
Annette Gardiner 231697 5 Representations of Brittany 
(HPCS5014) 
Assignment 2 

24 January 2025 

Nature in Brittany is a very powerful thing bo1h in i1s physical manifestations and 1he way in which it has been 

represented in Breton and French literature. It has been so interwoven into 1he lives and 1he culture of 1he inhabitants 1hat 

it is possible to envisage 1he association being as old as 1he Celtic and Druidic roots of 1he land. It is impossible to escape 

nature in Brittany, 1he very fact 1hat it is a peninsula means 1hat 1he sea in all its different moods and guises is never far 

away. The landscape too has been well represented in literature as being hard and difficult to navigate wi1h its heary 

forestation, course vegetation, granite rocks and sparse roads. As if 1hese 1nbulations were not enough for 1he people of 

Brittany, 1he litermy descriptions of 1he most inclement wea1herconditions complete 1he trif ecta. Does 1he way in which 

nature is represented in poetry and prose differ if 1he writer originates from Brittany, an 'insider', from 1hat of someone 

born elsewhere, an 'outsider'? To discuss 1his question, it is necessary to look at 1he work of several writers who have 

included 1he 1heme of Breton nature in 1heir wotk. 

Honore Balzac (1799- 1850), was born in Tours, France.1 He is acknowledged as founder of realism in

European literature, being the first writer to use fiction as a way of communicating various aspects ofFrench 

society at the time. He was also an 'outsider', and it is generally accepted that much of his work disparaged 

Brittany, its people and its culture. This is particularly true of his early work Les Chouans, published in 

1829 . The book opens with a description of Breton costume which Balzac describes as being 'bizarres' 

(English: strange), he does not appear to have any respect for the local culture and later in the book descnbes 

people as peasants wearing goat skins. 2 The following extract is also taken from Les Chouans.

Having growled these words between his teeth, the commandant cast his eyes in tum from 1he man 

to the valley, from the valley to the detachment, from the detachment to the steep acclivities on 1he 

right of the road, the ridges of which were covered with the broom and gorse of Brittany; then he 

suddenly turned them full on the stranger, whom he subjected to a mute interrogation, which he 
ended at last by roughly demanding, "Where do you come from?" 

Frarn;;ois-Rene de Chateaubriand (1768 - 1848) was born in Saint-Malo, a descendant of an ancient Breton 

aristocratic family, he was an 'insider'. 3 He is known and respected as the preeminent literary figure in 

early 19th century France and for being one of the first Romantic French writers. His life work, Memoires 

d'Outre-Tombe (English: Memoirs from Beyond the Grave) was published posthumously in two volumes 

in 1849 and 1850. In Book I .  Childhood 1768-1777, he writes about spring in Brittany and how it is milder 

and starts significantly earlier than spring in Paris . He describes in detail nature's arrival in Brittany, 

describing the birds and the proliferation of flowers that appear. 

The clearings sprinkle themselves with tall, elegant fems; the stretches of gorse and broom glow 

with blossom that one takes for golden butterflies.' 4 

1 Notablebiographies<https://www.notablebiographies.com/Ba-Be/Balzac-Honor-de.html> [Access 1 0 January 2025]. 

2 Heather, Williams, 'Writing to Paris: Poets, Nobles and Savages in Nineteenth-Century Brittany', French Studies, 57.4 (2003), 475-90 

<https://doi.org/10.1093/fs/57.4.475> 
3H istoi re Pour Tous<https://www.histoire-pour-tous.fr/biographies/497 4-francois-rene-de-chatea ubriand-1768-1848-biographi e.html> 

[Access 23January 2025]. 
4 Poetry In Translation 

< https://www. poetryi nt ra nslat i on.com/PITB R/C hate au bri a nd/C hate a ubri a ndM e moi rsBookl .php> [Access 23J a nua ry 2025]. 
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Anatole Le Braz (1 8 59-1926)was born in Saint-Servais, Brittany 5. He was known as the "Bard ofBrittany"

and was a very prolific Breton speaking writer. He was very much an 'insider'. In his book, Au Pays des 

Pardons (published 1902), he records the Breton tradition of 'Pardons', religious feasts of the patron saint 

of a church, that he experienced first-hand. In the Pardon of the Mountains, he describes in detail the best 

approach to the town of Locronan. 

Behind lie the huge blue billows of the countryofQuimper; to the right the sacred mountain rises 

towards the sky, its great hump scored with deep wrinkles, where sprays of broom make one think 

of yellow flames running over the soil. To the left a green country-luminous green, yellow-green­

stretches in undulating verdure away to the ocean. Pine trees border the road, but do not hide 1he 

view, which smiles back at one from between the bare trunks; while overhead the aerial sound of 
their crested tops. 6 

Anjela Duval (1905 -1981), was born in Lannion, Brittany 7. Also an 'insider' Duval was a first-language

Breton speaker and political eco poet who wrote in Breton about Brittany. Recognized as being one of 1he 

most accomplished Breton poets and hailed a national hero, she was self-educated, and did not start writing 

poetry until she was in her early fifties, having spent all of her life as a peasant farmer. The following are 
the opening two lines from her 1967 poem Dibreder (English: Carefree). 

A border of flowering broom 

A golden sea gently undulating ... ' 8 

There is a delicate thread that ties these extracts together, it's almost invisible, it's just one word. A word 

that is synonymous with Brittany and one which appears in the work of all four writers, irrespective of 

literary genre or movement, irrespective of them being an 'insider' or an 'outsider' and found in wmk 

published over a hundred and fifty-year period. It is a word that is accepted as being a motif of Brittany. 

That word is 'Broome', a common deciduous shrub plant, similar to gorse, that is found on heaths, in open 

woodland and in coastal regions. 9 Bright yellow flowers appear in spring and remain until mid-summer. 

Despite its fine stems, it can grow up to six feet high. 

Despite having included a common motif, broome, in their work, each of the above writers has used it in a 
different way and for a different purpose. Balzac, who was an outsider, was writing using realism. He had 
no childhood or romantic relationship with Brittany , in fact when he wrote Les Chouans he didn't have 
anything good to say about the area or the people. It is therefore no surprise that he uses broome in a very 
straightforward and unadorned way. There is no mention of colour or movement, nothing that brings it to 
life for a reader. There is an implication that the reader will be aware of the harsh conditions in which 1he 
plant can survive, echoing the harsh words used in the sentence, 'growled', 'mute interrogation' and 
'roughly demanding'. 

5 Lapoesie<https://www.lapoesie.org/poete/anatole-le-braz/> [Access 15 January 2025]. 
6 Anatole , Le Braz,, Goetling, Frances (Translator) The Land of Pardons (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1906), p221. < <Access 15 

January 2025>https://archive.org/details/TheLandOfPardons/page/n13/mode/2up?view=theater > [Access 10 January 2025]. 
7 <https://www.anjela.org/oberenn/?lang=en> [Access 1 0 January 2025]. 
8 Duval, Anjela, and Leonora A Timm, A Modern Breton Political Poet-Anjela Duval: A Biography and an Anthology (Lewiston, N.Y.; 

Mellen, 1990), p. 160. 
9 Wild Life Trust<https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife-explorer/trees-and-shrubs/broom> [Access 17January 2025]. 
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