




Describe the relationship between humans and the natural environment in literature about Brittany. Illustrating with detailed analysis two representations of Brittany studied.
 
Two writers that cover the epoch after the French Revolution of 1789 in French Literature and with regards to Brittany in particular are Chateaubriand and Balzac. The first is credited with demonstrating the new Romanticism that had infected the elite readership and writers throughout France and emerged in other European fiction. Britain had its exponents in William Wordsworth.
 
Balzac is credited with a new wave of Realism that seemed to rival and in many ways thwart this idealistic, romantic view. This version of pragmatic events would also change the subject matter of the French novel.
 
Chateaubriand was born in Brittany, of aristocratic lineage, but rather impoverished at that time. The family moved back to Chateau Combourg when he was 9 years old, the building having been re-purchased and renovated. His father was certainly able to finance this transformation as a result of the slave trade, where he acquired his own business as a sea captain to transport slaves to the French-owned plantations in the  West Indies.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Wikipedia accessed19/11/2023] 

 
Taking into account the stories he published after his death  in ‘’Memoires from Beyond the Grave’’ we can see an obsession growing about the landscape and his soliloquizing in a personal form and as he admits from the following passage
 
Brittany is the land of great solitudes, and its nature is somber and wild. The sea beats against its cliffs with a dull roar; its heaths stretch away in limitless extent; its forests are dark and mysterious."[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Memoires from Beyond the Grave] 

 
Similarly, another quote further demonstrates his attention to detail being the great writer that he became, and his expanding influence amongst French writers and others.


At last, I reached the country of the Redones [people of Rennes]. Armorica presented nothing to my view but vast forlorn tracts of heath, impenetrable woods, and deep and narrow valleys, which were watered by small streams that no navigator ever explored, and which pour their waters into the ocean unnoticed and unknown: a solitary, sad and stormy region enveloped in fogs, echoing with the howling of the winds, and whose rocky shores were lashed by a furious/ savage ocean. 



`	I wandered amidst the granite rocks, I listened to the murmurs of the ocean, and I felt the melancholy of its waves, the solemnity of its cliffs, and the poetry of its deserted beaches. Brittany spoke to my soul; its silence was more eloquent than the voice of men."[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Memoirs from Beyond the Grave] 


It does seem in these versions that everything that belongs in the natural world is without a blemish and perhaps belongs to an egocentric and idealistic version. The romance is in isolation, the untamed, untouched landscape that permits undisturbed, uninterrupted, and spiritual overtones. Even when we look at the description of Brittany which contrasts with his experience in Paris


 Spring, in Brittany, is milder than in the neighbourhood of Paris and begins three weeks earlier. The five birds that herald it, the swallow, the oriole, the cuckoo, the quail, and the nightingale, arrive with the breezes that gather in the bays of the Armorican peninsula. The earth is covered with oxeye daisies, pansies, daffodils, narcissi, hyacinths, buttercups, and anemones, like the waste ground that surround [the churches of ] Saint John Lateran and Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, in Rome. The clearings sprinkle themselves with tall, elegant ferns; the stretches of gorse and broom glow with blossom that one might mistake for golden butterflies. The hedges, their length full of strawberry and raspberry runners, and violets, are decorated with hawthorn, honeysuckle, and brambles with curved brown strands that will bear flowers and magnificent fruit. Everywhere seethes with bees and birds; the swarms and the nests bring children to a halt at every step. In sheltered spots myrtle and Nerium oleander grow over open ground, as in Greece; figs ripen as they do in Provence; and each apple tree, with its carmine flowers, resembles the large bouquet of some village sweetheart/ bride.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  From the ‘Martyrs’ Heather Williams study notes] 


