law Raimond de Villeneuve. The scroll traveled east, passing fields of grapevines and dusty hilltop villages, until it reached the Château de Valbourgès, the Villeneuve family’s longtime Provençal estate. There, it likely came to rest in the château library, placed among the family records and mementos Raimond was carefully accumulating, piecing together the remnants of a noble line that had been battered by the revolution. The efforts marked the last gasp of a dying breed. The French aristocracy, stripped of its lands, privileges, and way of life, was slipping into obsolescence.

			Thus 120 Days of Sodom might have remained moldering away in this remote Provençal villa, if not for its next owner: Raimond’s son, Hélion de Villeneuve. Born in the nearby city of Draguignan in 1827, Hélion inherited the title of the Marquis de Villeneuve-Trans, among the oldest and most distinguished names in all of France. The lineage was related through marriage to many other noble houses, including the Sades. The last prerevolutionary Marquis de Trans, Louis Henri de Villeneuve, blamed the Sade family for the legal wrangling that deprived him of an inheritance left to him by the aunt of the Marquis de Sade.

			From a young age, Hélion harbored a progressive streak, cheering on the 1848 revolution, which replaced the country’s constitutional monarchy with a democratic republic, and, later, rallying behind the radical socialist Paris Commune, which briefly seized control of the capital in 1871. And like his father and grandfather before him, he lost himself in the formation of an exceptional library. The Marquis de Villeneuve-Trans, in other words, was a bibliophile.

			

			—

			The term “bibliophile,” first used in early-nineteenth-century France, meant someone who loved books, especially someone who collected them. But bibliophiles didn’t just adore books; they perceived of them differently than everyone else did. Most people viewed books as simply conduits of information—things to be read, referenced, or skimmed, then forgotten about or discarded. Bibliophiles, however, saw books as treasures in their own right.

			In truth, many of the works they sought were objects of startling beauty. As books had become ever cheaper and easier to produce in the centuries since Johannes Gutenberg’s 1440 invention of the movable-type printing press, the finest examples had adopted ever more embellishments as they became symbols of status and wealth. Leather bindings of calf- and goatskin were pressed, rubbed, polished, and dyed to minimize or accentuate their natural grain, then ornamented with hand-tooled motifs, gold-leaf borders, embedded portraits, and, in rare cases, fine gems. Spines developed ornate trimmings and multicolored cloth headbands. Pages were enveloped in marbled endpapers and watered-silk doublures, their edges beautified with vibrant pigments, debossed patterns, even hidden paintings that revealed themselves when one fanned out the sheets.

			For most collectors, a book’s contents also mattered a great deal. Along with its condition, a tome’s appeal depended on its author’s reputation, plus the renown and scarcity of its title. Personalized touches, such as revisions, notations, or inscriptions by the author, boosted a volume’s worth. In general, first editions had the highest value, but most prized of all would be an original manuscript, written in the hand of the author. For bibliophiles, these one-of-a-kind documents were living remnants of the moment of literary creation, as precious and divine as fragments of the True Cross.

			By the time Villeneuve-Trans emerged as a major book collector, in the second half of the nineteenth century, France was brimming with bibliophiles. The number of bookshops in the country skyrocketed, accompanied by soaring prices for rare tomes. Auction houses drew crowds with literary sales, and materials like publishing catalogs, book reviews, and bibliographies became commodities. Some collectors, if they had the funds, partnered with publishers and illustrators to produce limited-edition volumes of their own devising. Others preferred old books, gathering together at literary dinners where they fawned over first editions and illuminated medieval manuscripts.

			Writer and book collector Octave Uzanne declared that France had become “the new Bibliopolis.” And within this new Bibliopolis, the tastes of Villeneuve-Trans turned out to be especially particular. Perhaps, as in his politics, he chose to rebel against the genteel history of his noble lineage. Or maybe his inheritance of 120 Days of Sodom inspired unusual inclinations. For whatever the reason, the marquis found himself gravitating toward bibliophilia’s most shadowy realm: the world of erotic books.

			At the time, as thousands of government-licensed prostitutes plied their trade in Paris’s officially sanctioned maisons de tolérance—and thousands more prowled the streets illegally—an open-minded French nation was in the middle of an erotica boom. Publishers furtively churned out works like Gamiani, or Two Nights of Excess, The Kama Sutra of Vatsyayana, and The Legend of the Sexes: Hysterical and Profane Poems by the Sire de Chambley, many of which came ornamented with graphic illustrations. They reissued classic works of pornography like L’Escole des Filles and Le Parnasse Satyrique, which in previous centuries had led their authors to be burned in effigy and, in rare cases, sentenced to death. The materials were snatched up by prominent collectors like author Charles Nodier, playwright Guilbert de Pixérécourt, and architect Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, responsible for the restoration of the city walls of Carcassonne and the Notre-Dame cathedral. While some collectors relegated illicit works to special corners of their libraries, hidden behind curtains or in triple-locked cabinets, others made them the centerpiece of their collections. When French authorities attempted to crack down on the matter—seizing and destroying stockpiles of contraband tomes, arresting publishers and booksellers for violating good morals and jeopardizing the public interest—erotica dealers relocated to Brussels or Amsterdam and continued their trade.

