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    In Paul and Virginia, natural innocence confronts the strictures of society, testing whether a love nurtured in harmony with the land can withstand the world beyond its sheltering horizon.

Paul and Virginia is a short novel by Jacques-Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, first published in 1788, and set on Île de France—today Mauritius—during the late eighteenth century. Often classed as a sentimental or pastoral romance, it bridges Enlightenment thought and emerging Romantic sensibilities. The book is renowned for its vivid evocation of tropical landscapes and its moral reflection on virtue shaped by nature rather than by courtly manners. Its island setting, remote yet implicated in global trade and empire, provides a concentrated stage on which personal feeling, social expectation, and colonial realities intersect.

The premise is simple and resonant: two children, Paul and Virginia, grow up together in a secluded valley, guided by devoted mothers who prize simplicity, labor, and mutual care. Their daily life flows with the seasons—cultivating gardens, attending to neighbors, and learning from the rhythms of wind, sea, and stone. As the pair mature, the fragile balance between their intimate world and the demands of society tightens. Bernardin’s narrative voice, at once lyrical and reflective, offers readers an experience that blends idyll and moral fable, inviting contemplation as much as emotional involvement without revealing more than the initial situation.

Central themes include the shaping power of environment, the tension between authentic feeling and imposed convention, and the education of the heart. Nature is not mere backdrop but an active measure of right conduct, casting light on generosity, gratitude, and restraint. The island’s mountains and shores become a moral landscape through which the characters’ choices echo. The book asks how innocence can be preserved without isolation, and whether social advancement always carries hidden costs. Its meditative tone encourages readers to weigh affection against ambition, community against individual desire, and habit against principle—questions that remain uncannily current.

Bernardin de Saint-Pierre also situates his tale within a colonial society dependent on enslaved labor, portraying both daily intimacies and stark inequalities. The narrative condemns cruelty and invites sympathy while reflecting the paternalism and limits of its time. This duality encourages modern readers to approach the text critically: to value its humane aspirations and attentiveness to suffering, yet to recognize how moral sentiment can coexist with structural injustice. In doing so, the novel becomes a lens for examining complicity, conscience, and reformist ideals, and it highlights the difficulty of living ethically amid entrenched hierarchies and economic imperatives.

Stylistically, the book is concise, graceful, and rich in descriptive detail, interweaving travelogue-like observations with a guided, almost conversational intimacy. Bernardin’s attention to flora, fauna, weather, and topography gives the narrative a tactile presence, while his measured pacing sustains a mood of tenderness edged with unease. Upon publication, the work found a wide readership and was frequently reprinted, speaking to contemporary tastes for sentimental narratives and to a growing fascination with distant places. Its lasting reputation rests on the fusion of landscape and feeling, where moral reflection arises organically from careful observation of the natural world.

For readers today, Paul and Virginia offers both aesthetic pleasure and a framework for reflection. Its pages invite contemplation of ecological belonging, the ethics of care, and the pressures that social systems exert on private life. It shows how environments shape values and how affection matures in dialogue with place. At the same time, its colonial setting challenges us to scrutinize the moral fantasies that sentimental literature can sustain. Approached with empathy and critical awareness, the novel rewards with lyrical beauty, steady moral inquiry, and a poignant meditation on what it means to grow—and to choose—under the eyes of nature.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Paul and Virginia, by Bernardin de Saint-Pierre (1788), is framed as a story told to a traveler visiting Île de France, now Mauritius. The narrator meets an elderly recluse who invites him to view a secluded valley and then relates the history of two children raised there. The account unfolds in orderly sequence, from their origins to a climactic crisis, and situates the events within the island’s terrain, climate, and colonial routines. The frame emphasizes observation over commentary, presenting a clear, linear narrative about kinship, education, work, and faith, while contrasting the simplicity of rural life with the demands and prejudices of broader society.

Two women, Madame de la Tour and Marguerite, have settled in the valley after misfortune in Europe: one a gentlewoman left without support, the other a peasant who fled dishonor. They form a household built on mutual aid, joined by two devoted servants, Domingo and Marie. Their homestead is small but productive, and their conduct is meant to be orderly and humane. In this setting, Marguerite’s son, Paul, and Madame de la Tour’s daughter, Virginia, are born and raised together. The narrator stresses daily routines, practical labor, and mutual dependence, establishing the domestic foundation that shapes the children’s earliest years.