Heather Williams notes that this may not necessarily be a description of Brittany but possibly a mixture of scenes from his other travels, notably North America. He observed nature and the ‘noble savage’ syndrome which also became attached to Romanticism and the natural state of existence before the European intervention and colonisation which proceeded to taint, modify, and irreparably destroy a way of life that had existed for centuries and possibly millennia.
Perhaps the existence of the ‘noble savage’  as depicted also in Fenimore Cooper’s – The Last of the Mohicans – did not include the ill-treatment of the negro slaves ousted from their potential noble savagery in mainly West Africa. They did not count as recognised humans but only as a potential means to a profit and dispensable once their utility value had diminished or ceased.
It is noted that during the violent crossover between the Enlightenment and the attempt by the new regime to legislate changes among rural France and in particular Brittany failed. It was mainly Royalist and Catholic and the farmers had a better deal under the existing system, where they had security of tenure which could be kept from generation to generation and was profitable depending on the fertility of the soil and the area. It is also noted on p102 and following, how enterprising smugglers were in defying the authority of the customs and tax collectors, often threatening them with violence if they intervened. Local villages and scattered populations relied a great deal on the revenue generated and the entertainment value of clandestine smuggling and drinking.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Le Goff, T. J. A., and D. M. G. Sutherland. “The Revolution and the Rural Community in Eighteenth-Century Brittany.” Past & Present, no. 62, 1974, pp. 96–119. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/650464. Accessed 22 Nov. 2023.
] 


Chateaubriand, although not engaged in any military conflict on behalf of the Chounaerie in Brittany and the neigbbouring Vendee did engage in a mediating role as described here
n. Describing the violent clash between the nobles and the Third Estate over taxation in the meetings of the Brittany Estates in 1789, which he attended, he wrote, “I perceived in the middle of these meetings a tendency of my character that I have rediscovered since both in politics and in war: the more my colleagues or my comrades got heated up, the cooler I became; I looked with indifference on fire whether started by oratory or artillery; I never bowed to the word or to the cannon ball” (Mémoires, 1:210). But when Chateaubriand was finally driven by circumstances to take part in a physical battle, it was on the side of the aristocracy. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Chapter Title: FRANÇOIS-RENÉ DE CHATEAUBRIAND Book Title: Impossible Individuality Book Subtitle: Romanticism, Revolution, and the Origins of Modern Selfhood, 1787-1802 Book Author(s): Gerald N. Izenberg Published by: Princeton University Press] 


Looking at Heather William's notes and her summation of Chateaubriand's importance in line with interpretations of Brittany 

 Though Chateaubriand’s work is undeniably important in the evolution of representations of Brittany, he cannot be considered a deliberate ‘inventor’ of Brittany. Balzac, in contrast, did devote entire works specifically to Brittany.

The immediate difference and contrast  that Balzac brings is the concept of Realism in his vast collection of work[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Heather Williams notes] 




Balzac unlike Chateaubriand was not of aristocratic birth and his father was an exponent of hard work and thrift, but his marriage to an 18-year-old woman was a marriage of convenience and arranged as payment for a favour rendered[footnoteRef:8] [8: 


























] 

Honoré de Balzac was born in Tours, France, on May 20, 1799, the eldest son of four children of Bernard François and Anne Charlotte Balzac. His mother was thirty-two years younger than his father. He was neglected and unloved and his early life was littered with failed businesses and hardship,[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Wikipedia accessed 27/11/2023] 

Balzac traveled to Brittany and stayed with the De Pommereul family outside Fougères. There he drew inspiration for Les Chouans (1829), a tale of love gone wrong amid the Chouan royalist forces.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Wikipedia accessed 27/11/23] 

Intrigued by the people and the atmosphere of the region, he began to collect the notes and descriptions for later use. After publishing an Advertissement for the novel, he released three editions- each of them revised significantly. The final version Les Chouans ou la Bretagne il y a trente ans.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Publishe by Delciu , printed in Great Britain by Amason publishing  ISBN 9781501087523] 

This edition will form the majority of the content that refers to Brittany, in relation not so much to the plot, but the description of the people and the political background and landscape that holds the story together.
Various descriptions and background analyses owe a great deal to Heather Williams and her notes and lecture material.
As noted by Heather, Balzac became the bad boy of Brittany and chose to illustrate in graphic detail the composition of the Republican recruits, in fact, conscripts who were requisitioned to join the Blues and march to Mayen to become fully fledged Republican soldiers complete with uniform and military training to be used anywhere where France and its territories were under threat.  Balzac describes a motley collection of Breton conscripts on the march to Mayen. Uncouth, animalistic thrown-together would be soldiers with varying degrees of rustic non-uniform exemplified by skins and coarse cloth.

