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Translating Bretonness—colonizing Brittany

Heather Williams

What is commonly referred to as a revival in Breton cultural awareness is thought to have taken place in nineteenth-century Brittany. While Breton nationalism proper is analysed by historians as a twentieth-century phenomenon, it is widely acknowledged that this particular national movement, that grew out of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century regionalism, has its origins in a much earlier rise in Breton feeling, which was largely confined to the literary cultural sphere, and which gathered pace in the first half of the nineteenth century.
 Historians of Brittany’s nineteenth-century “revival” have identified the 1830s as a key decade, as it sees an intensification of cultural activity and a crystallization of images and representations of Bretonness.
 Opening with the highly successful Marie (sentimental patriotic poems by Auguste Brizeux, 1831), which were followed by Émile Souvestre’s most lasting legacy Les Derniers Bretons (a “psychological portrait” of the Bretons, published in book form in 1836),
 the decade closes with La Villemarqué’s Barzaz Breiz (Breton ballads translated into French with elaborate introduction and commentaries, 1839). These three works were crucial in the development of the Breton movement, or “le bretonisme,” and had a profound effect on subsequent representations of Brittany and Bretonness in literature. In a seminal discussion of images of Bretonness, Catherine Bertho dwells on the 1830s as the point when the dominant images go from negative to positive, from male to female, from dark to light.
 A convenient illustration of the pivotal character of this decade, as far as representations of Brittany are concerned, is provided by Balzac, who offers a primitive, savage, danger-filled Brittany in Les Chouans, his first “Breton” novel of 1828, only to produce an idealized version ten years later in Béatrix (1838).

However, a more rounded view of Breton culture might not see this period of intense cultural activity as a revival. For if Brittany is considered in its entirety—as a rich amalgam of traditions and cultures expressed through different languages (mainly Breton and French, but also Gallo and Latin)—then it seems odd to label this episode a revival. That accolade might better be reserved for the growth of the “Diwan” Breton-medium schools, or for twentieth-century Breton-language broadcasting and publishing, all of which was made possible by the energy and vision of the Gwalarn movement. Under the leadership of Roparz Hemon, this movement had produced a modern literature for Brittany that eschewed the local, to embrace universal themes. This literature was Breton simply by virtue of its medium, in stark contrast to the literary activity of the 1830s, which used French as its medium, but concerned itself almost exclusively with portraying and defining Brittany and Bretonness. The work that characterized the 1830s, together with its long legacy, might better be considered as an exercise in translation. It is as such that I shall consider the sum of French-language representations of Brittany produced in the nineteenth century, by focusing on selected examples. 