			Collectors in this world were akin to hunters on a safari, seeking out scarce and mythical species. Underground editions of known writings by the Marquis de Sade were particularly attractive quarries. As one observer noted in the 1830s, “He is in all bookstores, on certain mysterious and hidden shelves, which are readily discovered.” These works were imbued with hints of danger. Some claimed Sade’s notorious novel Justine had served as the black scripture of the French Revolution, and that Maximilien Robespierre, architect of the Reign of Terror, had turned to Sade’s writing “whenever he found that his blood lust needed fortifying.” One critic went further, reporting that a young boy had been overcome with seizures and aged twenty years after reading one of Sade’s books.

			A young Gustave Flaubert, soon to become one of France’s most celebrated novelists, became obsessed with tracking down the marquis’s works. He wrote to a colleague that figures like Sade “explain history for me, they are its complement, its apogee, its morality…. They’re great men, immortals.” The distinguished French poet Charles Baudelaire felt similarly, noting in his journal that “to understand evil, one must always return to de Sade, that is, to natural man.”

			Villeneuve-Trans likewise became enamored with Sade’s work. He worked closely with Jules-Adolphe Chauvet, the era’s most prominent French erotica illustrator, hiring the artist to produce original indecent drawings for many of his prized volumes. He financially supported Gay et Doucé, a prolific underground publishing house, as it hopscotched across Europe to evade the law. And employing the services of a craftsman from Marseille, he fashioned a suggestive wooden capsule with a phallic screw-on lid to hold 120 Days of Sodom.

			Villeneuve-Trans lived the decadent life of a bachelor, and his profligate tendencies cost him dearly. At the death of his father in 1857, he and his sister split what was left of the family’s wealth. Less than a decade later, the struggling marquis sold his château for six hundred thousand francs, relinquishing a property that had been in his family since 1201. By 1878, his money troubles had grown so dire that he auctioned off part of his beloved library. Three years before that, he had resorted to what he likely considered an even more drastic measure: He’d decided to sell 120 Days of Sodom.

			He offered the manuscript to two major book dealers in Paris, but neither wanted to purchase it outright, preferring to take it on deposit while they searched for a buyer themselves. Uninterested in that arrangement, Villeneuve-Trans enlisted the help of the illustrator Chauvet, who knew his way around the underground book trade. To find a potential buyer, the two turned their attention to what had become one of the biggest erotica markets in Europe: Queen Victoria’s England.

			

			—

			Unlike their more freewheeling French counterparts, the guardians of Victorian mores considered sex extremely dangerous. Men who succumbed to the tug of their sexual appetites, it was believed, risked sapping the vitality needed to maintain the glorious British Empire. Women were counseled to present themselves as beacons of chastity, even within the bounds of marriage. The suggestive swells of the female body were buried within corsets, bustles, petticoats, and crinoline cages. Piano legs were swathed in drapery to conceal their evocative curves. Even the queen’s English had to be purged of hazardous temptations. Breasts turned into “bosom,” sexual organs into “unmentionables.” References to pornographic writings were hidden behind euphemisms like “top-shelf” or “out-of-the-way” books, “curious” or “facetious” texts, and “literary kruptadia.”

			Despite such efforts, in nineteenth-century London, a flourishing sex industry had taken root. Amid the belching smokestacks, dung-smeared streets, and crowded tenements of the largest city in the world, disreputable cock-and-hen clubs, titillating tableaux vivants, unofficial street-woman promenades, same-sex bordellos, private drag shows, and flagellation salons all catered to a worldly clientele with time on their hands and money to burn. In the middle of it all, located at the confluence of Fleet Street, Kingsway, and the Strand and suffused with the aromas of the nearby sewage-clogged Thames, stood Holywell Street, a thin, crooked lane that doubled as the epicenter for the country’s pornography trade. Along the cobblestoned street, leaded windows beckoned to passersby with displays of explicit prints and lewd placards. Inside, dimly lit shelves held pricey limited-edition volumes like Adventures of a Bedstead, The Stories of a Dildoe, and Raped on a Railway, not to mention reprints of the eighteenth-century British mainstay Fanny Hill. Stacked amid prostitute directories and guides to gay nightlife, tomes of pornographic verses offered up lewd stanzas and songs.

