The Dead Can Dance.  Sarah Carver 
Oral recollections of death practices, superstitions, belief, and folklore were captured and preserved in Anatole Le Braz’s Legende de la Mort chez les Bretons Armoricans ‘Death Legends in Coastal Brittany,’ published in 1893. The criticism of La Braz in this context may accuse him of nostalgia, However, in his defence I would argue Le Braz is the literary embalmer of the individual and the collective memory. Necromancer of collective cultural death experiences. Spirit box of generations of silenced voices.
Breton ritual observances of the  dead, images, literature, narratives, produced inside and outside Brittany. Visual and textual representations of the rituals, and memorial practices in Brittany and specifically on the coast, have been the source of tourist interest, and travelogues for centuries. Pilgrimages to the Pardons, to the Wall of the Disappeared, to the Dolmens and Menhirs that traverse the landscape. Death tourism is not a new concept, and it is not specific to Brittany. It could be argued that Brittany's reverence of the dead has been exploited, manipulated, and misunderstood ‘The material and local particularities of peasant women’s mourning practices constitute a specific aesthetic economy of rural genre, articulated in oral narratives, literature, popular imagery’[footnoteRef:28831] [28831:  Maura Coughlin, ‘Spectacle, Maintenance and Materiality: Women and Death in Modern Brittany’ English and Cultural Studies Journal Articles, 41 (2013) 191-205   p.191    < https://digitalcommons.bryant.edu/eng_jou/41>
 ] 

The tragic Breton fishermen remembered on the Wall of the Disappeared at Sea, in Ploubazlanec cemetery[footnoteRef:20405] is poignant, profound, and alive with grief deposited with every wail, and every plaque. The coastline of Brittany is treacherous, littered with wrecks, rocks, and skeletons. Brittany is a land that has lost, and a sea that has claimed. The mortal remains forever held by the tides, and forever mourned at the wall. The psychological closure of death denied, in the absence of the physical to bury. The wall is a surrogate grief councillor, conduit of memories, substitute for the bodies, and a replacement for the cemetery. [20405:  Maura,Coughlin,  ‘Representing Heritage And Loss On The Brittany Coast: Sites, Things And Absence’  English And Cultural Studies Journal Articles. 39.(2012)                                                                                          <  https://digitalcommons.bryant.edu/eng_jou/39 > 1- 19 p. 4-5
] 

Tristan Corbière understood the sea, he sailed it, and on occasion he was deliberately reckless with his life, and with his regard for nature's fury. Corbière, was rumoured to have been nicknamed Ankou for his gaunt and deathly appearance, but  Corbière did not fear death, he knew he could not outsail it. The squeaky wheeled cart of the Ankou was never far from his reality, death was not taboo, he challenged it, and  he respected it.
Corbière detested false romanticised representations of Brittany, specifically those that sought to cloak death in melancholic sentimentality, The End /La Fin[footnoteRef:10973] is his response to Victor Hugo’s romanticised death at sea poem Oceano Nox.  Corbière rejects Hugo’s sentimental dialogue, and as Katherine Lunn-Rockliffe rightly states ‘Corbière’s most blatant irony is directed at the excesses of Romantic lyricism.’[footnoteRef:25243] Hugo was not a Breton like Corbière, but had spent periods of his life in Brittany, and on the neighbouring islands of Jersey and Guernsey whilst in exile. It would be fair to suggest that the sea, was as much of a muse to Hugo, as it was to Corbière.  [10973:  Tristan, Corbiere, Selected Poetry From Les Amours Jaunes, (1873)  Paysage Mauvais, Poetry In Translation 
< https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/CorbiereSelectedPoems.php#anchor_Toc39568548 >
]  [25243:  Katherine Lunn-Rockliff,  Corbière and the Poetics of Irony (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) p.53
] 

