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To educate man and to improve his morals: that is the sole 
objective of this anecdote. The reader should be imbued 
with a sense of the great peril that perpetually dogs the 
footsteps of those who permit themselves everything when 
satisfying their desires. May they come to realize that a 
good upbringing, wealth, talent and the gifts bestowed 
by Nature only serve to lead one astray – if these quali-
ties are not borne up and made worthy by restraint, good 
behaviour, wisdom and modesty – these are the very truths 
which we are here going to prove. May we be forgiven the 
monstrous details of the dreadful crime we are obliged 
to recount: is it possible to arouse a detestation of such 
aberrations when one is not brave enough to depict them 
in all their nakedness?

It is rare that everything should be so harmoniously 
organized in one person as to bring him to prosperity. Is 
he favoured by Nature? If so, Fortune refuses her gifts. 
Does Fortune shower her favours on him? Then Nature 
is bound to have maltreated him. It seems that the hand 
of Heaven has decided to demonstrate, in each individual 
as in its most sublime operations, that the laws of equi-
librium are the foremost laws of the universe – the laws 
which simultaneously govern all events, and all vegetable 
and animal life.
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Franval, who lived in Paris, where he was born, possessed 
not only an income of four hundred thousand livres but also 
the most handsome figure, the most agreeable features and 
the most varied talents. But beneath this outwardly seductive 
surface all the vices were concealed, sadly including those 
which, once adopted and made habitual, lead rapidly to 
crime. An imagination disordered to a degree impossible to 
describe was Franval’s main failing – one that can never be 
overcome, since a diminution of its power simply increases 
the strength of its effects: the less they are capable of, the 
more they try to do; the less they act, the more they have 
recourse to invention; each age brings new ideas, and satiety, 
far from cooling their ardour, merely leads to more deadly 
refinements.

As we have said, the charms of youth and all the talents 
that enhance it were possessed in profusion by Franval, but 
given that he held moral and religious duties in the deepest 
contempt, it proved impossible for his teachers to make him 
adopt any of them.

In a century when the most dangerous books come into 
the hands of children as easily as into those of their fathers 
and their guardians, when reckless systematizing can pass 
itself off as philosophy, unbelief as strength of mind and 
libertinage for imagination, the wit shown by young Franval 
merely aroused laughter; one minute he was being scolded 
for it, and the next praised. Franval’s father, who favoured 
modish sophisms, was the first to encourage his son to 
think sensibly about all these things; he himself lent him 
the works which could corrupt him most quickly. What 



5

incest

tutor would have dared, after that, to inculcate principles 
different from those of the house in which he was obliged 
to please his masters?

In any case, Franval lost his parents when he was still very 
young, and at the age of nineteen, an old uncle, who himself 
died shortly afterwards, made over to him, as soon as he 
was to be married, all the possessions that were destined 
one day to belong to him.

M. de Franval, with such a fortune, was bound to find 
it easy to get married. Countless possible candidates pre-
sented themselves, but as he had begged his uncle to give 
him a girl younger than himself – one bringing as few 
companions as possible – his old kinsman, aiming to satisfy 
his nephew, let his choice fall on a certain Mademoiselle 
de Farneille, daughter of a financier, now with only her 
mother left alive; still young, it was true, but with an 
income of sixty thousand solid livres; fifteen years old, 
and with the most delightful features in the whole of 
Paris at that time… She had one of those virginal faces 
in which sincerity and affability are both clearly visible 
through the delicate features of Love and all the Graces… 
lovely blond hair rippling down to her waist, big blue eyes 
suffused with tenderness and modesty, a slender, supple 
and delicate figure, skin like a lily and as fresh as a rose, 
possessing many talents and a vivid but somewhat wist-
ful imagination, with some of that gentle melancholy 
which leads one to love books and solitude – all attributes 
which Nature seems to grant only to the individuals for 
whom it is keeping unhappiness in store, as if to make 
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that happiness seem less bitter when they encounter it, 
imbuing them at such times with a sombre and affect-
ing voluptuousness and making them prefer tears to the 
frivolous joys of happiness, which are much less powerful 
and much less intense.

Mme de Farneille, thirty-two years old at the time of her 
daughter’s marriage, was also a woman of intelligence and 
charm, but inclined perhaps a little too much to strictness 
and reserve. Desirous of the happiness of her only child, 
she had consulted the whole of Paris on this marriage, and 
as she no longer had any relatives and, if she needed advice, 
only a few of those cold-hearted friends to whom every-
thing is a matter of indifference, she was persuaded that 
the young man who was being proposed for her daughter 
was, without a doubt, the best person she could possibly 
find in Paris, and that she would commit an unforgivable 
folly if she failed to take advantage of this opportunity. So 
the marriage took place, and the young couple, wealthy 
enough to move into their own house, settled into it in the 
days following their wedding.

