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Tensions on the periphery: Breton druids in Cardiff (1899)
Heather Williams

Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Aberystwyth, UK

ABSTRACT
This article moves beyond the more usual focus on hierarchical
relations between “major” and “minor” cultures to contribute to
the emerging debate on the importance of the relations of
peripheries with each other, by seeking out the hidden tensions
in a rich corpus of travel writing relating to a neo-druidic event in
Cardiff in 1899, to which a group of enthusiastic Bretons, mostly
from the ranks of the newly formed Union Régionaliste Bretonne
[Breton Regionalist Union], were invited. The main texts analysed
are by Anatole Le Braz, Charles Le Goffic, François Jaffrennou and
Frañsez Vallée. These texts are in French, Breton and Welsh. The
analysis reveals tensions within Breton regionalism as well as
tensions between two minority cultures.

KEYWORDS
Travel writing; pan-Celticism;
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Introduction

Wales and Brittany are two “minoritised” cultures situated on the western fringe of
Europe, united by linguistic ancestry and by similar relationships with globally dominant
neighbours to the East. Welsh and Breton cultures have made use of each other over the
last two centuries to a point where it is impossible to understand the trajectory of one
without examining its relation to the other. For Bretons Wales has often functioned as
inspiration, or as a political and linguistic model of best practice. Key instances include
La Villemarqué’s 1838 visit to Wales, the 1899 pan-Celtic Eisteddfod in Cardiff, and the
aftermath of WW2 when Breton activists accused of collaboration sought refuge in
Wales. There is a corresponding idea in Welsh culture of Brittany as an exotic, “other”
version of home. This special relationship is underpinned by a lot of travel in both direc-
tions, and naturally a rich tradition of travel writing has resulted from this. As well as
formal travelogues there are letters, shorter travel articles in the daily and periodical
press, and travel poetry, in French, Welsh, Breton and English (Le Disez 2002; Williams
2018; Jones, Tully, and Williams 2020).

Minority cultures are often enough travelled to and written about, sometimes in con-
descending terms, by a traveller who is a confident member of a major culture such as
French or English, and whose journey is conceived as a movement away from the
centre towards the periphery. Such condescension has received the attention of travel
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writing scholars, under the names of postcolonial criticism, and more recently ethical criti-
cism (Forsdick, Fowler, and Kostova 2014; Islam 1996). However, travel writers who belong
to minoritised cultures, and especially those who write in a lesser-used language, still lack
visibility within our field, as it remains under the shadow of a reductive “national language
literary ecology” (Cronin 2018, 4). Pioneering work by Michael Cronin aims to remedy this.
On the simplest level his analyses of Irish-language travelogues have contributed to a
re-centring of minority languages as a way of exploring the literature and practice of
travel. But further, he has shown how a major global language can become inadequate
if it lacks the vocabulary or turns of phrase with which to describe the distinctive features
of a place. Thus, English becomes “minoritised” in the face of features of landscape, flora,
fauna, that are unknown to it (Cronin 2016, 195, 197).

The range of travel texts treated by scholarship in travel writing needs expanding, as
source material to date has mainly been in majority languages (Williams 2019, 151), and
even when minorities are discussed, these tend not to be seen in full because a centre-
periphery model currently dominates our view. If it fully embraces minoritisation, and
the focus this provides on the role of mobility or displacement in travel writing, scholar-
ship can move beyond a reductionist approach to texts. As Cronin argues, the strategic
minoritisation of the major languages of industrial development can replace an ideology
of extractivism (Cronin 2016, 197). Voices within literary studies more generally are simi-
larly calling for a new attitude towards “peripheral”material: for Galin Thihanov there is no
clear distinction, and he advocates “marginocentricity”, in which “centre and periphery
become fluid, mobile and provisional, prone to swapping their places and exchanging
cultural valances” (2014, 186). Clearly it would benefit our field to “centre” the peripheries,
or in the words of Craig Cairns: “to refuse to write our cultural histories on the model of
nineteenth-century railways that run from the centre to the periphery and back again on a
single track” (2007, 32).

This article seeks to show what happens when the centre-periphery model is rejected,
and as such is part of a “loosely ethical imperative” in the field to “challenge dominant
voices and explore alternative means of intercultural contact and communication”
(Forsdick, Fowler, and Kostova 2014, 3). So rather than focus on French travelogues to
Brittany, or English ones to Wales, this article takes two cultures on the notional periphery
to probe the “lateral networks” between these rather than the “vertical” connections that
we typically find when examining the relationship between centre and periphery, or
major and minority cultures (Shih and Lionnet 2001). Furthermore, it takes a decolonising
multilingual approach, ignoring linguistic hierarchies, and heeding recent calls to treat
sources in minoritised languages on an equal footing with those written in major colonial
languages (Gosetti 2019; Phipps 2019). This approach, combined with close textual analy-
sis, will reveal the complexity of intercultural relations at the margins: it is much more
subtle than a simple brotherhood of (small) nations. My focus is on the rich corpus of
travel writing relating to a neo-druidic festival in Cardiff in 1899, to which a group of
enthusiastic Bretons, mostly from the ranks of the newly formed Union Régionaliste Bre-
tonne [Breton Regionalist Union], were invited, along with representatives from other
Celtic countries.