In In Saint-Pol-de-Léon church are to be found Les Étagères de la nuit ‘Shelves of the night’ upon which rest the skull boxes that date from the 16th to 19th centuries. Lack of burial space in consecrated ground has always been an issue, necessitating the disinterment of corpses from their graves once the period of decomposition had been observed. The skulls were then placed in the boxes, and the bones were stored in the ossuary. Skull boxes were hand-painted, displaying the deceased’s name, date of death, memento mori inscriptions, and often adorned with symbolic death imagery, such as hourglasses and skulls, occasionally crafted in the image of a church with viewing holes. The skulls reflect the community as it was in life, socially diverse, yet in death as equals. In certain parts of Brittany especially Finistère this practice continued into the early 20th century. 
In the Danse Macabre, 'Dance of Death,’ the dead in the guise of skeletons accompany the living to their graves, the message is that death comes for everyone regardless of social status. In age of endemics and pandemics the Dance of Death and other associated macabre imagery served as a visual reminder of the fragile nature of life and mortality. 
Le Braz communicates an oral memory a folk tale entitled The Story of the Gravedigger[footnoteRef:16840] is a hauntingly beautiful, tale, and warns of the perils of a misjudged disinterment, and reflects community beliefs associated with the practice. ‘I did not desire to touch your grave. I knew that your time had not expired.’[footnoteRef:19515] The corpse in this tale is not ready for a skull box or an ossuary and the delightful manner in which he has his revenge on the thoughtless priest is sublime. Le Braz’s collection of oral tales are the best kind of terror. They are the representations of Brittany that straddle cultures and resonate on a personal level. They are insights into beliefs that deserve immortality. [16840:   Anatole Le Braz, Dealings With The Dead: Narratives from "La Legende de la Mort En Basse Bretagne"
The Story Of The Grave Digger  (1859-1926) p. 135  < https://archive.org/details/DealingsWithTheDead_201902/page/n136/mode/1up >

 
Le Braz, Anatole, 1859-1926
]  [19515:  P. 136] 

Danse Macabre depictions in art are a dialogue with the past, Narrative paintings with powerful interpretations, an amalgamation of reality and the supernatural. The spiritual entwined, with the mystical, and mythological. Symbolism within memento mori. The painting is the trace of the latent energy that flows between the living and the dead in memory. A visual residue of the life and death coexisting, if only fleetingly. The transience mirrors our own eventual fate, but also reflects those that have gone before. Life’s ethereal fragility, and eventual decay. A landscape of awe and terror, and silent grief. Acceptance of death and the hand of the Ankou. Heather Williams points out that ‘The ‘Ankou’ is not only a frightening image of death, which would fit nicely into church teaching, but at the same time very much part of the everyday. He is not only a matter of fear, but part of a culture where death is not taboo.’[footnoteRef:26818] [26818:   Heather, Williams ,Death In Brittany Conference Paper,  
< https://www.academia.edu/23359503/Death_in_Brittany_conference_paper >
] 

French Impressionist James Tissot (1836-1902) explored the Danse Macabre [footnoteRef:13132]in his 1861 painting, the shrouded skeleton chaperone carries a coffin, scythe, skull, and hourglass, whilst the dancers are in ecstatic oblivion of the deathscape that surrounds them. Tissot’s death symbols are the standards for the period. While it cannot be confirmed for certain, if the inspiration behind this depiction of the dance of death is inspired by the landscape of Brittany or the associated culte des morts. We know that Tissot was familiar with Brittany. ‘In 1865, Tom Taylor’s Ballads and Songs of Brittany was published in London, illustrated by several artists including Millais and Tissot, who provided the Frontispiece.’[footnoteRef:16536] [13132:  James,Tissot, The Dance of Death With The Accession Number Of 54.172. (1860) < https://risdmuseum.org/art-design/collection/dance-death-54172 >

]  [16536:  Lucy, Paquette, The Company He Kept: James Tissot’s Friends,’ The Hammock, (2017)  < https://thehammocknovel.wordpress.com/2017/09/15/the-company-he-kept-james-tissots-friends/ >] 