None of those vices of fickleness, disorderly conduct or 
empty-headedness which prevent a man from being fully 
grown by the time he is thirty had entered young Franval’s 
heart; on the best of terms with himself, a devotee of order 
and well versed in the arts of managing a house, Franval had, 
as far as this aspect of life’s happiness was concerned, all the 
necessary qualities. His vices, of an entirely different kind, 
were much more the failings of maturity than the products 
of scatterbrained youth: artfulness, intrigue… malevolence, 
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a black heart, egotism, a great deal of cunning and deceit 
and, to cast a veil over all this, not only the grace and talents 
we have mentioned, but eloquence, a sharp mind and the 
most seductive outward manners one could imagine. This 
was the man we have to depict.

Mlle de Farneille, who, as was customary, had known her 
husband for at most a month before tying her destiny to his, 
was deceived by this false glitter and became its dupe. The 
days were not long enough for her to indulge in the pleasure 
of gazing at him; she idolized him, and things had gone so 
far that people might have feared the worst for this young 
woman if any obstacles had come to disturb the sweet and 
even course of a marriage in which she found, she said, the 
only happiness of her life.

As for Franval, philosophical when it came to women 
as indeed about everything else in life, he considered this 
charming person with a fine show of indifference.

“The woman who belongs to us,” he would say, “is a 
kind of individual whom usage enslaves to us; she has to 
be yielding, submissive… perfectly sensible: not that I take 
much account of the prejudices of dishonour that a wife 
can bring on us when she imitates our misbehaviour – it is 
merely that it is not pleasant when someone else takes it 
into her head to steal our privileges; all the rest is perfectly 
unimportant, and adds nothing to our happiness.”

With a husband who feels that way, it is easy to foresee 
that the unfortunate woman who is to be bound to him in 
matrimony cannot expect her path to be strewn with roses. 
Decent, sensitive, well-brought-up and impelled by love to 
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anticipate all the desires of the only man in the world who 
occupied her thoughts, Mme de Franval carried her chains 
through the first few years without even suspecting the extent 
of her enslavement; it was obvious enough to her that she 
was merely gleaning in the fields of marriage, but she was 
still made happy enough by what was left to her, and all her 
zeal and her greatest attention were devoted to ensuring, in 
these short moments granted to her affection, that Franval 
would find at the least everything she thought necessary for 
the happiness of her darling husband.

The most conclusive of all the proofs that Franval did not 
always stray from his duty, however, was the fact that in the 
very first year of his marriage, his wife, now sixteen and a 
half, gave birth to a daughter even more beautiful than her 
mother, whom the father immediately called Eugénie… 
Eugénie, at once the horror and the miracle of nature.

M. de Franval, who, the minute this child saw the light 
of day, no doubt conceived the most detestable designs on 
her, straight away separated her from her mother. Until 
the age of seven, Eugénie was looked after by women who 
Franval could be sure of, and who, limiting themselves to 
encouraging the development of a pleasant temperament 
and to teaching her how to read, deliberately refrained 
from giving her any knowledge of the religious or moral 
principles about which a girl of that age is commonly sup-
posed to be instructed.

Mme de Farneille and her daughter, deeply shocked by 
this behaviour, complained to M. de Franval, who replied 
with indifference that his plan was to make his daughter 
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happy, and so he did not wish to inculcate chimerical 
notions into her, as their sole effect is to frighten people 
without ever being of any use to them; it was best if such 
a daughter, whose only need was to learn how to please 
others, remained ignorant of such silly nonsense, the fan-
tastical existence of which would trouble her peace of 
mind without adding either a single extra truth to her 
moral being or a single extra grace to her physical appear-
ance. Such comments met with the loftiest disapproval of 
Mme de Farneille, who was drawing nearer to thoughts of 
heaven the further she drew away from the pleasures of 
this world: devoutness is a weakness that affects particular 
ages and particular states of health. Amid the tumult of 
the passions, a future which seems far away rarely causes 
much anxiety, but when those passions cease to speak so 
loud… when we draw near life’s end… when everything, 
finally, abandons us, we throw ourselves back onto the 
mercy of the God we heard about in childhood, and if, 
from a philosophical point of view, these second illusions 
are just as fantastical as the others, they are, at least, not 
so dangerous.

Franval’s mother-in-law had no relatives, little credit of 
her own to draw upon, and at the most, as we have said, 
just a few of those fair-weather friends who soon melt away 
if we need their help. Finding herself struggling against an 
amiable, young, well-placed son-in-law, she decided sensibly 
enough that it would be simpler to content herself with a 
few mild reprimands, rather than having recourse to more 
vigorous measures against a man who would ruin the mother 



10

marquis de sade

and have the daughter locked up if anyone dared to cross 
swords with him: for this reason, she merely hazarded a few 
critical remarks, and left it at that as soon as she saw that 
it was all leading nowhere.

