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Context: My next project will focus on the question of nature writing in and about Brittany, in the light of ecocriticism, and will include studying the relationship between landscape, or nature and Breton identity. At beginning of a project, I don’t know the answers yet, but am at the stage of formulating questions. I shall explore some of these today.
Brittany is trapped by nature. It is trapped, in a way that is easy to appreciate by glancing at a map, by the sea, and also trapped by the power that the sea exerts on the life of coastal inhabitants. Today, as ever, Bretons are powerless over what the sea brings them: the Erika ‘marée noire’ (December 1999), to name but the most recent ecological disaster to befall the Breton coast has had such an effect on Brittany as to make it a talking point in the current presidential electoral campaign – more than 7 years on.
 In the nineteenth century the sea brought death in another way, as fishermen perished at sea. So common an occurrence was this as to provoke little explanation from Flaubert in his account of a fisherman’s funeral at a church in Carnac: 

‘On l’a descendu de la charette – sa tête s’est cognée contre le timon – on l’a entré dans l’église – on l’a mis sur le brancard’

Grim reality cuts across the following picturesque image of the women’s coiffes fluttering in the wind in the cemetery, when a young man is overheard saying: 
‘le bougre! Puait-il! Il est Presque tout pourri! Depuis trois semaines qu’il est à l’eau, c’est pas étonnant!’.
 
The tragedy associated with a seafaring way of life became a major literary theme, and was far from an original idea when Loti wrote in Pêcheur d’Islande (1886) of the fate of Yann, who sailed to the waters of Iceland to celebrate his ‘noces avec la mer’.

Corbière was drawn to this theme: its clichéd status put his poetry into a critical relationship with the French tradition. His ‘La Fin’ must be seen in its relation to Hugo’s ‘Oceano nox’, a poem about sailors losing their lives, which is quoted at the outset:

 ‘Oh combien de marins, combien de capitaines

Qui sont partis joyeux pour des courses lointaines

Dans ce morne horizon se sont évanouis!’ (Hugo, ‘Oceano nox’)

Corbière’s response to the euphamism ‘évanouis’ is the unequivocal:

‘Eh bien, tous ces marins…

Sont morts…

Allons! C’est leur métier; ils sont morts dans leurs bottes! (Corbière, ‘La Fin’)

Rejecting the sentimentality ascribed to death at sea by Romanticism, and exemplified in Hugo, Corbière paints a much more sinister picture of death pouring onto the shore wave after wave in ‘Paysage mauvais’, 

Paysage mauvais

Sables de vieux os 
Here the beach is composed of ‘old bones’, and: 

– le flot râle

Des glas: crevant bruit sur bruit…(Aj 308)

The way in which Brittany is trapped by the idea of the sea, more than the actual sea, can be seen in the inscription of coastalness in its very name. ‘Armor’, from the Breton for ‘the sea’, is the name of choice for poets and those given to onomastic musings: ‘vraiment Ar-mor, la Mer, la fin de la terre,’ enthuses Proust over this extremity of French landmass ‘La plus antique ossature géologique de notre sol’.
  Corbière never uses the name ‘Bretagne’, but opts instead for ‘Armor’, which had the advantage of allowing the word ‘la mort’ to echo through his poems.

However, the sea is not alone in exerting power over Brittany in these ways. A similar story could be told of other aspects of the natural environment: Brittany’s rocks, dense forests, coastal storminess, the prevalence of gorse and broom, and the lack of roads. Verlaine conveniently draws together some of the greatest clichés of Bretonness in his ‘poètes maudits’ essay on Corbière that set the critical agenda for the best part of a century, when he calls him:
L’enfant des bruyères et des grands chênes et des rivages que c’était!

If the part of truth in these representations of the natural environment of Brittany can be demonstrated, so too could the fact that other parts of province also had access problems, dense forestation or a lot of coastline. As facts, then, of the Breton landscape, these issues are not particularly remarkable. Questions must be asked, though, of the literary processes that made of them emblems of Bretonness. Why was the role of nature in the lives of Bretons exaggerated, and why has it provoked such a backlash, with twentieth-century Breton literature dominated by the rejection and subversion of such imagery?
Ecocriticism can help us ask some new questions. This is a way of reading that focuses on: ‘the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment’, this is the simplest definition by its effective founder Cheryll Glotfelty , who suggested the term as a way of looking at what is more traditionally known as ‘nature writing’ in 1989. The following, more detailed definition explains how it can in fact be relevant to any text, for it advocates not only: ‘the study of explicit environmental texts by way of any scholarly approach’ but also: 
‘conversely, the scrutiny of ecological implications and human-nature relationships in any literary text, even texts that seem, at first glance, oblivious of the non-human world’.
 