[image: ]
The Dance Of Death, James Tissot (1860)[footnoteRef:1235] [1235:  James Tissot The Dance of Death with the accession number of 54.172. (1860) < https://risdmuseum.org/art-design/collection/dance-death-54172] 

Chapelle Kermaria an Iskuit Plouha, in Brittany, contains a stunning l5th century wall painting of the Danse Macabre, Dance of Death. A depiction of the legendary assistant of death the Ankou, leading figures from all sections of the community in the dance of death. Death being the great leveller. According to the legend, the last person to die in a village during the year, becomes Ankou for the following year.
This visual representation is a hauntingly beautiful symbolic memento mori to remind people of mortality and that earthly position means little in death. The Danse Macabre is not exclusive to Brittany and is seen internationally. However, in the context of thematic representations of death in Brittany, I would argue the Danse Macabre feels at one with the landscape, and the cultural reverence death is afforded in Breton society. This depiction occupies the middle ground, a ‘pictorial leveller’ between the romantic literary movement, so often accused of nostalgic sentimentality in expressing death and the voices of those who reject exploitation of death. Corbière I feel would not object to this visual and Hugo would positively embrace it.
[image: ]
Postcard detail of the Danse Macabre, Chapelle de Kermaria an Iskuit.[footnoteRef:17216] [17216:  Wikimedia Commons, Postcard 1920-1930, detail of the Danse Macabre, Chapelle de Kermaria an Iskuit.
< https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plouha_-_Chapelle_de_Kermaria-an-Isguit_Danse_Macabre_-_AD22_-_16FI4326.jpg >

 ] 

Visual images help us to perceive death, visual observation, and description help us to see beyond the static image. Corbière’s poems confer a heightened sensitivity to death in a realistic, respectful, and non- exploitative way. An entanglement of the human and the supernatural is demonstrated in Corbière poem, Paysage Mauvais (Evil Landscape)[footnoteRef:11416]                                            The pale Washerwoman spreads around                                                                                           The dead’s dirty linen, on the ground. [11416:   Tristan, Corbière Selected Poetry From Les Amours Jaunes, (1873)  Paysage Mauvais, Poetry In Translation 
< https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/CorbiereSelectedPoems.php#anchor_Toc39568548 >
] 

Corbière refers to a version of the folk tale Lavandières de la nuit. Washer women of the night are tales of ghostly supernatural women who spend eternity doing their laundry by night and the unfortunate person that should happen upon them and accept their help is often to become a doomed soul.
In Paysage Mauvais, Corbière, tenderly depicts the deathscape. Death is a part of life.  Death is neither romantic nor avoidable. Corbière’s respectful treatment of  Lavandières de la nuit in his poem is understandable. Breton born Corbière knew the importance of folktales to the communities of Brittany. 
The stunning visual depiction by Yan’ Dargent (1824-1899)is his interpretation of the of the spectral Washerwoman legend, as recounted to him as a child.  ‘On All Saints Day, the washerwomen were washing their shrouds on a moonless night. Misfortune fell upon the miscreant who ventured outside and came across them. They invited him to wring the linen with them, but they wrung with so much force that they broke his bones.’[footnoteRef:30044] [30044:  Musee Des Beaux- Arts De Quimper, The Washerwomen of the night, Yan Dargent 1888
< https://www.mbaq.fr/en/our-collections/works-inspired-by-brittany/yan-dargent-the-washerwomen-of-the-night-315.html >
] 

 Corbière’s Nature Morte (Still Life)[footnoteRef:19021] [19021:  Tristan, Corbière Selected Poetry From Les Amours Jaunes, (1873)  Paysage Mauvais, Poetry In Translation 
< https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/CorbiereSelectedPoems.php#anchor_Toc39568548 >
] 