Privileging translation is not new; indeed seeing it as “a primary shaping force within literary history,”
 rather than a fringe activity, is becoming commonplace. Literary and cultural studies are now looking to discussion of translation for what it can teach us of how culture is “constructed,” and society “manipulated.” This is largely thanks to the pioneering work of Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere, whose book Translation, History, and Culture (1990) is credited with bringing about the “cultural turn” in translation studies, which has made possible a reciprocal turn towards the issue of translation within literary criticism.
 Focus on translation is especially pertinent to the study of borderland or postcolonial cultural contexts, as in such a bi- or multilingual situation, translating from one language to another becomes particularly urgent. Here more than anywhere it is widely accepted that translation, as “part of an ongoing process of intercultural transfer,” can be a driver of cultural change.
 Translation is also more pervasive than something that takes place when one work in one language is transformed into a new version in a different language; for instance, in the case of a bilingual writer translating is an essential and unstoppable part of any creative thought. Though the precise linguistic balance is different in each of the Celtic regions, literary production in all of these cultures is arguably inseparable from the issue of translation, because of the sociolinguistic situation they have in common: two main coexisting, if politically unequal, languages. Thus work on Ireland can show the way to other Celtic countries. 
The beginnings of Anglo-Irish literature, sometimes referred to as the “Irish Renaissance,” have been seen as an “exercise in translation” in Declan Kiberd’s analysis in Inventing Ireland.
 In similar vein, Michael Cronin has tracked the representations of Ireland and Irishness in English, and mapped the delicate relationship between Gaelic and English from the Middle Ages onwards, under the title Translating Ireland.
 Wynn Thomas bemoans the lack of similar work on Wales, himself providing an excellent starting point for the field in a chapter on translation in his Corresponding Cultures: The Two Literatures of Wales.
 According to him, work by Cronin and Saeamus Heaney “unearth[s] comments that cry out for application in the Welsh context.”
 I would add Brittany to this picture, as it is, in this respect, poorer still: despite its tradition of bilingual “en regard” editions, and the self-translation habits of key figures such as Pierre-Jakez Hélias, translation from Breton into French has received very little critical attention.
 The relationship between the two literatures of Brittany has not been the object of a sustained study either.
 This is because, on the one hand, Breton specialists tend to be purists, refusing to acknowledge that material written in French is anything other than a contribution to French literature,
 and on the other hand French Studies has dismissed this material as of relevance only to Brittany. Indeed until recently the existence of a Francophone Breton literature was barely acknowledged, inside or outside Brittany. Using translation as a lens through which to view the mediation of Breton culture to the French-speaking world, I now turn to the golden age of “bretonism” in the second quarter of the nineteenth century. 
At this crucial time in the development of a French-language literature of Brittany, when Breton-born writers set out for the first time to describe and explain their pays to a Francophone readership, an important role is played by translation proper. The story of the interpretation of Brittany for French readers is dominated by the translation work of Hersart de La Villemarqué, whose Barzaz Breiz (1839) is a collection of native Breton songs with translations into French prose. Though Jacques Cambry had included some translations in his Voyage dans le Finistère (1798), and Émile Souvestre had published “La poésie populaire de la Bretagne” in the Revue des Deux Mondes (1834), neither of these bears any comparison to the impact of La Villemarqué’s translations. Any subsequent attempts at putting native Breton material into French were written in his shadow. La Villemarqué understood the Zeitgeist like no other Breton has done since, and was unsurpassed even by Hélias, whose phenomenally successful Cheval d’Orgueil (1975) benefitted from the vogue for “returning to nature” in the 1970s. In the first decades of post-Revolutionary France, when French national identity had yet to be forged, when the ancient Gauls had been revalorized as the true ancestors of the French, and the collecting of folk songs in progress in Germany and Britain was unmatched in France, La Villemarqué set out to fill this gap. His aim was to prove the ancientness of Breton culture, while also offering France a past richness that would enable it to rival its European neighbours. All this was to be achieved through translation. Native songs that he collected directly from the mouths of peasants were to be translated so faithfully and carefully that the evidence would speak for itself: “une traduction soigneusement revue et qui serre le texte de très près” (preface, 1867) [‘A painstaking translation that stays very close to the text’]. The manner of the translation: “aussi littérale que possible” (Preface 1846) [‘As literal as possible’], and the fact that the material was put into prose, rather than into the artifice of verse,
 was a guarantee of authenticity. For La Villemarqué, translation was a way to open up an authentic past and to prove Brittany’s place in France and the world, making of the Breton language a repository of cultural truths.

Producing an original piece in French, with the aim of interpreting Brittany for a Francophone audience, is, at first sight, a totally different project. Breton-born writers are keen to mark out their distance from visitors to the region such as Balzac, and stress their privileged status as insiders. Brizeux in particular uses his linguistic competence (“avoir parlé leur langue,”  [‘to have spoken their language’] preface to Marie) as a guarantee of authenticity. Despite the lack of Breton source, the importance of the language to the credibility of Francophone Breton writing in the period makes it a kind of sourceless translation. Before condemning the likes of Brizeux for exploiting the language opportunistically, the precise role played by the Breton language in “actual” translation can be questioned. In La Villemarqué’s case, the space occupied by the Breton on the page changes and shrinks as the Barzaz Breiz goes though its editions. In the first two editions (1839 and 1846) the Breton is printed as parallel text, but by the definitive 1867 edition, the French is given prominence on the main part of the page, in a larger font, ultimately playing no more than the symbolic role it was assigned in Brizeux’s project. Today there are editions that omit the Breton altogether, as well as those that omit the French translations.