The Breton visitors arrived in Cardiff carrying the weight of almost a century of expec-
tation, as Celticity had grown in popularity in France following the Revolution. At a time
when scholars the length and breadth of Europe were attempting to prove that their
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nation preserved the “cultural prestige” of the Celts, the French had something of a “lin-
guistic trick up their sleeve” in the form of Brittany (Stewart 2021, 224). The Académie cel-
tique, founded in 1805 to investigate the Celtic origins of the whole of France, shined a
spotlight on Brittany as a precious last living link to a Celtic or Gaulish past, at a time
when the idea of Gaulish ancestry suited the needs of the new Republic (the Gauls
were favoured as the ancestors of the peuple). By the middle of the century, this
version of France’s collective past was well-established (Crossley 1993). However, the
Bretons themselves gradually came to favour a different foundation story and explanation
of their cultural specificity: that of the emigration of Saints from Wales. Guiomar shows
how the Breton revival gradually sheds the Gaulish/Celtic theory with increasing vehe-
mence each decade, culminating in the 1850s. Thus, a story of cohesion and reconciliation
is traded for one that stresses the difference between Brittany and the rest of France
(Guiomar 1982, 200). Rio draws out ways in which the Gaulish narrative and emigration
narrative were in opposition, in so far as the former grew out of French nationalism
(Rio 2012, 44), and the latter stressed Brittany’s “difference” (63). Other Breton nation-
builders liked to stress that they were doubly Celtic because they were both Welsh-
Celtic and French-Celtic (i.e. Gaulish), an idea that was embraced by key writers
Auguste Brizeux (1803–1858), Hersart de La Villemarqué (1815–1895) and Ernest Renan
(1823–1892) (Rio 2012). Anatole Le Braz (1859–1926) takes this line, claiming that the
Bretons are Celtic twice over because they are made up of émigrés from Britain and
Celtic-speaking Gallo-Romans, in his preface to Taldir’s poetry (Taldir-Jaffrennou 1903, ix).

Many Bretons certainly thought that Celticity was best observed in Wales, and this is
why Hersart de La Villemarqué was so delighted to make his trip in 1838. An ambitious
young nobleman, he was at the time planning what would become perhaps the most
influential book ever written about Brittany. His Barzaz Breiz (1839) is a collection of
Breton ballads that caused a bitter row over authenticity, but is now accepted as a
mixture of genuine notetaking and somewhat naïve embellishment, typical of its age
(Laurent 1989; Constantine 1996; Blanchard 2006). Formative in this was his visit to Aber-
gavenny in 1838, where he was fêted and honoured by the Welsh at an eisteddfod, one of
a series of festivals organised between 1834 and 1853 by a cultural revival group known as
the “Cymreigyddion”. Held under the patronage of Augusta Hall née Waddington, or Lady
Llanover (also known as Gwenynen Gwent), these were international in ambition, receiv-
ing visitors from Europe and beyond, and with scholars from France and Germany com-
peting in the annual essay competitions (Morgan 2007; Thomas 1978, 1988). With this
visit, La Villemarqué cemented modern inter-Celtic relations. Indeed, the Cardiff travelo-
gues show that the fin-de-siècle delegates were conscious that they were travelling in his
footsteps (Taldir-Jaffrennou 1912, 32). La Villemarqué was officially in Britain to study
Welsh language and literature in its relationship with Breton language and literature
and to consult the Welsh manuscripts in the library of Jesus College, Oxford, and had
sought the support of the Education Minister of France for his trip, thus giving his
Welsh hosts the impression that he was among them as the envoy of the King of
France.1 In reality, however, the highlight of the trip for him was the ceremony in
which he was made a bard by William Ellis Jones, “Cawrdaf” (179–-1848). He wrote
home ecstatically: “Je suis barde maintenant, vraiment barde! barde titré!! et j’ai été
reçu selon les anciens rites des Ve et VIe siècles, qui se sont transmis jusqu’à nous” [I
am a bard now, a real bard! An official bard, and I was received following the ancient
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rites of the fifth and sixth centuries that have been handed down to us] (Constantine and
Postic 2019, 59).2