			England’s erotica market was the perfect place for Villeneuve-Trans and his colleague Chauvet to unload an unpublished manuscript of the Marquis de Sade’s. Their first choice was the individual responsible for moving much of that pornography to England, a man named Frederick Hankey. Born to a well-placed English diplomat in 1821, Hankey had settled at a fairly young age in a posh neighborhood of Paris, where he spent his days tracking down choice selections of erotica. To deliver these materials to his contacts on Holywell Street and elsewhere, he had friends transport his finds covertly across the Channel—smuggled in courier bags, tucked into embassy attaché cases, even strapped to the back and hidden under the clothes of an accommodating colleague.

			But Hankey wasn’t just a middleman. He was a collector and a connoisseur of debauchery. He cultivated a small but select collection of obscene books, which he had clad in explicit designs evoking sex, death, and torture. He bragged that he once engaged the services of a prostitute while attending a public execution, likely to reenact an endeavor described in the eighteenth-century memoirs of Giacomo Casanova. He yearned to have selections from his library bound in human skin, preferably taken from a living young woman. After meeting him in 1862, Edmond and Jules de Goncourt, two brothers who had taken to chronicling the literary life of nineteenth-century Paris, concluded in their journal that they had encountered “a madman, a monster, one of those men teetering on the abyss.”

			With his elegant blond hair and blue eyes, Hankey was said to bear an uncanny resemblance to his favorite author: the Marquis de Sade. Knowing his reputation, Chauvet approached Hankey in 1875 and, under Villeneuve-Trans’s direction, offered to sell him 120 Days of Sodom for five thousand francs, nearly three times what the typical Paris laborer earned in a year.

			After examining the manuscript, Hankey demurred. In his stammering diction, he told Chauvet he wasn’t interested in a forty-foot-long scroll covered in what he considered illegible scribbles. If Chauvet went to the trouble of making a readable copy of the novel, he’d reconsider.

			Perhaps, as Hankey insisted, he had no interest in an artifact as ugly and awkward as the scroll. He often seemed more concerned with the aesthetics of his collection—beautiful if obscene bindings, exquisitely crafted lewd illustrations—than the specifics of the texts. More likely, he simply didn’t have the money for it. Around that time, he sold several valuable selections from his library, probably to stay afloat.

			In the years that followed, Hankey continued to prowl the bookshops of Paris, even after gout left his gait so deformed that some whispered he had cloven feet. He would die choking in his apartment in 1882, not long after hearing a visitor at his door and crying out in delirium that it must be a bookseller delivering a rare Sade edition.

			

			—

			Undaunted by Hankey’s rejection, Chauvet continued to search for a buyer for the scroll. He turned to another English bibliophile, one with a more sterling reputation: Henry Spencer Ashbee. Equipped with a strong sense of propriety and a limitless capacity for hard work, Ashbee had assembled a distinguished literary collection and boasted all the trappings of a pillar of British society. Born to a gunpowder mill manager on the outskirts of London in 1834, he had vastly improved his prospects by marrying into a prosperous German mercantile clan and becoming senior partner of the family’s London division. With a cigar, top hat, and full rounded beard accentuating his youthful good looks, he could often be spotted taking his children for rides in his carriage amid the chestnut trees of London’s Bushy Park or attending meetings of prestigious organizations like London’s Royal Geographical Society and Paris’s Les Amis des Livres. But while establishing a company office in France, Ashbee had fallen into a pursuit that would eclipse his other interests: erotic literature. In an out-of-the-way apartment not far from his stately home, he had used his wealth to amass what many believed to be the largest private collection of pornography in the world.

			Aware of his interests, Chauvet wrote to Ashbee on April 22, 1875, hinting that he would soon be able to offer him “an unedited manuscript of the Marquis of Sade!,” underlining his words for emphasis. A week later, he sent Ashbee additional details: “I saw the famous manuscript! It is undoubtedly authentic and unpublished! It is a scroll made up of sheets stuck together written on the front and back in characters of a delicacy to defy the best eyes, that can only be deciphered with a magnifying glass.”

			Ashbee, however, turned down the offer. At the time, his focus lay elsewhere. The Victorian obsession with collecting and classifying everything had inspired him to embark on an ambitious endeavor: a comprehensive bibliography of erotic literature. The effort demanded daunting detective work, since the underground nature of the business meant that nearly every detail of these works was difficult to ascertain. Books were published anonymously in limited numbers and quietly passed around. To evade the police, publishers omitted or falsified publication addresses and print dates, and often lied about publication numbers and printing histories in order to inflate their prices. And the vast majority of these illicit materials were surreptitiously enjoyed and then destroyed, before anyone could make note of their particulars.

