Essay Two — Representations of Brittany (HPCS6014) - Heidi Wyldewood (2100492)

How useful is it to view Brittany’s culture through the lens of postcolonial theory. You should
illustrate your answer with detailed analysis of at least two of the representations of Brittany
studied.

Brittany has a rich culture, distinct within France historically. It is its Celtic heritage, and its
retention of province status up until the French Revolution, which makes Brittany a candidate
for the lens of postcolonial theory.! This paper primarily examines the transparently political
poems by Anjela Duval, to find the Breton voice. Then the romantic stereotype is probed via
the Brittany poems and attitude of Tristan Corbiere. Then attention is briefly drawn to other
Breton poets and the French the suppression of their native language. The findings conclude
that whilst postcolonial theory has relevance to Breton culture, it cannot speak to the whole
experience of these two individuals. However, albeit with limitations, the framework which it
provides does spotlight the inequalities borne by the people of Brittany, as expressed within
these writings. Prior to the main discussion is an overview of the history of Brittany and an
outline of the theory to contextualise the writings of these Breton poets and to identify any
relevant sentiments and recurring themes.

The Breton identity began to form between the sixth and seventh centuries as a ‘hybrid
population” of indigenous Armoricans and incoming Britons, who together adopted ‘the
Brittonic form of Celtic’ and a decentralised form of Christianity.? By the eighth century a
‘distinct people’, opposed to subjugation by their ‘Frank neighbours’, lived in the remote
region.? This identity survived Viking interference and endured the conflicts between the
English and the French in the centuries that followed. Louis XI of France deviously bought
the ‘right to the duchy’ in 1480 and, after his death, a bitter struggle saw the Breton
dukedom integrated into France in 1488, with official unity declared in 1532.> During
France’s colonial empire, Brittany’s ports and its hemp and linen trade flourished, but
recession hit during the eighteenth century.® Breton revolts against centralisation ensued,
until the duchy of Brittany was finally abolished in 1789.7 The nineteenth century saw further
economic decline; the increased loss of the Breton language; and mass emigration. The Celtic
Revival strengthened Breton identity prior to the First World War, and after proportionally
heavier losses than the rest of France, Breton nationalism rose.® Unfortunately, the actions of
the Breton National Party during the Second World War left the cause weakened, and
Brittany did not economically recover after the war like other areas, although in 1956 the
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Region of Brittany was reinstated.’ Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century there
was an aggressive suppression of the Breton language.'? The millennia-long erosion of
identity and the continued struggle for economic equality and the retention of the language
and cultural difference is that which posits postcolonial theory as useful concerning the
Breton voices of Duval and Corbiere.

Postcolonial theory emerged as the term ‘Third World” faded from use within ‘academic and
political contexts’ in the late 1980s.! It began as an attempt to acknowledge the struggles
that not only take place between nations, but ‘also within nations’ between ‘dominant and
subaltern groups’ or ‘settler and indigenous populations’.*? The moniker implies a movement
beyond a certain point in history, and an examination of the past in the light of current
thinking and newer developments.'3 Obviously, throughout history there have been many
periods of colonisation, and a colonising power may have once been a colony itself, but the
framework stands to contextualise and interpret the impact of the subjugation of people in
these various socio-political and cultural situations and is deemed helpful in the ongoing
challenge to inequality and any reparative work.'* Colonialism has been summed up as ‘the
historical process whereby the 'West' attempts systematically to cancel or negate the cultural
difference and value of the 'non-West'.?> Whilst the idea of the ‘West’ and ‘non-West’ have
to apply theoretically to France and Brittany respectively here, it is the following aspects of
post-colonial theory that are relevant to the discussion going forward: the deconstruction of
dominant narratives and the amplification of marginalised voices; the awareness that
economic disparity and cultural imposition or erasure may be a persistent legacy; the
observation of new identities where two or more cultures form a hybrid; and that social
justice and the dismantling of unhelpful power structures are sought in the continued
struggle for political, cultural, ethnic, and linguistic autonomy and identity.®