Paul and Virginia grow in close companionship, instructed by their mothers in religion, modesty, and diligence. The surrounding landscape functions as a schoolroom: seasons teach time and change; chores teach responsibility; and shared games foster trust. The children learn simple reading and prayer, guided toward gratitude and restraint. Encounters with neighbors and the island’s enslaved population are shown through this household’s ideal of benevolent order, which the narrator presents without extended judgment. Harmony with nature and consistency in work become hallmarks of their upbringing, setting expectations for conduct that emphasize duty, compassion, and a balance between independence and obedience.

With adolescence, distinctions sharpen. Physical growth and social roles introduce reserve where childhood ease once prevailed. Paul assumes heavier tasks and displays constancy and vigor; Virginia’s modesty and caution increase, reflecting expectations placed upon her. External pressures intrude: the need for secure income, the status attached to lineage, and the opinions of local authorities. The household’s pastoral equilibrium is strained by wider norms that value reputation and inheritance. While the adults propose prudent arrangements, the young people must navigate new boundaries with restraint. The narrative underlines the fragility of their secluded world as custom and ambition begin to assert claims upon it.

A letter from a wealthy relative in France interrupts the valley’s routine. Madame de la Tour’s aunt, seeking to repair a family breach, offers to educate and endow Virginia if she returns to Europe. The offer promises legal recognition and financial stability, yet it requires separation and adaptation to unfamiliar society. Debate within the household weighs affection against advantage. Counsel from the old neighbor underscores prudence and patience while acknowledging necessity. After deliberation, a course is chosen that honors duty to family and future prospects. The decision marks a turning point, setting in motion a departure that redefines obligations and tests convictions.

Distance reshapes daily life. In the valley, Paul continues his labor, guided by the neighbor’s advice and supported by the household’s steady routines. Letters and reports travel slowly, sustaining hope. In Europe, Virginia encounters formal instruction, etiquette, and expectations suited to rank. She is urged toward refinements meant to secure favor and position. The narrative records her politeness, reserve, and conscientious effort to remain true to principles learned at home. While opportunities arise, pressures also accumulate, and the contrast between measured island life and the rhythms of court and city grows clearer. Time passes, and prospects for reunion gradually appear.

Paul matures in quiet perseverance. He improves the homestead, studies practical subjects, and contemplates service that might prove his worth. The neighbor, attentive to character, encourages patience and fortitude rather than rash display. Nature continues as a reference point: changes in weather, harvest cycles, and the sea’s moods mirror his waiting. When word arrives that Virginia will return, the household prepares with restrained joy. Repairs are made, garments readied, and small gifts gathered. The community takes interest, and the coast becomes a place of watchfulness. The narrative’s pace quickens, shifting from patient routine toward anticipation and public attention.

The return voyage coincides with unsettled weather. Reports reach shore of a large ship approaching. Islanders gather along the cliffs and beaches; the household, joined by the neighbor, watches and prays. Seamen attempt cautious maneuvers as winds rise and currents complicate entry. Small boats are readied, and signals exchanged. The storyteller relays details of surf, reefs, and shouted orders, maintaining focus on what witnesses can see and hear. Anxiety mounts as daylight fades and the sea grows rough. The novel concentrates its themes here, as duty, courage, and restraint confront danger, leading to a crisis at sea that alters the story’s course.

After the crisis, the frame resumes. The neighbor, closing his account, reflects on the costs of pride, the claims of kinship, and the limits of power before nature and custom. He contrasts ostentation with steady goodness, finding in the valley’s routines a measure of order that grand designs cannot guarantee. The traveler receives the lesson without added commentary, leaving the valley with a clearer view of the relation between simplicity and security, and between status and sincerity. The book’s central message emphasizes the dignity of modest labor, the strength of virtuous affection, and the risks when social ambition challenges the bonds that sustain a common life.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Set on the French colony of Île de France (today Mauritius) in the mid-eighteenth century, Paul and Virginia unfolds amid the Indian Ocean world’s plantation economy, maritime routes, and tropical ecology. The island, claimed by France in 1715 and developed by the French East India Company, combined rugged volcanic terrain and coral reefs with cultivated valleys and a deep-water harbor at Port-Louis. The narrative’s time frame precedes the French Revolution, evoking a society structured by colonial law, Catholic ritual, and the omnipresence of slavery. Its domestic scenes—gardens, ravines, and modest homesteads—are counterpoised against an expanding imperial network dependent on trade, forced labor, and the hazards of long-distance navigation.