In his letters home, La Villemarqué also makes the claim that “mon breton est entendu
de tout le monde” [my Breton is understood by all] (Constantine and Postic 2019, 60),
wishing to give the impression of mutual comprehension. He played a key role in promot-
ing this myth, which would become a motif in travelogues between the two regions (Wil-
liams 2018). As well as regaling his audience with the Saint-Cast story, about a battle in
which the French defeated the English because Welsh soldiers hearing and understanding
the Breton soldiers sing refused to fight their kin (Guillorel and Laurent 2007), La Villemar-
qué notably composed a song for the occasion: “Kan Aouen Eistezvod” [Song of the eis-
teddfod muse]. It was written in a rather opportunistic hybrid language that struck the
perfect balance between Breton and Welsh,3 which was subsequently exposed by com-
mentators in both Brittany and Wales as pure, enthusiastic opportunism, a manipulation
of fact to convince both sides of the closeness of their kinship (Constantine 2016, 226; Wil-
liams 2019). This willingness to manipulate evidence in order to further his own vision
continued after his visit, as Constantine has noted in a discussion of the Barzaz Breiz (Con-
stantine 2007, 177).

The Bretons at the pan-Celtic Cardiff Eisteddfod of 1899

The bardic enthusiasm felt by and propagated by La Villemarqué had developed into
fully-fledged pan-Celticism by the turn of the century, with the Pan-Celtic Association for-
mally founded in Dublin (1900). While the neo-druidic “Gorsedd Beirdd Ynys Prydain” [The
assembly of the bards of the Island of Britain] dates from a ceremony held in London in
1792, masterminded by Welshman Iolo Morganwg (Edward Williams (1747–1826), it only
later (1819) became associated with the eisteddfod. The eisteddfod itself then developed
into an annual, national festival, and by Cardiff 1899 was a major event lasting a week
and attracting thousands of spectators and competitors, supported by Cardiff council,
and receiving much media coverage. At this Cardiff iteration there was enhanced pagean-
try with new druidic costumes and accessories designed by Hubert von Herkommer
(1849–1914), and a brand-new ceremony that unified two parts of a symbolic sword.
On the French side Charles Le Goffic (1863–1932) had recently formed the Fédération Bre-
tonne de Paris [Breton Federation of Paris] (1889), and in Brittany the Union Régionaliste
Bretonne had just taken shape [Breton Regionalist Union] (1898), but the Bretons felt that
they had some catching up to do when they were invited to take part in the Cardiff fes-
tivities. Their reactions are written up in the following texts: Anatole Le Braz, La Terre du
passé (1901), alongside the private travel diary only published in 1999; Charles Le Goffic,
“Chez Taffy: quinze jours dans la Galles du sud” (1901, 1908, 1912); Taldir-Jaffrennou, La
Genèse d’un mouvement (1912), Eur wech e oa (1944), articles in Cymru (1899), Gwerziou
gant Abhervé ha Taldir (1899), Les poèmes de Taldir ab Herminn (1903); Frañsez Vallée –
serialised travelogue in Breton in Kroaz ar Vretoned (1899) and Gwalarn (1926–1929),
Gwerziou gant Abhervé ha Taldir (1899).

These show a conflicted attitude towards the Welsh version of neo-druidism. There is a
desire to copy a vibrant and successful model, and indeed a Breton gorsedd “Goursez
Gourenez Breiz-Izel” [Gorsedd of the peninsula of Lower Brittany] was founded, under
the patronage of the Archdruid of Wales, as a direct result of their visit, on 1 September
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1900. However, some of the travelogues betray the author’s need to mark out their dis-
tance. Religion, republicanism, and the Breton language itself were just some of the
fault lines in the Breton movement at this time, all of which demonstrate how difficult
it was for Bretons to strike a balance between being an enthusiastic Breton but also
not appearing unpatriotic towards France and the French state. A further complication
is the power structure resulting from the fact that the Welsh got there first and considered
their gorsedd to be the mother gorsedd; as M. Wynn Thomas puts it, “the Welsh could be
jealous guardians of their cultural ascendancy over the other Celtic nations” (Thomas
2016, 158). At times of conflict within the Breton movement, both sides would have
gained legitimacy by enlisting the support of the Welsh. In short, the relationship
between minorities is not necessarily easy, and even fellow minorities are not necessarily
equal. Our Breton travel writers show very different responses, with the contrasting
characterisations of Welsh culture suggesting the importance of language knowledge.
As we might expect, the two who had learnt Welsh (Taldir-Jaffrennou and Vallée) are
overall more enthusiastic and less critical of what they see in Wales than the two who
did not (Le Braz and Le Goffic). However, we also find that the writers tailor their
message to their intended readership. The pressure on Bretons to find an acceptable
balance between Frenchness and Bretonness becomes evident through a close reading
of the texts generated by the Cardiff trip.