Duval began to write her poems in 1961 at the age of fifty-six.}” At this time, the idea of
Brittany as a ‘colony’ began to truly challenge France’s myth of unity, although the term had
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been used as early as the 1930’s.*® Duval, saw herself first and foremost as a peasant and
farmer, but many of her poems, composed in her native tongue, ‘deal with the repression of
the Bretons by the French; the call to unity and action to dispel apathy and to throw off the
yoke of oppression’.’® In her poem, ‘The Sun’s Eye’, Duval draws attention, a comparison
perhaps, to other colonised peoples.?? The people of the ‘West slept without a care on the
grey ashes of its laurels’, whilst the sun witnesses the horrors lived by others: the cold, the
hunger, the dying, the despair, the killing, the bullets, and those ‘under the yoke before
returing to weep on Brittany’s shore’.?! In another poem she refers to the fight for freedom
by mentioning an active, paramilitary group who sought to restore Breton independence.?? It
is clear that Duval viewed the Breton people as an ethnically and historically distinct ‘race’
from the French.?3 She links this race to the ‘fearless and daring Celts’, calling them
‘Ancestors’ and ‘Heroes’, begging them to awaken within spirit of the Bretons of her day so
that ‘Brittany may live eternally’.?* Duval’s grief is expressed too for the declining use of the
Celtic language, and she referred to it as the ‘magical language’ of her ‘race’.?> Breton is the
‘golden key’ that was lost, and that the ‘treasures’ of her heritage, could not be opened with
the imposed French language, the ‘foreign key’.?® These themes crop up in poems of fantasy
and childhood, not just those making a political statement, indicating that these sentiments
are ever present and ever nagging for Duval. For her too, the incoming technological
advances were the colonising means of yet further loss of culture. This progress brought the
French ‘master’ to Brittany, and overtook the Breton music, speech, art, and spiritual
thinking, and ‘imprisoned’ all that had been familiar to her in a ‘cage’ or a ‘jail’.?” However,
she also resisted the new for another reason.

Duval’s expressed sorrow about the changes that had come to her ‘Love’ and her ‘Life’, the
land itself, the ‘bare earth’.?® She railed against the razing of the hedgerow system in favour
of “agricultural modernization, intensification, and reallocation’, methods which she viewed
as a harmful ‘dismantling of Brittany’.?® Her earth trembled under the wicked ‘terror’ of the
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‘science of Man’.3° Certainly, when local environmental concerns are overridden in the
implementation of ideas then it can be understood as a form of colonisation.?! She voiced
too the anger of the rural people toward the ‘city-dwellers” who benefitted from the
agricultural sweat and blood ‘of generations of Bretons’, denying them equity and equality.3?
Using the metaphor of an ‘old mare’, she illustrated how ‘exploited” and ‘brutalized” Brittany
was in its ‘back-breaking work’ and ‘service’ to the ungrateful ‘French-God’.33

This same outrage was also directed closer to home, not just towards the Parisienne centre.
She talked of the ‘aristocracy’ and ‘the bigshots of the parish” dominating ‘the little people
who don’t have the right’.3* This Breton upper class might not initially be seen as a problem
of colonisation. As with many countries, Brittany has its own history of a self-serving elite, so
some issues may not initially be perceived as those caused by external colonising forces, but
these internal socio-economic imbalances are open to manipulation by invasive powers.>®
Vulnerability causes people to ‘side with the forces of control and exploitation” and when the
elite look to make deals with an incoming power against the betterment of their own people,
collaboration can look like welcomed change rather than internalised colonialism or
‘complicit post-colonialism’.3® Duval points to the ease with which the ‘The Conquerors’ are
able to take advantage of the desperate, tempting the poor and powerless into collusion.?’
Duval’s ‘web’ has been observed to operate via the powers of inclusion just as much as
exclusion, and the ‘net-like organisation’ succeeds because ‘individuals are like vehicles of
power, not its points of application’. 38 It is this insidious tapping into the ‘longing of the
colonised’, that Duval observed, and consequently called for Bretons to ‘wake up’ and to
build Brittany’s ‘dream’, not that of France.?® Therefore, this disservice from within, as the
treatment of a subaltern group, still comes under the remit of postcolonial theory.*°

With Corbiere’s writing there is another reach for the theory’s utility. His work was
deliberately ‘anti-lyrical’, he made fun of ‘the Romantics’ and he juxtaposed ‘Breton culture
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with the myth of the poéte maudit’.** His lived rebellion, against both the Brittany that he left
and the Paris that he moved to, informed his written protestations against the stereotyping
of Brittany and Breton culture, and his own ‘hybridity’, all of which offer a relevant
postcolonial apprisal.*? Corbiére lived during the Celtic Revival, which might initially seem
positive, advancing the Breton cause, but beyond the themes of death and disability that
dominated his writing, he subverted the emerging image of Brittany.*? Instead of the jolly
seaside he crafted storms, hinted at shipwrecks and cast ‘penniless folk” as wreckers hoping
for ‘huge vessel’ upon ‘their shores’.** He scorned the ‘leisure boating’ of ‘gentlemen sailors’,
and described his perfect boat as ‘rough and ready for the roughest sea, deaf to the weather,
oblivious of time’.*> He refused to pretty up the dangerous life of the fishermen, so dear to
Brittany’s heart, heritage and livelihood, stating it to be ‘nothing grand’ just ‘the bitter
grimace of the struggling sailor’.® Instead of the quaint coiffured woman he portrayed her as
death’s accomplice in an ‘Evil Landscape’ full of decay and sadness.*” His descriptions were
very different from the picturesque narratives of other poets and full of disrupted clichés
butting up against ‘popular sayings and obscene jokes’.*® His way of tackling themes through
the use of irony, fusing a ‘cynical Parisian voice with a naive Breton voice’, speak to his
complex and nuanced search for a hybrid identity; his rejection of ‘Celtomania’ exhibited by
other Breton and non-Breton creatives; and his dismantling of the romanticised ideal of
Brittany which encouraged the outsider to escape into someone else’s ‘Nature’.*? It could be
argued that Corbiére’s words stemmed from his own struggle with self-acceptance and his
disability, especially in poems like ‘The Toad’, but even though he is referring to himself, it is
still the ‘awful croak’ that is the sound of the Breton ‘moonlight’, not the more romantic or
poetic ‘nightingale’.>? His obsession with death might even be considered an alignment with
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Breton culture, and Brittany, which ultimately shines through as a solace, not an enemy for
Corbiere.>! Therefore his grim portrayal of his birthplace can be seen as resistance to
external projection and prejudice. Duval agrees with Corbiére, calling attention to the ‘many
faces’ of Brittany, and that the ‘Immortal Brittany’ cannot be stereotyped and cherry-picked
into pieces that fit in a ‘pocket’.>> Those who seek ‘solitude’ and ‘self-fulfilment’ in wild,
beautiful places and ‘through contact with the ‘other”, or those who look to protect and
conserve their non-native areas, often fall foul of ‘postcolonial criticism’.>3