Listen to the owl, now, holding its breath.
A creaking of wood: as the barrow of Death
Down the curving road will follow...
Corbiere employs Labous an Ankou,’[footnoteRef:11297] the term for the Breton bird of death, often identified with corvids, crows, and magpies, but more frequently associated with owls. The creaking of wood is the rickety old Karrigell an Ankou, or the wheelbarrow of the Ankou. Corbière, writes death with an acute precision, his words echo and resonate with the senses. [11297:  Ellen Badone, Death Omens in a Breton Memorate.” Folklore, 98.1, (1987), pp. 99–104, p. 99                                     < http://www.jstor.org/stable/1259406. >

] 

Ellen Badone[footnoteRef:19110] spent time in Brittany researching the precursors of death or intersignes. Badone discusses narratives pertaining to supernatural events concerning intersignes, explaining that Intersignes may be personal, or the experience of a source close to those that recount the stories. Intersigne is a local Breton term meaning ‘sign between.’ Intersignes are devoid of boundaries between the past, present, future, seen, unseen, and the supernatural realms. Intersign can be interpreted through a variety of mediums including elemental and natural phenomena. Of course, Intersign in its wider context and associated motifs are not unique to Brittany, with parallels seen in many cultures including the foreboding death wailing Irish Banshee. [19110:  Ellen, Badone,  “Death Omens in a Breton Memorate.” Folklore, vol. 98, no. 1, [Folklore Enterprises, Ltd., Taylor & Francis, Ltd.], 1987, pp. 99–104,   < http://www.jstor.org/stable/1259406. >
] 

Just as with the depictions of the Danse Macabre, or the Les Étagères de la nuit, the cult of the dead in Brittany is unavoidable, embedded in the background of many visual and literary representations.  
We meet the owl on several occasions in Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s story ‘L’Intersigne.’[footnoteRef:28287] Spectral tropes, gravestone steps, premonitory terror dreams, the obligatory night visitor in the form of a keyhole peeping priest, the foreboding ‘sign between’ bird, ‘oiseau de nuit’ omens, moonlight, Corpse/coffin road where the latent energies of death linger eternal. Villiers use of death imagery, cliches, and motifs are necessary, and could be beguiling. However, it drags and diminishes its own lifeforce.  Villiers may have been influenced by Poe, through Baudelaire and Mallarme. But Villiers tale is not a shroud upon the mirror of the gothic master. 
 [28287:  Villiers de l'Isle-Adam, Brittany 'Contes Cruels' ('Cruel Tales'), translated by Robert Boldick, with an introduction by A.W. Raitt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963, 1985), pp. 182-200

] 

Settings associated with the dead in Brittany, start in the home, traverse the landscape and weave through cemeteries, wildlife, nature, monuments, wall paintings, sculptures, relics, literature, and the church. But is Brittany’s relationship with the dead more intense than that of other nations and cultures? I would argue not. The particulars differ, but so does the level of intense scrutiny and criticism levelled at Brittany; However, it is misdirected. We must consider the influences of politics, identity, tourism, and reinvention as protagonists in this myth. Would Brittany’s relationship with dead be so obvious, if it had not been so manipulated, exaggerated, and overexposed for and by the tourist gaze, or by Le Braz and Renan in the desperation of clinging to a reconstructed past? 
‘Brittany began in an atmosphere of nostalgia because it was born with Romanticism, and it is difficult to disengage the two’.[footnoteRef:7071] [7071:  Heather Williams, Death In Brittany Conference Paper,  
< https://www.academia.edu/23359503/Death_in_Brittany_conference_paper >
] 

Maura Coughlin and Ellen Badones’s work provides a powerful and personal insight into the theme of death in Brittany. Badone and Coughlin both spent extended periods in Brittany for their investigative research. Badone’s immersion into Breton communities, communicates a very honest understanding of the culture. Both Badone and Coughlin’s work has empowered a new narrative about death and Brittany. I would argue without their extensive contributions our insights would be far less informed. 
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