MADAME DE WARENS.

In his old age Rousseau wrote that the spot in the little
town of Annecy where, as a youth of sixteen, he first met
Madame de Warens ought to be surrounded by railings of gold,
and only approached kneeling by those who revere the monu-
ments of human salvation. Extravagant as that utterance may
seem to us, we cannot doubt the magnitude of an influence
which left so profound an impression even half a century
afterwards, and Rousseau’s estimate of his indebtedness has
been endorsed by many of his modern critics. As Michelet
put it, Rousseau’s genius was born of Madame de Warens.

It is impossible not to feel curiosity concerning the woman
who so largely moulded the man who himself was one of the
chief moulding forces, not only of his own times but of the
whole modern world, Every reader of the Confessions remem-
bers Madame de Warens, but vivid as is Rousseau’s account
of her it is still imperfect and misleading. Rousseau’s own
knowledge of the woman whom he worshipped more or less
throughout life, the real heroine of his Nouvelle Helosse,
was indeed, as regards her history, in many respects less
complete than is ours to-day. It is only within recent
years that the investigations of a few men of letters and
research in Switzerland and in Savoy,—more especially M. de
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Montet as regards Madame de Warens’ early life in the Vaud
country, M. Mugnier concerning her later life in Savoy, and
M. Ritter as to her religious opinions and their sources,—
have finally made that history clear.

Francoise-Louise de la Tour belonged to the baronial
family who possessed Chatelard, with its picturesque old castle
on the hill-side overlooking the lake of Geneva, near Vevey,
a familiar sight to the foreign colony now dwelling near by
at Montreux and Clarens. She was born in March, 1699,
the second of three children, and the only survivor. Her
mother died in childbirth when Louise was still an infant, and
she was educated by one of her father’s sisters, who became
a second mother to her., Although her father married again
she remained with her aunts at Le Basset, near Chatelard, a
comfortable but rather humble looking house, with a wooden
gallery outside, on to which the doors and windows of the
upper floor opened. This house, which was situated on the
hillside some distance above the lake, and enjoyed a wide and
beautiful outlook from amid its vines and trees, was destroyed
a few years ago. There still remain a few of the splendid
chestnuts which once formed a wood called “Ile bosquet de
Clarens,” celebrated by Rousseau in the Nouvelle Heloies, and
now often called “le bosquet de Julie,” Madame de Warens
in character, tastes, and feelings corresponds to Julie, although
the heroine of the novel lives on a somewhat more magnificent
scale. This was so not only because the scenes of the real
girl’s life had been passed through Rousseau’s exalted imagi-
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nation, but also because Madame de Warens herself was never
absolutely accurate, even with Rousseau, in regard to the
details of her early life, and was always willing to magnify
somewhat the events of the past, and to leave out of account
anything which might seem unfavourable to herself. Itisa
reticence which, like much else in her life, has not in the event
proved altogether wise, for, as we shall see, it has led Rousseay,
by trusting to his imagination or to gossip, to defame unduly
the woman to whom he owed so much, and whom he so
sincerely worshipped.

We know, however, all the essential facts of the young
Francoise-Louise’s life, and it is not difficult to reconstruct it.
At that time it was usual for the rural aristocracy to live in
this simple fashion, and they were not therefore the less con-
sidered. The ladies of Le Basset were on intimate terms with
Magny, an old man of high character who enjoyed great
esteem in the Pays de Vaud, although he was the leader of the
pietistic movement, by no means an orthodox position in a
strictly Calvinistic land. Magny, however, was in touch with
the great German mystical movement of the eighteenth
century, which sought to bring a new freedom, a new emo-
tional depth, into religion. The Calvinism of her native land,
we may be sure, never had the slightest attraction for Madame
de Warens, but for the pietism which Magny represented,
although she never strictly adopted it, she had a natural
affinity, Its indifference to forms, its belief in instinct and
impulse, its tendency to sum up its doctrines in the formula

138



embodied in Saint Augustine’s saying : Love and do what you
like—all these things would certainly appeal to Madame de
Warens. In order to understand her attitude we may profit-
ably re-read the “Bekenntnisse einer schonen Seele” in
Wilhelm Meister, Goethe has here very faithfully recorded
the inner life of a woman who fell under the influence of
Moravian pietism. Madame de Warens would also have
said, like the woman of the “beautiful soul,” * Nothing
appears to me in the form of a law; it is an impulse which
leads me; I follow my feelings and know as little of restraint
as of repentance.”” But the “beautiful soul” added that the
impulse which led her always led her right, and that Madame
de Warens could scarcely have ventured to claim; the ele-
ments of her nature were less happily tempered. But the
reality of her pietism can scarcely be doubted; it remained
rudimentary, but it so genuinely harmonised with her own
temperament that it is probable she never realised how much
of it was due to the atmosphere which Magny had created
around her in youth. It would seem that she never mentioned
his name to Rousseau, yet the religious ideas she taught him
were those she had learnt from Magny. On the latter point
Rousseau’s evidence is clear. It is these German religious
influences, filtered first through Magny, and then through
Madame de Warens, which reappear in the “ Vicaire Savo-
yard,” and so often elsewhere in Rousseau’s writings, as a
mighty force which was to sweep away the cold deism of that
age, and may indeed almost be said to have become in their later
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transformations a part of the modern spirit.

Francoise-Louise was rather spoilt by her aunts who
were charmed by her pretty face, her precociously alert intelli-
gence, and the independence which was from the first a note of
her character. She had an eager thirst for knowledge, hardly
satisfied by the modicum of instruction in which a girl’s
education consisted, and she gratified her desires by devouring
the medical and natural history books which had belonged to
her grandfather, a doctor. She thus acquired that taste for
chemistry and medicine which never forsook her, and later
induced her to urge Rousseau to become a doctor. For
housewifely duties, however, and for domestic economy, all
the efforts of her aunts and her step-mother could never impart
to her any aptitude, and there lay a chief source of the mis-
fortunes she was plunged into throughout life. She lived
mostly with the peasant girls of the neighbourhood; she thus
acquired, and retained, the love of being surrounded by
inferiors, a delight in their admiration and subservience.

She was still only a child of fourteen at her marriage in
1713, to a soldier of good family, twelve years older than
herself, M. de Loys, who took the name of De Vuarens (more
commonly De Warens), after a village of which he had the
lordship. He was violently in love with his young wife. She
brought him a dot equal in modern money to something over
£7,000, and Magny was appointed her trustee, replacing the pre-
vious trustees who had disagreed over the marriage settlement.
The young couple settled at Vevey, whither many French
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