French occupation of Île de France began formally in 1715, when Guillaume Dufresne d’Arsel took possession in the name of Louis XV, and permanent settlement followed from 1721 under the Compagnie des Indes. Governor Bertrand-François Mahé de La Bourdonnais (1735–1746) transformed Port-Louis into a strategic naval base and entrepôt, built arsenals, shipyards, and roads, and encouraged plantation development with imports of enslaved labor. This administrative and material framework undergirds the novel’s setting: its apparent rustic isolation coexists with a port bustling with ships, officials, soldiers, and traders, from which Virginia must sail, dramatizing how private fates are bound to colonial infrastructure.

The Mascarenes’ slave regime was regulated by a localized Code Noir (1723), which mandated Catholic baptism, codified manumission procedures, and prescribed severe penalties for marronnage (running away) and insubordination. Enslaved people—drawn chiefly from Madagascar, Mozambique, and the East African coast, with some from India’s Malabar coast—rapidly became the colony’s majority. A 1777 census placed Île de France’s population at roughly 31,000, of whom about three-quarters were enslaved. Plantation coffee, sugar, and spice cultivation depended on their coerced labor. In the novel, enslaved domestics and field hands inhabit the same natural spaces as the protagonists, and their presence, care, and vulnerability quietly expose the moral contradictions of a society legally committed to human bondage.

A decisive historical episode shaping the novel’s tragic denouement is the wreck of the Saint-Géran, a French East India Company vessel that foundered on the reefs off Île d’Ambre, north of Île de France, on 18 August 1744. Approaching the island amid treacherous currents and bad weather, the ship struck coral; rescue attempts were mounted from shore, but the surf and distance thwarted many efforts. Contemporary accounts and later inquiries record heavy loss of life, salvage of limited cargo, and recriminations over pilotage and command decisions. Over time, island folklore attached poignant motifs to the catastrophe, including the story of a young woman who, out of modesty and fear of impropriety, reputedly refused to remove her garments to be hauled through the breakers—an image of virtue imperiled by social codes that rescue could not overcome. This wreck, notorious throughout the Mascarenes, provided a concrete local memory of maritime risk on which Bernardin de Saint‑Pierre, who resided in the colony in 1768–1771, could draw. The Indian Ocean sailing calendar, governed by monsoon winds, cyclones, and the perils of coral lagoons, made arrivals and departures matters of life and death; reef-strewn approaches and sudden squalls were widely feared by pilots. By mirroring the Saint‑Géran’s circumstances—an inbound vessel, onshore winds, panicked crowds on the beach, and a moral conflict crystallized in a moment of rescue—the novel binds its intimate tragedy to a documented colonial disaster. In doing so, it translates regional maritime history into a moral tableau about nature’s power, human frailty, and the fatal entanglement of social norms with survival.

The transfer of Île de France from Company to royal administration occurred in 1767, followed by the nationalization and dissolution of the Compagnie des Indes (1769). Intendant Pierre Poivre (1767–1772) introduced clove and nutmeg to the Pamplemousses garden, broke Dutch spice monopolies, and issued pioneering forest-conservation edicts in 1769 to protect watersheds. Bernardin de Saint‑Pierre, serving as a royal engineer on the island (1768–1771), observed these reforms, surveyed roads and harbors, and compiled naturalistic notes. The novel’s sustained attention to subsistence gardening, fruit trees, and regulated use of the land reflects this administrative moment when ecological policy, provisioning, and colonial economy intersected visibly in the Mascarenes.

Franco-British rivalry in the Indian Ocean framed everyday colonial risk. La Bourdonnais’s capture of Madras in 1746, the fall of French factories such as Chandernagore in 1757 during the Seven Years’ War, and Admiral Suffren’s campaigns off India (1782–1783) during the American War of Independence turned Île de France into a logistics hub, privateering base, and target of blockades. Wartime convoying, shortages, and naval patrols affected shipping schedules and heightened the chance of shipwreck or delay. The novel’s reliance on a fateful voyage and anxious waits for sail sighted off the coast reflects this strategic milieu, where imperial conflict penetrated colonial domestic life.