Other younger ‘poets of decolonisation” such as ‘Paol Keineg, Christian Keginer, and Yann-Ber
Pirioubegan’ added their voices to the cause alongside Duval in the 1960s and 1970s.>* Like
Corbiere, they presented an unromantic view of Brittany, choosing instead to drawing
attention to exploitation and colonisation.>®> They demonstrated solidarity with other
colonised people elsewhere in the world and dedicated works to them.>® Their writings point
to another angle that cannot be ignored when critiquing colonialism: language and
translation. Many of them composed in Breton, taking ‘the trouble of writing their poetry in a
second language’, which they did not learn at school, only in ‘adulthood’.>’ This was a
political move, shining an uncomfortable spotlight on their ‘mother tongue’, a heritage that
had been denied their generation.>® Breton was not only not taught, at the beginning of the
century its use had been a punishable offence for pupils, and after the second world war it
was discouraged by parents too, seeking the best for their children.>® Pér Bronost’s poem
from 1902 talks of crying when he was given the ‘symbol for speaking Breton’, the language
of his 'Fathers’.®° Translation, even self-translation, from Breton into French is considered by
some a ‘kind of colonialism’, and an issue that is not easily disentangled.®! Is the use of
postcolonial theory presumptive then, when the Breton language is still not legally
recognised for example, and less than fifty thousand speakers use it every day, despite the
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local push for bilingual schools?°? It should not be forgotten either, that up until 1993 it was
illegal for Bretons to ‘name their children with Breton names’.®? It could be considered that
colonisation remains and that there is nothing ‘post” about it or that the legacy is still in the
process of unfolding, not yet forgotten.®* For Duval it was not over:

| have always been faithful to my motto
-1 DO BATTLE ON EVERY FRONT-

My life has been a battle.

And at the end of my time

At the end of my strength

| sigh!6°

Within the works of Duval, Corbiere, and other poets, postcolonial theory determines a call
for official recognition and promotion of the Breton language; for full agency over the
presentation of the identity of the region and people; and for the control of educational,
administrative, ecological and agricultural matters. However, it is limited, not least because it
continues to ‘privilege colonisation” as the default whilst trying to gain an understanding of
‘other people’s histories’.?® The paradox is that by using terms such as ‘marginalised’,
‘decentralised” and ‘subaltern’ there is a centring yet again of the ‘coloniser’, and the theory
undermines itself. Additionally, the complex nature of individual voices, such as Duval’s
experience as a woman and Corbiere’s outlook as a disabled man, are not addressed. There
are many adjunct issues, such as the treatment of the natural environment, gender, race, and
the socio-economically impoverished by capitalist, patriarchal, supremacist, or classist
constructs that would benefit from an expansion of the main tenets of the postcolonial
theory.

If economic exploitation, exertion of political control over a nation, and a systematic erosion
of their language and culture are the indicators of colonialism, then postcolonial theory is
useful tool to examine Brittany’s culture and history. Certainly, within the Breton literature
discussed here, grief loss, oppression, erosion of identity and tradition, and subaltern
stereotypes are borne witness to. Despite limitations, postcolonial theory can be an ideal
framework to spotlight the identity and experiences of supressed voices; to dismantle the
impact and structures of oppression; and to take reparative measures. The same mechanisms
that occur during the colonisation of a country or a nation operate in other dynamics,
therefore this one theory has many intersections which necessitate exploration, but its utility
in the specific examination of Brittany and experience of Breton people in relation to and
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perception of French power, is highly valuable. Its true value though can only be measured by
the impact upon the preservation of the Breton culture and language as it currently stands
and the reclamation or revival of aspects considered lost.
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