A paradoxical attitude emerges towards the Breton language, as it is both privileged—a reliable route to truth—and brushed over. But equally ambiguous is the attitude to the translation process itself, which is seen as unproblematic and smooth, despite the claim that it is necessary to be a native speaker in order to get it right. La Villemarqué has provided a wonderful illustration of this, in writing about the deep impression that reading Brizeux’s work had on him. He was an admirer of Brizeux, and attempted to protect him from charges that his Marie had been invented to please a Parisian audience, by telling of a pilgrimage that he made to Moustier, the village where Marie was set. According to his account, La Villemarqué speaks, in Breton, to a number of locals, before tracking down a young girl named Fantik, who turns out to be Marie’s cousin. He then translates some of Brizeux’s poetry into the girl’s own language, for her to be able to exclaim: “C’est pure vérité.” [‘It’s pure truth’]
 The fact that the Breton experience of these monoglot peasants had first been translated into French by Brizeux, and then back into Breton by La Villemarqué, is not deemed worthy of comment. So despite being uniquely capable of revealing the authentic Brittany, the language is relegated to the status of useful research tool, mere facilitator of communication with peasants. Mary-Ann Constantine, who has analysed the ballads in depth, while warning us against attempting to extrapolate a line on translation from his dense and sometimes contradictory prefatory material, concludes that La Villemarqué’s verbal surface is basically a reassuringly smooth one, but which undoubtedly benefits from the excitement provided by the presence of the “exotic” other language on the page.
 In a sense Brizeux’s use of the language is the same as collectors of ballads and songs who relegate it to the foot of the page, and claim authenticity by stressing they have received them directly (i.e. not yet translated), making themselves the reliable intermediary, and translator: “tels que je les tiens des bardes et des sonneurs,” [‘Just as I received them from the bards and singers’] claims Narcisse Quellien in his preface to Chansons et danses des Bretons.
 Or: “textes bretons donnés tels absolument que je les ai recueillis de la bouche des chanteurs,” [‘Breton texts presented exactly as they were when I collected them from the singers’ lips’] proposes Luzel in his Gwerziou Breiz-Izel.

But in his day it was not so much his exploitation of the language that got La Villemarqué into trouble; the accusations against La Villemarqué were of a different nature. In the year in which the definitive edition of the Barzaz Breiz was published—1867—La Villemarqué’s reputation was taken apart at the Celtic Congress, for it was feared that he might be nothing more than a Macpherson of Brittany. Macpherson’s work in mediating Scottish Gaelic culture for the English in Ossian was so notorious that it is responsible for the coining of the term “pseudo-translation.”
 We cannot fully understand Luzel’s choice of emphasis without realizing the importance of the controversy. François-Marie Luzel, whose translations of Breton ballads Gwerziou Breiz-Izel appeared in 1867-8, has to situate himself in relation to the latter’s Barzaz Breiz, describing his aim as “tout opposé” [‘altogether different’] (I, ii), and marking out his difference in a Celtic Congress in 1872. He carefully protects himself from accusations of being another Breton Macpherson, and though he does not attack La Villemarqué, the way in which his comments in the preface stress the scientific reliability of his translations, right down to the stress on the type of langauge used, betray his fears. Luzel’s comments on the nature of his translations in Gwerziou Breiz-Izel are mainly attempts to mark out his distance from La Villemarqué, or in other words, from Macpherson. He offers us a: “traduction aussi littérale que possible” [‘translation that is as literal as possible’] (II, ii). In order to stress his scientific concern with accuracy, he claims to be prepared to compromise on the quality of the French:

Enfin dans la traduction, j’ai fait tous mes efforts pour serrer le texte Breton d’aussi près que j’ai pu, sans chercher l’élégance de la phrase, tout en parlant français, autant que possible, et en rendant chaque vers Breton par une ligne correspondante de français. (I, iv, my emphasis).