On the eve of publication (1788), antislavery agitation intensified in France. Jacques-Pierre Brissot and Condorcet founded the Société des Amis des Noirs in 1788, corresponding with British abolitionists and circulating statistics on the trade. Revolutionary debates soon followed: colonial representation at the Estates-General (1789) raised the “colonial question,” and the National Convention decreed abolition in French territories on 4 February 1794 (8 Pluviôse An II), though the Mascarenes largely refused promulgation. Napoleon reinstated slavery in 1802. Although Paul and Virginia predates these measures, its sympathetic portrayal of enslaved people, critique of colonial mores, and emphasis on natural equality aligned with the data-driven, humanitarian arguments reshaping metropolitan policy discussions.

The book operates as a veiled social and political critique by staging private virtue within structures of law, property, and empire. It indicts slavery’s everyday violences through scenes of dependency and care that render the enslaved fully human against a legal order that denies their personhood. It exposes class and status imperatives—dowry, patronage, and respectability—that compel Virginia’s voyage and destroy both protagonists. By contrasting subsistence labor and mutual aid with plantation accumulation and port commerce, it challenges the moral legitimacy of colonial wealth. The fatal shipwreck, historicized in local memory, becomes a political emblem of a society whose codes and hierarchies prove deadlier than the sea.
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In introducing to the Public the present edition of this well known and affecting Tale,—the chef d'oeuvre[4][1] of its gifted author, the Publishers take occasion to say, that it affords them no little gratification, to apprise the numerous admirers of "Paul and Virginia," that the entire work of St. Pierre is now presented to them. All the previous editions have been disfigured by interpolations, and mutilated by numerous omissions and alterations, which have had the effect of reducing it from the rank of a Philosophical Tale, to the level of a mere story for children.

Of the merits of "Paul and Virginia," it is hardly necessary to utter a word; it tells its own story eloquently and impressively, and in a language simple, natural and true, it touches the common heart of the world. There are but few works that have obtained a greater degree of popularity, none are more deserving it; and the Publishers cannot therefore refrain from expressing a hope that their efforts in thus giving a faithful transcript of the work,—an acknowledged classic by the European world,—may be, in some degree, instrumental in awakening here, at home, a taste for those higher works of Fancy, which, while they seek to elevate and strengthen the understanding, instruct and purify the heart. It is in this character that the Tale of "Paul and Virginia" ranks pre-eminent. [Prepared from an edition published by Porter & Coates, Philadelphia, U.S.A.]
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Love of Nature, that strong feeling of enthusiasm which leads to profound admiration of the whole works of creation, belongs, it may be presumed, to a certain peculiarity of organization, and has, no doubt, existed in different individuals from the beginning of the world. The old poets and philosophers, romance writers, and troubadours, had all looked upon Nature with observing and admiring eyes. They have most of them given incidentally charming pictures of spring, of the setting sun, of particular spots, and of favourite flowers.

There are few writers of note, of any country, or of any age, from whom quotations might not be made in proof of the love with which they regarded Nature. And this remark applies as much to religious and philosophic writers as to poets,—equally to Plato, St. Francois de Sales, Bacon, and Fenelon, as to Shakespeare, Racine, Calderon, or Burns; for from no really philosophic or religious doctrine can the love of the works of Nature be excluded.

But before the days of Jean Jacques Rousseau, Buffon, and Bernardin de St. Pierre, this love of Nature had not been expressed in all its intensity. Until their day, it had not been written on exclusively. The lovers of Nature were not, till then, as they may perhaps since be considered, a sect apart. Though perfectly sincere in all the adorations they offered, they were less entirely, and certainly less diligently and constantly, her adorers.

It is the great praise of Bernardin de St. Pierre, that coming immediately after Rousseau and Buffon, and being one of the most proficient writers of the same school, he was in no degree their imitator, but perfectly original and new. He intuitively perceived the immensity of the subject he intended to explore, and has told us that no day of his life passed without his collecting some valuable materials for his writings. In the divine works of Nature, he diligently sought to discover her laws. It was his early intention not to begin to write until he had ceased to observe; but he found observation endless, and that he was "like a child who with a shell digs a hole in the sand to receive the waters of the ocean." He elsewhere humbly says, that not only the general history of Nature, but even that of the smallest plant, was far beyond his ability. Before, however, speaking further of him as an author, it will be necessary to recapitulate the chief events of his life.