Franval, sure of his superiority, and realizing that they 
were afraid of him, soon lost all restraint in every area of 
life whatsoever and, barely even troubling to draw a veil 
over his actions so as to conceal them from the public, he 
marched straight to his horrible goal.

As soon as Eugénie reached the age of seven, Franval 
took her to see his wife, and this loving mother – who 
had not seen her child since giving birth to her – caressed 
her insatiably, held her pressed tight to her breast for two 
hours, covered her with kisses and drenched her with her 
tears. She wanted to know all about her childish talents, but 
Eugénie had only learnt to read fluently, to enjoy the most 
robust health and to be as beautiful as the angels. Mme 
de Franval felt a new despair when she realized that her 
daughter was truly unaware of even the most elementary 
principles of religion.

“But Monsieur!” she said to her husband. “Are you giving 
her an upbringing that is fit merely for this world? Will you 
not deign to reflect that she is to live in it for a mere instant, 
like us, before plunging into a dire eternity if you deprive 
her of what will enable her to enjoy a happier destiny at the 
feet of the Being from whom she received life?”

“If Eugénie knows nothing, Madame,” replied Franval, 
“if these maxims are carefully hidden from her, she cannot 
possibly be unhappy – for, if they are true, the Supreme Being 
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is too just to punish her for her ignorance, and if they are 
false, what need is there to tell her about them? As for the 
other aspects of her education that need to be taken care 
of, please trust me: from today I will be her tutor, and I will 
answer for it that in a few years, your daughter will surpass 
all the other children of her age.”

Mme de Franval persisted. Drawing on the eloquence of 
her heart to assist that of reason, she shed a few tears: but 
Franval was quite unmoved by them, and indeed did not seem 
even to notice them. He had Eugénie taken away, telling his 
wife that if she took it into her head to put any obstacles, 
of whatever kind, in the way of the education he intended 
to give his daughter, or if she tried to suggest principles 
different from those he planned to instil in her, she would 
deprive herself of the pleasure of seeing her altogether, 
and he would send his daughter to one of his chateaux, 
from which she would never emerge. Mme de Franval, ever 
submissive, was quiet for a moment, then she begged her 
husband never to separate her from such a dear possession, 
and promised, weeping, that she would in no way hinder 
the education being prepared for her.

From that moment, Mlle de Franval was placed in a very 
fine apartment, next to that of her father, with a governess 
of great intelligence, an under-governess, a chambermaid 
and two little girls of her own age, for her sole amuse-
ment. She was given tutors in writing, drawing, poetry, 
natural history, oratory, geography, astronomy, anatomy, 
Greek, English, German, Italian, fencing, dancing, riding 
and music.
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Eugénie got up every day at seven o’clock, whatever the 
season; she ran off to the garden where she breakfasted on 
a thick hunk of rye bread; she came back at eight, spent a 
few moments in her father’s apartment, where he romped 
and played with her or taught her little society games; 
until nine she prepared her homework, then the first tutor 
arrived; five came in all, until two o’clock. She was served 
her meal separately, with her two girlfriends and her chief 
governess; lunch consisted of vegetables, fish, pastries and 
fruit; there was never any meat, soup, wine, liqueurs or 
coffee. From three until four Eugénie returned to play in 
the garden for an hour with her little companions; they 
practised tennis, ball, skittles, badminton or running races; 
they wore comfortable clothing, depending on the different 
seasons; nothing constricted their waists: they were never 
strapped into those ridiculous whalebone corsets, equally 
dangerous for stomach and chest, which impede a young 
girl’s breathing and inevitably attack her lungs. From four 
until six, Mlle de Franval was visited by new tutors, and as 
not all of them could appear on the same day, the others 
would come the day after. Three times a week, Eugénie 
went to see a play with her father, in little private theatre 
boxes with gratings hired for her use on an annual basis. 
At nine, she returned home for supper; she was served 
only vegetables and fruit. From ten to eleven, four times a 
week, Eugénie played with her servants, read various novels 
and then went to bed. On the other three days, the ones 
on which Franval did not dine out, she would spend her 
time alone in her father’s apartment, and this period was 
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Note on the Text

The edition used is from the Œuvres complètes du Marquis 
de Sade (Paris: Société Nouvelle des Editions Pauvert, 1986), 
incorporating material discovered by Maurice Heine and 
published in 1933. I have consulted with great profit the 
translation by Margaret Crosland: Eugénie de Franval and 
Other Stories (London: Neville Spearman, 1965).
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