Unity with the Welsh, or the overseas Celts, is a motif in these Cardiff texts. They are
peppered with expressions like: “cette nation sœur de la mienne” [this sister nation to
my own], “mes chers compatriotes” [my dear compatriots] of the Welsh, “notre glorieuse
Race celtique” [our glorious Celtic Race] (in the singular), “nos communs ancêtres” [our
shared ancestors] (Taldir-Jaffrennou, Genèse, 32–33). The message is that “we” are one
country, one family (the words “sisters”, “brothers”, “cousins” all appear), albeit separated
by the sea and by an accident of history; and furthermore “we” have one language, one
tradition, one body of poetry. A visual symbol of this unity was the ceremony, held for the
first time in Cardiff, where the Breton half and the Welsh half of a sword were unified, an
action described as the first joining in twelve hundred years. Peu importe that the cer-
emony itself was a Romantic fabrication by iconic poet Alphonse de Lamartine (1790–
1869), in a poem composed for the Abergavenny Cymreigyddion Eisteddfod of 1838
(Jones, Tully, and Williams 2020, 109). However, beneath the surface cracks between
the two cultures can be observed when private notes are contrasted with published tra-
velogues, when textual variants are tracked through successive editions, and when a mul-
tilingual perspective is adopted.

Anatole Le Braz and Charles Le Goffic

In his private travel notes, Anatole Le Braz describes the Welsh Archdruid, Reverend
Rowland Williams (known as Hwfa Môn) (1823–1905), as having a frightening sort of
face and voice, malicious and explosive: “les grimaces de son visage glabre, ses yeux
de malice, ses soudains éclats de voix, terminés soudain par un rictus bon enfant” (Le
Braz 1999, 316) [the grimace on his clean-shaven face, his malicious eyes, his sudden
shouts, ending suddenly in a good-natured grin]. Also in his private notes Le Braz
suggests that surely the druids’ costumes are ironic? They are astonishing, and remind
him of a play by Molière: ‘m’a un peu rappelé Le Malade imaginaire […] les costumes
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prêtent encore à l’étonnement. On dirait des dominos de mascarades, de mauvais ori-
peaux de carnavals’ (316) [[…] reminded me a bit of The Hypochondriac […] the costumes
cannot fail to astonish you. They make you think of masquerade costumes, awful carnival
rags]. For him, the whole scene is comic, rather like a fairground minus the acrobats: “…
qui rappelle un champ de foire d’où les voitures de saltimbanques sont parties” (318)
[reminiscent of a fairground when the acrobats’ vehicles have left]. But in his published
travelogue this becomes a much more polite musing, where he uses the words
“beauté” [beauty] and “spectacle” [show] to suggest that what he sees is all rather attrac-
tive: “Il ne laissait cependant pas d’avoir sa beauté, le spectacle de ces druides blancs, de
ces bardes bleus et de ces ovates verts, évoluant, comme une théorie de mages antiques,
sur les fonds vaporeux de Cathay’s Park” (Le Braz 1901, 329) [It did not, however, lack
beauty, the spectacle of these white druids, these blue bards and green ovates, rising,
like a procession of ancient magi, from the misty depths of Cathays Park]. In print,
although he retains the Molière comparison, he is contrite about his unfortunate
thought: “C’était évidemment d’un effet plus magistral que n’importe quelle figuration
d’opéra. Cela avait toutefois un peu le tort d’y faire penser, et le visage glabre du Rév. Wil-
liams, sa mimique parfois trop expressive, n’étaient pas, il faut bien le dire, pour écarter ce
rapprochement fâcheux” (329) [The effect was of course more magnificent than any
opera. The trouble was, it couldn’t help but remind one of such a performance; and
the clean-shaven face of Reverend Williams, his exaggerated expressions, did nothing,
it has to be said, to banish this unfortunate thought].