Balzac is often thought of as Brittany’s worst enemy. His condescending, condemning, and (for more recent critics) colonializing descriptions of Bretons in his early novel Les Chouans, has seen to this. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Heather Williams notes] 

In the opening paragraphs of Les Chouans he makes the following description of the Bretons assembled to go to war to join the soldiers of the Republic and the Enlightenment They who had promised so much for France, but very little for the peasant community of Brittany who were entrenched in the past and felt worse off if they accepted what the new regime offered in terms of land reform. (as previous reference number 5)
Many of the peasants, in fact, the greater number, were, barefooted and wore no other garments than a large goatskin, which covered them from the neck to the knees, and trousers of white and very coarse linen, the ill woven texture of which betrayed the slovenly industrial habits of the region. The straight locks of their long hair mingling with those of the goatskin hid their faces, which were bent on the ground, so completely that the garment might have been thought their own skin.
He adds that although not intentional this attire would promote fear in the ranks of an enemy, and the Royalists in particular.
This description of bare-footed peasants is either to demonstrate how much poverty this class of  Bretons endure or that they are happy to tramp about in bare feet which is the norm. The second option does not fit the event for they have to march through hostile terrain with no proper roads and infested with the much-vaunted gorse which every contemporary writer uses to emphasize the hostile natural environment. The distance, although not stipulated would be in today’s measurement some 40 miles, probably more given the nature of the terrain.
There was a mixed bag of travellers, some showing wealth and status, but they would never make a Chouan. Also, it is noted that the rough and ready among the troop wore a sullen expression as if anticipating their doom-laden fate. The opposite was true of the Republican soldier contingent who were at the vanguard.’ The Republicans alone marched with an air of gaiety’ p2 of the translated text.
It is acknowledged among critics of the French canon of novel writing that Balzac brought a new Realism into the subject matter of his characters and landscape. From the following description’
From the summit of La Pelerine theTraveler’s eye can range over the great valley of Couesnon,  at one of farthest points of which, along the horizon lay the town of Fougeres ... in the centre of which a meadow lay softly stretched, like the lawn of an English garden... Not a cloud could be seen on the wide horizon to mark by its silvery whiteness that the vast blue arch was the firmament; it seemed on the contrary, a dais of silk, held up by the summits of the mountains and placed in the atmosphere to protect that beautiful assemblage of fields and meadows and groves and brooks. P5 text.
Balzac waxes lyrical again giving voice to a group of young soldiers of the Republic pausing during the march and gazing in wonderment around them
The eyes of some roved among the copses, which the sterner tints of autumn were already enriching with their russet tones, contrasting the more with the emerald green of the meadows in which they grew; others took note of different contrast, made by the ruddy fields, where the buckwheat had been cut and tied in sheaves ... the admirers of this beautiful, who noticed with delight it’s rare wildflowers, its vigorous vegetation and its verdure, worthy of England. 
Could this have been lifted from Chateaubriand’s thoughts? and is Romance in the air with descriptions not by the elite of the literate, but by indifferent soldiers with no axe to grind about the hostility of the landscape. Could these same goat-like peasants be capable of tending the fields and bringing home the harvest? Is this a form of atonement contrasting the cliche-ridden words favoured by critics of the backwardness, and filth as exemplified by Arthur Young ‘s anglophone travels in Breton-speaking Brittany? Where does the reference to England come from, seeing that Balzac never visited England?
The fictional depiction in Les Chouans must be full of poetic licence regarding the events of the Royalist uprising because it is secondhand and not necessarily true in any sense regarding the historical facts. If we look at the only time that Balzac visited Brittany was in 1828
In September 1828 Balzac visited the home of a family friend and retired general, the Baron de Pommereul, in Fougères. He spent several weeks learning about the insurrection (which Pommereul had fought against). He pored over his host's books and interviewed the townspeople about their experiences during the time of the uprising. Pommereul owned a castle that had been the headquarters of the Comte de Puisaye, a royalist leader involved with a failed invasion of royalist exiles at Quiberon. This incursion had been aided by the Chouans, and Balzac began collecting events and people as inspiration for his novel. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  Wikipedia accessed 28/11/2023] 