			Undeterred, Ashbee spent two years on the endeavor. In 1877, he privately published the results: a 544-page compendium of illicit books, pamphlets, anthologies, essays, magazines, prints, poems, dramatic pieces, and manuscripts under the name Index Librorum Prohibitorum, a title borrowed from the Catholic Church’s official list of heretical books. Over the next decade, he would put out two expansions of his work: Centuria Librorum Absconditorum (“A Hundred Books Deserving to Be Hidden”) and Catena Librorum Tacendorum (“A Chain of Books Which Should Not Be Spoken Of”). To protect his reputation, he published all three under the pseudonym “Pisanus Fraxi,” an anagram of the Latin words for “ash” (fraxinus) and “bee” (apis), one with none-too-subtle scatological undertones.

			“My object,” he noted in the introduction to his first tome, “is to collect into a common fold the stray sheep, to find a home for the pariahs of every nation.” His bibliography would prove to be a milestone, capturing the dark underbelly of nineteenth-century Western literature, which would otherwise have been lost to time. Thanks to sources like Chauvet, whom Ashbee hired to design the frontispiece for his first tome, 120 Days of Sodom was included among the pariahs. While he hadn’t viewed the manuscript himself, Ashbee made note of “an unpublished work of the Marquis de Sade,” describing its unusual appearance and convoluted provenance. This would prove to be the first published mention of the scroll, nearly one hundred years after it had been written.

			Ashbee insisted that he aimed to examine, not revel in, the wickedness of his subject matter. He wrote that he hoped his efforts would no more excite his readers than “the naked body of a woman, extended on the dissecting table.” But it was clear from the vivid descriptions of works like 120 Days of Sodom that he wrote with the passion of a true enthusiast.

			Yet Ashbee again declined to purchase the scroll when Chauvet once more mentioned the manuscript in 1877, a few months after the release of Index Librorum Prohibitorum. While Villeneuve-Trans had increased the manuscript’s price to six thousand francs, the cost shouldn’t have troubled a rich man like Ashbee. Perhaps the bibliophile had little interest in the marquis’s particular blend of depravity. But there were indications that Ashbee might have had more in common with the scroll’s author than he ever dared to admit.

			In the late 1880s, a Dutch erotica publisher began printing, in extremely limited and well-crafted editions, an anonymous English memoir titled My Secret Life. The work would eventually stretch to eleven volumes, totaling forty-two hundred pages. The books, which allegedly came to be prized by occultist Aleister Crowley and silent film star Harold Lloyd, detailed the life of a Victorian gentleman who went by “Walter” and his sexual dalliances with prostitutes, courtesans, and hundreds of other women all over the world. Fictional or not, in its sexual tabulations and endless accounts of debauchery, the tale unknowingly echoed 120 Days of Sodom. While the author of the mysterious My Secret Life would never be conclusively unmasked, the work very well could have come from Ashbee’s hand. Both Ashbee and Walter enjoyed ample fortunes and traveled widely. Both employed similar word choices, sentence structures, and particular turns of phrase. And both cataloged sexuality with a fanatical zeal.

			Whether or not Ashbee and Walter were one and the same, the two shared another resemblance: Both of them were so caught up in their erotic obsessions that they ended up unfulfilled and alone. In 1891, Ashbee’s wife and two of his three children abandoned him. Ashbee had become increasingly conservative in his politics, and perhaps his outspoken attitudes had triggered rifts too great to heal. Or perhaps his family had discovered the true nature of his furtive pursuits. Whatever the reason, Ashbee would never again speak to most of his family. He died in 1900, leaving his mainstream literary treasures to the British Museum, but on one condition: The institution also had to preserve his erotica, which now included the greater part of Hankey’s collection, since Ashbee had acquired many of the materials after his colleague’s death. The museum agreed, and ended up confining the volumes in its “Private Case,” a selection of illicit works kept under lock and key and accessible only by special permission. If either Ashbee or Hankey, the two greatest erotica collectors of their time, had obtained 120 Days of Sodom, the scroll would have ended up there, locked away in the heart of one of the largest museums in the world.

			But the manuscript never made it to England. Even as Ashbee’s celebrated bibliography spread rumors across Europe of a long-lost Sade manuscript, the scroll remained unsold. When Villeneuve-Trans passed away in Provence in 1893 without marrying or producing an heir, the relic fell into the possession of his extended family or perhaps a local bookseller. There it resided, awaiting the right person to claim it.
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