Whereas in his private notes he was scathing, claiming that the ceremony leaves him
cold, and that he feels no sense of belonging, Le Braz’s revisions, and self-censorship,
make his published account more polite and guarded. The material that he adds as he
revises his text is also telling. He adds cultural referencing, for instance a brief note on
the emigration of saints as he sets sail from Saint Malo is developed to express a connec-
tion to his ancestors and a dislike for the villainous Saxons: “la tempête saxonne” [the
Saxon storm] (Le Braz 1901, 319). His revisions to the description of the train journey
from Southampton to south Wales have been analysed by Le Gall who says he rewrites
his initial impression of the English countryside in order to exaggerate the difference
between it and Wales (Le Gall 2002, 228). To convey his experience of travelling west-
wards towards Wales he introduces a reference to Ernest Renan (Le Braz 1901, 323), recal-
ling the opening phrases of the latter’s essay “La poésie des races celtiques” (1854), and
thereby inserting himself in a prestigious line of francophone Breton writers who had suc-
ceeded in mainstream French literary life. On the eisteddfod itself, he adds some gravitas,
for instance to his account of the sword-joining ceremony, and is also impressed by the
music. He does present Wales as a Celtic success, on account of its balance between
industry and culture, and its outward-lookingness (pan-Celticism), and goes as far as to
use the vocabulary of kinship “familiale”, “fraternité”, and to describe it as “une autre
patrie” [another fatherland] (Le Braz 1901, 321), but ominously adds “Vive la France!”
(1901, 332).

Charles Le Goffic’s successive versions of his Cardiff text can also be compared as he
made revisions to his published travelogue. First of all he contents himself, like Le Braz,
with mocking the spectacle. He also finds the costumes to be in bad taste and claims
that the druids look like they have rushed out in the middle of the night wrapped in
their bedclothes: “ce costume, sauf pour les druides, témoigne d’un mauvais goût
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parfait. Bardes et ovates ont l’air d’avoir été surpris par quelque catastrophe nocturne et
de s’être enveloppés précipitamment dans un de leurs rideaux de lit”, (Le Goffic 1901, II,
466) [this costume, with the exception of the druids, displays absolute bad taste. Bards
and ovates look like some nocturnal catastrophe has taken them by surprise, and made
them wrap themselves hurriedly in their bed curtains]. His description of the archdruid
is hugely expanded from this in 1901:

couronné de chêne, barré du pectoral d’or, la voix rauque et profonde, était d’une magnifique
couleur locale. Sa blanche silhouette se détachait lumineusement sur les sombres verdures
de Carthays-Park [sic]. Près de lui flottait la bannière bleue… (1901, II, 466–467)

[crowned in oak, with the golden breastplate across his chest, the deep, throaty voice lent
magnificent local colour. His white silhouette provided bright contrast with the deep green-
ery of Cathays Park. Next to him, the blue flag flew… ]

To this in 1908:

Mais Hwfa-Môn, couronné de chêne, sanglé du pectoral d’or, était d’une magnifique couleur
locale. Quelle plastique! Quel gosier d’airain et, pour dire le mot, quels coups de gueule! J’ai
encore dans les oreilles cette voix rauque, caverneuse et qui couvrait cependant d’énormes
espaces. Debout sur la pierre du Destin, il haranguait en “welsh” les délégations étrangères
réunies sur les pelouses ombreuses de Carthays [sic.] Park. Nous ne comprenions pas une
syllabe de ce qu’il éructait, et ses rugissements nous émouvaient exactement comme
eussent pu faire ceux d’un lamantin ou d’un auroch préhistorique. Sur sa tête flottait la ban-
nière bleue… (1908, 221–222)

[But Hwfa Môn, crowned in oak, with the golden breastplate strapped across his chest, lent
magnificent local colour. What a figure! What a solid voice and, not to mince words, what
yelling! I can still hear that throaty, cavernous voice that can cover vast distances. Standing
on the logan-stone, he harangued in “Welsh” the foreign delegations gathered on the
shaded lawns of Cathays Park. We did not understand a single syllable of what he belched
forth, and his roars moved us exactly as would those of a manatee or a prehistoric auroch.
Above his head the blue flag flew…]

Now, as well as sounding quite shocked, and using insulting language (to belch), he is
claiming that this vast, unforgettable voice is not understood – not one syllable of it,
which shatters the myth of mutual understanding so vehemently promoted by La Ville-
marqué. Contemporary Welsh descriptions of his voice concur that his diction and pro-
nunciation were notable: “who else could pronounce ‘ll’ and ‘ch’ like Hwfa Môn?” (Parry
1907, 14), but the stress in the Welsh sources is on how clearly and fully he articulates
every single sound: “Cai y gwefusolion, y deintolion, y cegolion, a’r gorchfantolion yr
un chwarae teg” (Parry 1907, 96) [the labials, the dentals, the gutturals, the palatal conso-
nants all received equal attention]. It is claimed in his memorial collection that people
flocked to watch him and specially to hear him speak (Parry 1907, 46).