The uprising which took in neighbouring Vendee took place between 1793 and the early 1800s and eventually petered out with no definitive ending but had largely ceased by the time Napoleon came to power and declared himself Emperor in 1804. We can see the notes that Balzac took from the general population in Brittany more than twenty years later would have been tinged with elaboration and possibly falsehoods and nostalgic non-factual reminiscences
In the story, it is the appearance of the Chouan with the bull-like appearance that gives the ‘ Commandant ‘ p6 his chance to voice his excruciating description of the man, ‘ the unknown man’ gives his name as ‘ Marche-a- Terre and ‘from the country of the Gars’ which is explained in the text as a relic of the Celtic Language. The Commandant voices great admiration for the historical nature of the ‘Gars’ and the area of Brittany where fidelity honour and war-like courage were the order of the day.
He makes a telling remark to his fellow officer ‘ We came for wool, but we shall go back sheared’
This foretelling comes true p15 The Chouan cry of the owl brings the Chouan conscripts their freedom and to join the ranks of the pursuing and hidden Chouan guerillas hiding in the woods and behind high banks and hedges. The ‘bull’ kills several Republican guards, before fleeing to the woods, and in the battle, many of the Republican soldiers are shot and killed
 Balzac proceeds with the writer’s device of running with the fox and hounds and making characters and descriptions entwined with a positive and negative interpretation as the story unfolds 
... a complete ignoring of our laws, our customs, our dress, our modern way of life, our modern coins, our language, but withal a patriarchal simplicity and virtues that are heroic, ... but unite to keep this region impoverished as to all intellectual knowledge than the Redskin as, but also proud, as crafty, and as enduring as they... 
There are echoes here of Chateaubriand and his travels to Canada, and the descriptions of the Redskins and the French occupation of the NorthEastern border of the USA with Canada
There are reams of good and bad analyses of Brittany and the Chouans/Bretons and it would be possible to decipher this as what Balzac wanted to convey to his readers who would have been, given the climate of illiteracy, that surrounded Brittany and France in general with divisions of language a spur perhaps to visit and explore for themselves. There is little doubt that Balzac would have read the works of Chateaubriand, although there is no record to date among researchers that they ever met or discussed each other's work. In passing judgement on Balzac and Chateaubriand concerning their impact on Brittany it is prudent and judicious to take into account the turmoil that surrounded the era from the viewpoint of revolution and counter-revolution. Novelists have carte blanche to invent and glamorize or not, historical novels as a genre, and this is evident in much of their work. Later novels and travelogue accounts are perhaps more evidential of the state of Brittany and its people.
Balzac chose Brittany for his early novel probably because of its remoteness, an ancient culture that had not been recognised as having any real value to a modern France hell-bent on reform and integration. The mystery attached to the uprising and its consequences represented a challenge because although it was recent past it had remained as a story untold and the subject matter would make a worthwhile story complete with invention and elaboration, inspired by his only visit. The tag of Realism had been made and he lived up to it. Also perhaps displaying a Romantic feeling like Chateaubriand to the landscape his venting could also be described as a reverence to nature itself.





 













Around Mézières-sur-Couesnon is the Department’s nature reserve, a haven of biodiversity with its wild mulberries and bracken. At Saint-Ouen-des-Alleux, the river Couesnon hides at the bottom of a wooded valley.




