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Sébastien-Roch Nicolas de Chamfort was

born in 1741 and died in 1794. Thus he

traversed almost the whole of the latter half of

the century, that in France began with the

closing years of one great ruler and ended with

the accession to supreme power of another—the

century of social license and colloquial

philosophy, of encyclopædists and actresses, of

blue-stockings and wits. He knew every one

worth knowing—Voltaire, Madame Dubarry,

Diderot, Charlotte Corday, Helvetius, Mademoiselle

de L’Espinasse, St. Just, Marie

Antoinette, and all the other prominent figures

of that fascinating age. Most essentially he

was a man of his time, a misanthrope who

shone in society, a cynic with a curious vein of

humanitarian optimism.


About his birth hangs much mystery. A. M.

Mège has proved, to his own satisfaction at

least, that Chamfort was the lawful offspring of

a respectable grocer, but all other authorities

agree that he was an illegitimate child, though

they are far from being unanimous in assigning

his father and mother. That paternity is a

matter of opinion, maternity a matter of fact is

an old piece of wisdom, but in this case even

the latter is doubtful. The one point certain is

that the only name to which our author was

legally entitled was Nicolas. The Chamfort

with its aristocratic “de” was his own invention,

just as Molière was that of Poquelin,

Voltaire of Arouet, D’Alembert of Jean Lerond.

Influence won Chamfort a good education, and

at school and college he played the part of

youthful prodigy in two ways; he carried off

prizes and in the end was rusticated for writing

lampoons on the professors. A few months’

nomad existence in Normandy with two other

scapegraces followed, and then the prodigal

returned, was forgiven and became an abbé.

Lest he be accused of hypocrisy in thus taking

orders, I must hasten to say that no particular

sanctity of life or opinions was essential to an

abbé of that period. “The abbés,” says M.

Houssaye, “were amiable pagans living gaily

outside the Church, who read a different sense

into the scriptures from that in vogue now.

They went to the Court, to balls and the Opera;

they masked and dabbled in adventure—and

they said their prayers after supper.”


Chamfort’s instincts naturally drew him to

literature both as a means of support and as a

path to society. But, like other aspirants, he

found editors and publishers unappreciative,

and he was growing weary of his efforts when

one day he happened on an old schoolfellow

who had entered the Church, but, so he confessed,

was always at a loss for words in the

pulpit. “Listen to me,” said Chamfort, and he

delivered a glowing apostrophe to his ill fortune.

Lost in admiration the priest promptly offered

a louis apiece for any sermons Chamfort would

write for him. The bargain was concluded, a

sermon was composed weekly and the preacher

declaimed his second-hand thunder to the satisfaction

of himself and his flock. But Chamfort

aimed higher than devilling for the clergy and

won a reputation in competing successfully for

the Academic prizes then in vogue. The Éloge

de Molière is perhaps his most accomplished

essay in this direction, though it is of no

particular significance as criticism. With these

honours and the successful production, in 1764,

of his comedy La Jeune Indienne, we find

Chamfort fairly launched in Parisian society,

faring sumptuously every day—in other people’s

houses, petted by great ladies, for he was goodlooking

and had a gift for flirtation, and under

the affectionate care of the “nursing mother of

the philosophers,” Madame Helvetius. Henceforth

his career seemed shaped out for him.

Though never rich, he had too many wealthy

friends for penury to be again a menace to him

or his mother, whom, to his credit be it said, he

supported loyally; if his health was uncertain it

was his own hard living that made it so.


It is easy to mistake the real nature of

aristocratic French society in the eighteenth

century. We are apt to think of it as haughtily

exclusive, divided by a great gulf from the

classes below it. The great gulf might be there

in theory, but in practice any one of agreeable

presence, good manners and a pretty wit was

assured a safe passage across. To maintain his

position Chamfort had not, it seems, to play the

part of toady; indeed he apparently found the

opposite tactics the better. In one of his

anecdotes he tells us of a respectful admirer of

women who has to confess that, had he despised

them, he would have enjoyed the favours of

more. In like manner it may be that Chamfort’s

professed contempt for society endeared him to

it. The acidity of his reflections no doubt had

its charm for a world which delighted in verbal

encounters, in dialectic and philosophy, and,

while studiously avoiding the practice of

morality, showed appreciation of it by packing

it into maxims, dialogues, and tales. It is,

moreover, one of the redeeming features of a

corrupt and frivolous society that, as a rule, it

has a sense of humour and can laugh at its own

follies. This is what your earnest fanatic cannot

do, and accordingly when Chamfort, with

his power of seeing more than one side to a

question, aimed his sarcasms at the revolutionaries

in their turn, he drew down their wrath

upon his head.

OEBPS/Images/00001.jpg
Sébastien-Roch-Nicolas
Chamfort

breviary: Maxims
and anecdotes from
Nicolas.de Chamfort





OEBPS/Images/00002.png