When Le Goffic animalises the Welsh and the Welsh language by using the word “roar”
and comparing the archdruid to a “manatee” [a large and primitive sea mammal] or a pre-
historic “auroch” [a large, extinct bovine], not only is he subverting the “one language”
motif and busting the myth of mutual understanding, but by comparing Celts to
animals he is also aligning himself with a long anti-Celtic tradition. Balzac had infamously
compared Bretons to animals in his novel on the counter-Revolution Les Chouans (1829),
where we are told from the opening page that the men seem to fuse naturally with the
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animal skins they wear for protection: “Les mèches plates de leurs longs cheveux s’unis-
saient si habituellement aux poils de la peau de chèvre […] on pouvait facilement prendre
cette peau pour la leur…” [clumps of their long, straight, hair merged so easily with the
hairs of their goat skins […] one could easily mistake this skin for their own…] (Balzac
1972, 22).

Both Le Braz and Le Goffic are uncomfortable with what they see as the pageantry of
the ceremonies at the eisteddfod. While Le Braz conceals his true scepticism and aims for
careful politeness, Le Goffic steps up his criticism at each opportunity, and in his revised
version of 1908 makes another significant addition that marks out his distance and pro-
tects his ambition to gain French approval. Here, he makes the new claim that the Arch-
druid Hwfa Môn inspired terror in him, and that the only reason he took part in this
ceremony was because he was too scared not to, even raising the spectre of human
sacrifice:

Nous nous conformâmes scrupuleusement au rituel. Et, quand nous ne l’eussions pas fait par
courtoisie, nous l’eussions certainement fait sous le coup de l’espèce de terreur sacrée dont
nous emplissait la présence d’Hwfa-Môn. Cet homme est une force de la Nature: on ne lui
résiste pas. Il a bardifié un Jésuite, le R. P. Hayde; il bardifierait Armand Dayot, si ce farouche
anti barde, quelque jour, se risquait à Carthays Park… [sic] (Le Goffic 1908, 222–223).

[We obeyed the ritual absolutely. And, if we hadn’t done so out of politeness, we would cer-
tainly have done so under the effect of a kind of sacred terror that Hwfa Môn’s presence filled
us with. This man is a force of nature: there is no resisting him. He has already bardified a
Jesuit, R.P. Hayde; he would even bardify Armand Dayot, should that fierce anti-Bard ever
chance a visit to Cathays Park.]

What we see in Le Goffic’s work, by far the most substantial travelogue studied here, is a
careful distancing from the Welsh culture that he encountered at Cardiff, which had dis-
appointed him (Le Gall 2001, 309), but perhaps also confirmed him in his own career
plans. The ways in which Le Goffic distances himself can be subtle, as he clearly does
not want to upset the pro-Welsh camp. For instance, choosing to call the Welsh
“gallois” instead of the favoured pan-Celtic expressions such as: “Bretons d’outre-mer”
[overseas Bretons] that stress kinship. He is particularly opposed to the costumes associ-
ated in Wales with cultural revival, and was not pleased when fellow traveller the Marquis
de L’Estourbeillon (1858–1946) copied the idea and added costumes to the Union Régio-
naliste Bretonne’s proceedings (Le Gall 2001, 302). Le Goffic deemed these inauthentic
and patronising, only good for tourists. “Je ne me déguise plus en nigous’” [I won’t
dress up as a nigous anymore, emphasis in the original], he would later declare (Le Gall
2001, 304).4 A preface that he wrote not long afterwards for fellow-traveller Taldir-Jaffren-
nou’s pan-Celtic and regionalist poetry collection (1903) reads like a denial of Wales and
thus pan-Celticism. Le Goffic’s preface manages to avoid writing about Wales at all, only
taking account of Taldir’s rooted, Breton poems, ignoring his travel or pan-Celtic poems.
Le Goffic, though a part of the story of pan-Celticism, and though accepted as a member
of the gorsedd of bards in Cardiff, is only interested in the Barrèsian idea of rootedness. In
other words, he was a French regionalist who wanted not so much to reject Frenchness
and bypass Paris as to tweak Paris a little and make it more accepting of regional customs
and traditions. It was his ambition to become the next Renan (Le Gall 2001, 164; Thomas
2021, 233), and, just like that most influential of French regionalists Maurice Barrès (1862–
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1923), to be elected to the Académie française (Thomas 2021). This is why Le Goffic might
be considered pro-Breton but not pro-Celtic, at pains to show his distance from the Welsh
as well as the Irish models of cultural revival, as this is surely why he does not attend the
Dublin congress of 1901.