HENRI-JACQUES BERNARDIN DE ST. PIERRE, was born at Havre in 1737. He always considered himself descended from that Eustache de St. Pierre[2], who is said by Froissart, (and I believe by Froissart only), to have so generously offered himself as a victim to appease the wrath of Edward the Third against Calais. He, with his companions in virtue, it is also said, was saved by the intercession of Queen Philippa. In one of his smaller works, Bernardin asserts this descent, and it was certainly one of which he might be proud. Many anecdotes are related of his childhood, indicative of the youthful author,—of his strong love of Nature, and his humanity to animals.

That "the child is the father of the man," has been seldom more strongly illustrated. There is a story of a cat, which, when related by him many years afterwards to Rousseau, caused that philosopher to shed tears. At eight years of age, he took the greatest pleasure in the regular culture of his garden; and possibly then stored up some of the ideas which afterwards appeared in the "Fraisier." His sympathy with all living things was extreme.

In "Paul and Virginia," he praises, with evident satisfaction, their meal of milk and eggs, which had not cost any animal its life. It has been remarked, and possibly with truth, that every tenderly disposed heart, deeply imbued with a love of Nature, is at times somewhat Braminical[3]. St. Pierre's certainly was.

When quite young, he advanced with a clenched fist towards a carter who was ill-treating a horse. And when taken for the first time, by his father, to Rouen, having the towers of the cathedral pointed out to him, he exclaimed, "My God! how high they fly." Every one present naturally laughed. Bernardin had only noticed the flight of some swallows who had built their nests there. He thus early revealed those instincts which afterwards became the guidance of his life: the strength of which possibly occasioned his too great indifference to all monuments of art. The love of study and of solitude were also characteristics of his childhood. His temper is said to have been moody, impetuous, and intractable. Whether this faulty temper may not have been produced or rendered worse by mismanagement, cannot not be ascertained. It, undoubtedly became afterwards, to St. Pierre a fruitful source of misfortune and of woe.

The reading of voyages was with him, even in childhood, almost a passion. At twelve years of age, his whole soul was occupied by Robinson Crusoe[5] and his island. His romantic love of adventure seeming to his parents to announce a predilection in favour of the sea, he was sent by them with one of his uncles to Martinique. But St. Pierre had not sufficiently practised the virtue of obedience to submit, as was necessary, to the discipline of a ship. He was afterwards placed with the Jesuits at Caen, with whom he made immense progress in his studies. But, it is to be feared, he did not conform too well to the regulations of the college, for he conceived, from that time, the greatest detestation for places of public education. And this aversion he has frequently testified in his writings. While devoted to his books of travels, he in turn anticipated being a Jesuit, a missionary or a martyr; but his family at length succeeded in establishing him at Rouen, where he completed his studies with brilliant success, in 1757. He soon after obtained a commission as an engineer, with a salary of one hundred louis. In this capacity he was sent (1760) to Dusseldorf, under the command of Count St. Germain. This was a career in which he might have acquired both honour and fortune; but, most unhappily for St. Pierre, he looked upon the useful and necessary etiquettes of life as so many unworthy prejudices. Instead of conforming to them, he sought to trample on them. In addition, he evinced some disposition to rebel against his commander, and was unsocial with his equals. It is not, therefore, to be wondered at, that at this unfortunate period of his existence, he made himself enemies; or that, notwithstanding his great talents, or the coolness he had exhibited in moments of danger, he should have been sent back to France. Unwelcome, under these circumstances, to his family, he was ill received by all.