[In short, in translating I have done my utmost to stay as close as I can to the Breton text, with scant regard for elegance of phrase, while producing French, as far as possible, and giving each Breton line an equivalent in French]

He seems to be rejecting the smooth verbal surface of La Villemarqué’s translations when he claims his method will provide the non-speaker of Breton with: “une idée de quelques inversions et particularités propres à notre langue.” [‘an idea of some of the inversions and particularities of our language’] 
 But despite appearances, he was no early advocate of foreignizing translation. Although he was perceived as a “foreignizer” in the French capital, where fashions were changing, Luzel’s attitude towards translation was basically the same as La Villemarqué’s. Borne out, for instance, in the fact that he makes no mention of translation issues at all in relation to his own poetry Bepred Breizad Toujours Breton: poésies bretonnes, avec traduction française en regard.
 The fact that he must have self-translated in this volume, and the status of the French version in prose (rather than in verse), are not mentioned. The lack of discussion in prefaces and notes by other writers provides further evidence that translation was not problematized at the time. For instance Souvestre does not discuss the issue of translation in his “psychological portrait,” and Le Braz is apparently just as unconcerned, as he keeps no record of the original Breton texts that make up his Légende de la Mort.
 The attitude towards translation is summed up by La Villemarqué in a passage of praise for Brizeux’s Marie, where he approves of the fact that: “Le Breton s’était fait discrètement français.”[The Breton had discreetly made itself French’]
 The adverb “discrètement” conveys how, in Francopone writing, the Breton disappears into the French, less obviously but arguably more devastatingly than the way in which, in translation proper, the space that the language occupies on the page shrinks. We must ask why La Villemarqué is complimenting Brizeux on the way the Breton goes discretely, without trace, without so much as surprising the French.

Translation studies allow for a fresh perspective on the issues of smoothness and discreteness. The smooth tradition in translation, born of a desire to paper over any cracks between different cultural experiences, is, appropriately enough, known as the “French” type of translation. It would correspond to the first of the three models of translation proposed by Bassnett and Lefevere.
 In their account the first, the “Jerome model,” named after the translator of the Vulgate, seeks “equivalence,” and is basically unproblematized translation. The second, the Horace model, “fidus interpres,” satisfies both parties, with negotiation rather than faithfulness to the original, at its core. And the third, the Schleiermacher model, emphasizes the preservation of the alterity of the source for the target reader. This was an idea that developed from German Romanticism. Germany lived through an “age of translation” at end of the eighteenth century, when Goethe traced a movement in translation towards “ever closer encounter with the texture of foreign works.”
 Indeed German writers referred disparagingly to “the French method,” that required the foreign text to don the garb of the country it was visiting.
 Tastes in the French capital finally changed in the second half of the nineteenth century. 

The gradual rejection of the s   mooth translation in favour of the “foreignizing” is seen in the reception of Luzel, who was compared favourably to Brizeux by a more mature Sainte-Beuve, on account of his supposedly strange French.
 The younger Sainte-Beuve had, on the contrary, championed Brizeux. The same change in taste is seen in the promotion of Corbière by Verlaine, as a “Breton bretonnant de la bonne manière,” [‘a real Breton-speaking Breton’] a view echoed in Des Esseintes’s exclamation “c’était à peine français, l’auteur parlait nègre,” [‘it was hardly French, the author was speaking negro’] in Huysmans’s A Rebours.
 
The “smoothness” that we have seen in the “translations” mentioned told us something of the attitude towards the Breton language; and it says just as much about the relationship with French. As Bassnett and Lefevere say: 

literatures written in languages that are less widely spoken, will only gain access to something that could be called “world literature,” if they submit to the textual system, the discursive formation, or whatever else one wants to call it, underlying the concept of “world literature.”

In other words Bretons had to write to fulfil expectations. Bassnet and Lefevere talk of a “pattern of expectations,” or what they helpfully term a “grid.” A grid is “the collection of acceptable ways in which things can be said,” and pre-exists language, they are “man-made, historical, contingent constructs” (p. 5). For instance a grid could be a certain “genre”: this would be the reason why Ossian was written as an epic. Indeed Fiona Stafford says there is strong evidence that Macpherson saw it as his task to fill in gaps; because there was an assumption that the ancient Celts must have written epics, he went ahead and produced some.
 In the case of Finland the “grid” was another language altogether: Swedish, as this was the only literary language that the Fins, who wanted to construct a national epic, for recognition as a “nation,” knew when the Kalevala was written.