Taldir-Jaffrennou and Frañsez Vallée

François Taldir (1879–1956) and Francis Vallée (1860–1949), pupil and teacher respect-
ively, reveal a very different attitude. They made several return trips to Wales after the
Cardiff eisteddfod, and both spoke and wrote good Welsh, enabling them to publish a pio-
neering book of travel writing in the form of a bilingual collection of travel poems, half in
the language of the travellers (Breton) and half in the language of the travellee (Welsh)
(Taldir-Jaffrennou and Vallée 1899). Their attitudes towards Wales (and Brittany) must
be traced across different languages because they both wrote in Breton, French and
Welsh. Taldir’s respect for the Welsh Archdruid is clear: he writes a poem to him in An
Delen Dir (1900), and dedicates the poem “Les yeux des étoiles” to him in Les Poèmes
de Taldir (1903). He declares the Welsh language a “langue âpre et sauvage pourtant si
savoureuse et si nuancée” [rugged and wild/natural language and yet so flavourful and
so subtle], and so the archdruid’s voice is for him: “une formule sonore, qui croulait sur
les assistants en vocables rocailleux” [a sonorous offering that fell as harsh words over
those present] (Taldir-Jaffrennou, Genèse 34, 35). Neither animal nor frightening – in
stark contrast to Le Goffic’s pronouncements – the druid’s voice is praised for its strength
and power: it is a “voix de fer” [voice of iron], like an “éclat de tempête” (thunderburst)
(Taldir-Jaffrennou 1903, 399).

Vallée published a series of travel accounts authored alternately by himself and Taldir-
Jaffrennou in his Breton-language periodical Kroaz ar Vretoned. These included a Breton-
language pre-travelogue or anticipatory account of travel to Wales that Taldir-Jaffrennou
wrote in 1899, before he had acutally left home. In this piece he imagined everything to
be better in Wales. Most importantly, Celtic languages and Breton are respected there,
rather than disdained as they are in Brittany (Kroaz 1899, 77). He has various words for
the Welsh language: “the Breton of Great Britain”, “Wales’s Breton” or even “brezonek”
[Breton] (Kroaz 1899, 81), and refers to the Welsh people as “Bretoned deuz Bro-
Gymru” [Bretons from Wales] (Kroaz 1899, 82), all chosen to emphasise closeness. Some-
times he just uses the word “Breton” to meanWelsh, so as to hammer home the difference
between the two countries: a Celtic language is taught in schools and respected in Wales.
Better still, he explains, Wales has annual festivals, such as the one planned for Cardiff that
he is about to visit. So keen is he to stress the connection between the two cultures that
he then retells the Saint-Cast story, the story so dear to La Villemarqué.

It may seem that this pair of travellers, who can find no fault with Wales, have just gone
native. If Le Braz and Le Goffic were marking out their distance fromWales and druidism in
order to protect their positions as respectable players within French regionalism, then it
should follow that Taldir and Vallée are taking a risk. The evidence of their outputs is that
they were also mindful of these tensions between French identity and Bretonness. For
instance, Vallée’s report on the Welsh delegation’s visit to an inter-Celtic festival in
Vannes in 1899 makes the conciliatory remark that the Welsh brothers set a good
example in that they teach the Bretons to always remain attached to both their countries:
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“Breiz ha Frañs” [Brittany and France]. I have shown that Taldir-Jaffrennou is more cau-
tious when writing in French or Breton, but less so when writing journalism in Welsh.
For instance, the persecution narrative of Brittany’s treatment by France is stronger in
his Welsh articles; in 1898 in the children’s magazine Cymru’r Plant, to which he regularly
contributed a column, he claims that France persecuted the Breton language after defeat
in the Franco-Prussian war, and that the Celts of Arvor hate the “foreign” French so much
that they killed the cockerel, its symbol (Williams 2021, 202). Here he also condemns
France by using a violent image of a French King gouging out the eyes of bards (Williams
2021, 202). Just like Le Braz and Le Goffic, Taldir-Jaffrennou and Vallée seem very aware of
their target audience. A different readership encouraging a different message.

The tensions within Breton identity detected in this Breton writing are in line with the
findings of historians of French regionalism. The pioneering work of Anne-Marie Thiesse
on the literary outputs of the “petites patries” (1991, 1997), led to subtle discussion of the
French “model” in which “all local elements retained their particularity, but as contri-
butions to a broader entity that transcended them” (Gerson 2003, 230). More recent
work on the period 1890–1914 (Baycroft 2021) acknowledges the paradoxical nature of
the French celebration of diversity, noting that difference was only accepted so long as
it did not stray into politics, meaning that regionalist groups “had to assert their loyalty
to France constantly and to bend over backwards to demonstrate that they were not pol-
itical movements” (Baycroft 2021, 63). Baycroft’s generalisations about the “wary and
aggressive” (58) climate in France at this time are borne out by our Breton travellers.
The detail of their texts indeed suggest that it was risky for them to appear anti-republi-
can, or to resist French identity.