Fundamentally, ecocriticism rejects the notion that ‘everything is language anyway’ (though this is of course something of a caricature of modern literary critical discourse). It has grown in American Studies and English Studies since the 1990s, with the publication of The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology (1996), itself a landmark. ASLE, the Association for the Study of Literature and Environment was founded in 1992, and its journal Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment started in 1993. A UK version of ecocriticism, which tends to prefer the name ‘green studies’, has evolved, with its own founding figures: Jonathan Bate for his work on Wordsworth (Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition (Routledge, 1991), and Raymond Williams for his The Country and the City (Chatto & Windus, 1973), and the oft-quoted entry on ‘nature’ in his Keywords.

Its relevance to a literary tradition that boasts such nature-fests as La Nouvelle Héloïse, the Rêveries du promeneur solitaire, and Obermann, is clear. Clearer still is its relevance to the nineteenth century, by which time the popularity of this theme had led Baudelaire to claim that he was ‘incapable de s’attendrir sur les végétaux’. An ecocriticism for French studies would, of course, be different from the North American model, as ‘nature’ itself is different in France. As pointed out by a member of parliament during a debate leading to the law allowing the creation of national parks in France, French national parks could not protect ‘virgin’ nature, or ‘wilderness’, from man or from modernization, since there were no remaining parts of France that were free from human intervention.
 Vanoise, France’s first national park, was duly created in 1969, with the planned ‘ski area’ only abandoned on petition.
 Yellowstone, its American precursor, was created almost a century earlier in 1872. The landscape protected by national parks in France, like Britain, was already ‘tainted’, or simply man-made – shaped by centuries of agriculture, before the advent of its protected status. Thus we see how ‘nature’ is a socio-cultural variable. And the French context is different also because of the unique status of Parisian culture. Firstly its position on the world stage in the nineteenth century (as capital of culture until WW1), and secondly its effect on the rest of the country (France as most centralized country in Europe).  Nicholas Green has shown in his study of nature as a ‘construct’ how: ‘the material and cultural fabric of the metropolis [sets] the terms for the social production of the countryside’.

What questions would ecocriticism ask of Brittany? Or, how would questioning the role of nature in texts from Brittany and on Brittany enhance our understanding of them and of Breton literature and identity? A brief look at one text where the relationship of Bretons with nature is key will demonstrate what a rich case-study nineteenth-century Brittany would be for an ecocritic. 

The text I have chosen is Renan’s La Poésie des races celtiques (1854), not only because of the prominence it gives to the Celt’s supposed special relationship with nature, but also because of its key role in the formation of our notion of ‘the Celt’. Renan was the first to attempt to synthesize ‘Celtic’ literature in this way, though the idea of comparative study of Celtic philology was well established by the time he was writing. Thanks to its influence on Arnold’s On the Study of Celtic Literature, it is widely held to be a founding text of Celtic Studies as we know it today. In this essay Brittany is presented in terms of undeniable and overwhelming difference. After the landscape of Normandy, as he journeys westwards, the change is sudden and abrupt:

‘Un vent froid, plein de vague et de tristesse, s’élève et transporte l’âme vers d’autres pensées; le sommet des arbres se dépouille et se tord; la bruyère étend au loin sa teinte uniforme; le granit perce à chaque pas un sol trop maigre pour le revêtir; une mer presque toujours sombre forme à l’horizon un cercle d’éternels gémissements.’
 
The difference is in the natural environment: vent, arbres, bruyère, granit, mer, but seems to have just as much to do with psychology: vague, tristesse, âme, pensées, sombre, gémissements. We should actually reverse the question and ask why Renan opens with a landscape and the idea of a journey at all, given that the ostensible topic of the essay is medieval poetry. Following the Romantic idea that poetry originates in the authentic reaction of primitive man to his natural environment, Renan found in the Celts’ harmonious relationship with nature evidence of poeticness. Arnold, who was certainly influenced by Renan’s text, found evidence of moral superiority, the Celts being untainted by modern society (or, for Arnold, middle class philistinism).