It is a lesson yet to be learned, that genius gives no charter for the indulgence of error,—a truth yet to be remembered, that only a small portion of the world will look with leniency on the failings of the highly-gifted; and, that from themselves, the consequences of their own actions can never be averted. It is yet, alas! to be added to the convictions of the ardent in mind, that no degree of excellence in science or literature, not even the immortality of a name can exempt its possessor from obedience to moral discipline; or give him happiness, unless "temper's image" be stamped on his daily words and actions. St. Pierre's life was sadly embittered by his own conduct. The adventurous life he led after his return from Dusseldorf, some of the circumstances of which exhibited him in an unfavourable light to others, tended, perhaps, to tinge his imagination with that wild and tender melancholy so prevalent in his writings. A prize in the lottery had just doubled his very slender means of existence, when he obtained the appointment of geographical engineer, and was sent to Malta. The Knights of the Order were at this time expecting to be attacked by the Turks. Having already been in the service, it was singular that St. Pierre should have had the imprudence to sail without his commission. He thus subjected himself to a thousand disagreeables, for the officers would not recognize him as one of themselves. The effects of their neglect on his mind were tremendous; his reason for a time seemed almost disturbed by the mortifications he suffered. After receiving an insufficient indemnity for the expenses of his voyage, St. Pierre returned to France, there to endure fresh misfortunes.

Not being able to obtain any assistance from the ministry or his family, he resolved on giving lessons in the mathematics. But St. Pierre was less adapted than most others for succeeding in the apparently easy, but really ingenious and difficult, art of teaching. When education is better understood, it will be more generally acknowledged, that, to impart instruction with success, a teacher must possess deeper intelligence than is implied by the profoundest skill in any one branch of science or of art. All minds, even to the youngest, require, while being taught, the utmost compliance and consideration; and these qualities can scarcely be properly exercised without a true knowledge of the human heart, united to much practical patience. St. Pierre, at this period of his life, certainly did not possess them. It is probable that Rousseau, when he attempted in his youth to give lessons in music, not knowing any thing whatever of music, was scarcely less fitted for the task of instruction, than St. Pierre with all his mathematical knowledge. The pressure of poverty drove him to Holland. He was well received at Amsterdam, by a French refugee named Mustel, who edited a popular journal there, and who procured him employment, with handsome remuneration. St. Pierre did not, however, remain long satisfied with this quiet mode of existence. Allured by the encouraging reception given by Catherine II. to foreigners, he set out for St. Petersburg. Here, until he obtained the protection of the Marechal de Munich, and the friendship of Duval, he had again to contend with poverty. The latter generously opened to him his purse and by the Marechal he was introduced to Villebois, the Grand Master of Artillery, and by him presented to the Empress. St. Pierre was so handsome, that by some of his friends it was supposed, perhaps, too, hoped, that he would supersede Orloff in the favor of Catherine. But more honourable illusions, though they were but illusions, occupied his own mind. He neither sought nor wished to captivate the Empress. His ambition was to establish a republic on the shores of the lake Aral, of which in imitation of Plato or Rousseau, he was to be the legislator. Pre-occupied with the reformation of despotism, he did not sufficiently look into his own heart, or seek to avoid a repetition of the same errors that had already changed friends into enemies, and been such a terrible barrier to his success in life. His mind was already morbid, and in fancying that others did not understand him, he forgot that he did not understand others. The Empress, with the rank of captain, bestowed on him a grant of fifteen hundred francs; but when General Dubosquet proposed to take him with him to examine the military position of Finland, his only anxiety seemed to be to return to France: still he went to Finland; and his own notes of his occupations and experiments on that expedition prove, that he gave himself up in all diligence to considerations of attack and defence. He, who loved Nature so intently, seems only to have seen in the extensive and majestic forests of the north, a theatre of war. In this instance, he appears to have stifled every emotion of admiration, and to have beheld, alike, cities and countries in his character of military surveyor.

On his return to St. Petersburg, he found his protector Villebois, disgraced. St. Pierre then resolved on espousing the cause



















 "Nature never did betray,
 The heart that loved her."











 (*) Occasioned, according to St. Pierre, by the melting of
 the ice at the Poles.






 [For the facts contained in this brief Memoir, I am indebted
 to St. Pierre's own works, to the "Biographie Universelle,"
 to the "Essai sur la Vie et les Ouvrages de Bernardin de St.
 Pierre," by M. Aime Martin, and to the very excellent and
 interesting "Notice Historique et Litteraire," of M. Sainte-
 Beauve.]











PAUL AND VIRGINIA


Table of Contents































OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre

id

Virgin





OEBPS/text/00002.png