On their return to Brittany, some of these newly invested druids formed a Breton equiv-
alent of the gorsedd, and the story of its development provides further evidence of these
excruciating tensions. The fact that it was formed in secret in Paris, by Taldir-Jaffrennou,
Yann Ar Fusteg (1855–1910) and Welshman John Kelt Edwards (1875–1934) speaks
volumes about their fears of ridicule and religious objections (Bowen 1991, 383). These
fears proved real, as they were sometimes refused permission to hold druidic meetings
or ceremonies in Brittany because local authorities believed that they were anti-Christian.
Tellingly, the first time the Breton gorsedd was discussed openly in the press in Brittany
was in the context of a French President passing through Brest on his way to Russia. As
he passed through the Breton port in May 1902 the president was greeted by the
bards of the Breton gorsedd, and offered a poem in Breton by Taldir-Jaffrennou in
honour of the occasion (Bowen 1991, 384). This shows a Celtic identity that chose to
go public only when a safely French, republican, occasion presented itself. It shows an
effort not to look like a “threat” to national unity, and is in line with Baycroft’s character-
isation of regionalists as suffering “fear of suspicion of disloyalty” (60). As a result of these
tensions, neo-druids in Brittany were constantly in conflict with each other, along the
main fault lines of religion and the Breton language. Even Barrès, or especially Barrès,
that key player in French regionalism, and also friend and role model of Charles Le
Goffic, warned that the Breton language risked damaging the unity of French expression
(Le Gall 2001, 176). Though these were clearly a reflection of the French political context,
they also led to something of a power struggle with the Welsh gorsedd, or mother
gorsedd. Brittany resented the controlling attitude of the Welsh, but needed Welsh recog-
nition because the Welsh refused to acknowledge gorseddau set up in its own image that
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did not conform to its vision, particularly if these were un-Christian, and they refused invi-
tations and requests whenever the Bretons were in dispute (Bowen 1991, 400). Indeed,
the perception of the gorsedd as a Welsh import is cited by Le Stum as one of the
reasons for its failure (Le Stum 1998, 9). Thus, we see a hierarchy on the periphery, or
within a fellowship of minorities.

Conclusion

Analysis of these texts has exposed tensions. On one level there are certainly tensions
between the “petite patrie” and a French regionalism that looks towards Paris, and
Celtic nationalism that looked beyond France to Wales. On another level there are ten-
sions between occupants of “the periphery” of minorities. These tensions at the periphery
are only revealed by a translingual approach that rejects the hierarchy of languages that
has characterised research in the arts and humanities. I have adopted the decolonising
approach to multilingualism advocated by Phipps (2019), and taken the non-hierarchical
view of multilingualism in France urged by Gosetti (2019). As such it responds to the
growing call to dismantle the monolingualising (Forsdick 2017) tendencies of our field
and to re-examine the multilingual past and present of literature in French (Edwards
and Hogarth 2019).

The periphery was produced by the nation building exemplified by nineteenth-century
France, and the nationalisation of language, that was a big part of this, created “minority”
languages. It is worth stressing in conclusion that being on the periphery is not automati-
cally “better” or more virtuous than being at the centre. Analysis of these travel texts has
shown the periphery to be a complex place, fraught with tensions and competing ambi-
tions. On the matter of smaller nations forming brotherhoods of solidarity, Simon
Brooks’s recent history of Welsh multiethnicity has identified another complexity. Brooks
argues that in Welsh discourse, the solidarity between “smaller” nations can be rather fab-
ricated as it is exaggerated in order to prove a point. He attributes a valorisation andmytho-
logising of the Welsh people’s multiethnicity at the end of the nineteenth century to a
desire to prove that a small nation is not necessarily a narrow one (Brooks 2021, 81–85).
This “desire” could be compared to the tensions felt by Breton writers, and also suggests
the imprint of the centre on minority-minority relations even when these appear to
escape mediation by the centre. Mediation by the centre might be the very use of the
French language (as opposed to Breton or Welsh in this case), or it might include a reliance
on cultural references gained from a French education. More research is needed on the
forms that the imprint of the centre can take, but in the case of these Breton travelogues
and neo-druidism, it is the fear of rejection by the centre, and is particularly observable
when textual variants are scrutinised and a multilingual approach is taken.

Notes

1. Louis-Philippe, under the July Monarchy.
2. All translations are my own.
3. Published a few days later as a trilingual ‘feuille volante’, with translations into Welsh and

English arranged by Thomas Price. A number have survived in the National Library of
Wales and in the La Villemarqué family archives kept at Kernault, Finistère. In due course
La Villemarqué’s French translation was published in the Gazette de France.

STUDIES IN TRAVEL WRITING 81



4. This term is used by Le Goffic to mean a stereotypical Breton. It derives from the Breton “an
hini goz” meaning “the old one” (in the feminine). I should like to thank Ronan Calvez for his
expert guidance on this word.
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