Though a hugely original achievement, Renan’s essay represents a culmination of ideas that had been maturing since Romanticism. The birth of French-language Breton writing is inseparable from Romanticism. Firstly because Romanticism’s influence is heavy on the people, both insiders and outsiders, who write about Brittany, notably in the case of Auguste Brizeux (a minor, regional poet, hugely successful in his day), who adopts lexis and themes from mainstream French culture in his descriptions of his native Brittany (leading to a rather hybrid text). Secondly as the Romantic view of nature is a large part of why Brittany became popular in the first place. 

However, the association of Celts with rurality and closeness to nature goes back way beyond Romanticism. As Patrick Sims-Williams has shown in his painstaking work in deconstructing the figure of the ‘Celt’, it was certainly there in the Middle Ages. He discusses the ‘negative medieval view of the sylvan rusticity of the Bretons, Welsh, and Irish’,
 listing disparaging remarks in texts of the time. All that changes with Romanticism is that rurality or primitiveness flips from having mainly negative associations to mainly positive ones. And even though the majority of the images of the nineteenth century are, like Renan’s, positive on the surface, they have their roots in colonialism. The root of this imagery, as Sims-Williams suggests, is a colonial view: ‘the colonized were less urbanized than the colonisers, and it was in the interests of the colonisers to stress this’.
 This could apply to any pair of countries in an unbalanced power relationship. Brittany, like the other Celtic areas, provides a particularly long example of colonization.
If we see the focus on nature as a form of colonialism that reached its apogee in the nineteenth century, then we can better understand the twentieth-century ‘internal colonialism’ movement in Brittany, its radical reaction to nature imagery, and, for instance, the extreme reaction in Brittany to Hélias’s nostalgic Le Cheval d’orgueil.   Also we can return to look afresh at the literature of Brittany, from Chateaubriand’s ‘Printemps’ passage that begins:

Le printemps, en Bretagne, est plus doux qu’aux environs de Paris, et fleurit trois semaines plus tôt,
 
before listing the characteristic species of bird and flower, a piece in all probability inspired by a passage in Cambry’s Voyage dans le Finistère, describing the pointe de Plougastel:

où règne un printemps éternel. Vous n’êtes plus dans la Bretagne; les fraises, la framboise, la rose, la jonquille, la violette et l’églantier, couvrent les champs chargés d’arbres fruitiers […]. Tous les légumes y croissent avec abondance et devancent de six semaines l’époque qui les voit naître ailleurs.
 

To Balzac’s Les Chouans, famous for its descriptions of dangerous, chouan-filled landscapes, and men who are barely distinguishable from animals:

‘Ces talus et ces ajoncs, qui annoncent au voyageur l’approche de la Bretagne, rendaient donc alors cette partie de la route aussi dangereuse qu’elle est belle’,

‘Les mèches plates de leurs longs cheveux s’unissaient si habituellement aux poils de la peau de chèvre […] on pouvait facilement prendre cette peau pour la leur .’

But also containing eulogies to exotic nature:

‘ce beau pays, […] ses fleurs inconnues, […] sa verdure rivale de celle d’Angleterre’,

and a tender woodland mass scence, where chouans seem to have morphed into mythical druids (p. 269 ff.). We can also look again at Brizeux’s green and fertile land in Marie (1831). His landscape is peopled by pure innocent peasants at one with their landscape: the eponymous heroine is a flower, and the men have the strength of oak trees. In his poetry even the stones, the menhirs scattered across the land take on human characteristics when it becomes possible to converse with them.
 And of course Corbière’s subversion of the rural idyll, which ranges from direct parody, as in ‘Un riche en Bretagne’, to more subtle work at the lexical level, as in ‘Nature morte’, ‘Paysage mauvais, or ‘Le Poète contumace’, where a poet figure takes refuge in a ruined convent filled with wild birds. 
Conclusion

The powerful cliché of the power of nature over them has been used over the centuries to simplify, infantilize, and homogenize Bretons. The response to the nature cliché in the work of modern poets is radical: here the Bretons are neither at one with their landscape nor merging into it, as they would have been in the nineteenth century, but rather are alternately imprisoned by it or banished from it. 

Looking at the theme of nature in more detail is what I hope to do, asking, among other things, whether there is a connection between political impotence and the power of nature? Whether ‘peasants’ write nature poetry? And looking for new insights into nature and postcolonialism, and for a fuller picture of the French traditon.
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