The particular relevance of the grid to a minority culture such as Brittany’s is seen in the choices made by La Villemarqué and Brizeux. The Barzaz Breiz owes its success to La Villemarqué’s careful targeting of his material: he packaged it as of French interest, and wrote in elegant French.
 Brizeux was so careful in calculating the degree of familiarity required by a cultured Parisian, that he went as far as Gallicizing place names in line with the preferences of the great critic Sainte-Beuve.
 The type of “translation” produced by Brizeux is translation as mimicry of the dominant discourse, that of the colonizer. His text is calculated to satisfy curiosity and, above all, to sooth by confining Breton difference and individuality to the level of the picturesque. If Breton culture wants to be acknowledged by French, it has to be whatever France wants it to be. So the translation issue can show us something of the way the “petite patrie” pleases its master by being polite enough never to appear un-French. 

The same desire to please can be seen behind the bilingual, “en regard” editions, as Camille Le Mercier d’Erm said in his authoritative anthology, Les Bardes et poètes nationaux de la Bretagne armoricaine: 

Nous n’avons pas voulu, au contraire de nos devanciers, faire prevue d’exclusivisme en composant une anthologie hermétique, toute de vers Bretons ou toute de vers français. C’eût été pécher par excès dans un sens ou dans l’autre.
 

[Unlike our predecessors, we did not want to court exclusivity by compiling a closed anthology of only Breton or only French poetry. That would have been too much of a good thing in one direction or the other] 

Brittany, he goes on to say, is already and naturally bilingual, but united by one patriotism, and in his anthology poems in both languages show this “parfaite unité d’inspiration.” [‘perfect unity of inspiration’] Similar emphasis is found in praise of Brizeux’s ability to reconcile cultural conflicts, and his love of both “petite” [‘the local’] and “grande patrie.” [‘the fatherland’] A study by Lexandre discusses the tension in Brizeux between “le poète né celte et le poète français du XIXème siècle,”[‘the poet born a Celt and the nineteenth-century French poet’] but only in order to assert what a patriot he is: “Il ne faudrait pas croire cependant que dans cette portion du territoire national, l’attache à la petite patrie soit un signe qu’on ne tient pas des entrailles à la grande.”[‘An attachment to the local, in this portion of the national territory, should not be taken as a sign of anything but the most deep-seated commitment to the fatherland’]
 Thus oppressed, “colonized” behaviour is evident in issues around translation. The fact that translation out of Celtic languages into the dominant language of the region has long been perceived as tainted in this way is cited by Wynn Thomas as an explanation for the lack of work on translation in Wales: “Welsh-speakers could naturally see in it [Welsh-English translation] a strategy of colonial appropriation, a means of bankrupting the language of its assets prior to liquidating its entire culture.”

However, as Thomas goes on to show, such work can be helpful. For instance, translation studies have changed the way that we view Ossian. Similarly, La Villemarqué is now, gradually, being rehabilitated, thanks to major work by Donatien Laurent on the notebooks containing the raw material from which La Villemarqué had worked; notebooks rediscovered in the 1960s, proving he had not “invented” from nothing. As in Ossian studies, the practice of either condemning a writer as an “inventor,” or defending him as a pure practitioner of translation, has been abandoned in favour of a more holistic exploration of the nature of the translation practised, and the implications of this for understanding cultural connections and tensions at the time. As Constantine has shown with her work on LaVillemarqué and others, we must see the translator as a mediator.
Translation studies help us to see Francophone Breton literature as a category, and to approach it critically. It was in the 1830s that Bretons first began writing about themselves in French in concerted fashion. I have argued elsewhere that the publishing event that marks the beginning of the decade—Brizeux’s Marie of 1831—represents the birth of a Francophone Breton literature.
 But Francophone Breton literature is a category that is more often than not dismissed by the French, angrily rejected by many Bretons, and largely ignored by French scholars. For Celtic and Breton specialists it is simply in the wrong language: there can be no “Bretonness” through the medium of French, as any utterance in French has to do with France and Frenchness and, for French Studies, Brittany is usually little more than a footnote in histories of the rise of French.Its literary production is either too marginal to mainstream Parisian culture, or not “Francophone” enough, as the term “francophone” conjures up discussions of far-away cultures such as France’s former colonies, indeed anywhere but metropolitan France.
 Also the political and cultural situation in Brittany has not been thought relevant enough to postcolonial studies. The notable exception to this is the work found in the journal of the Centre d’Études des Littératures et Civilisations Francophones at the University of Rennes: Plurial, most notably in two articles: Pascal Rannou’s “Approche du concept de littérature bretonne de langue française,”
 and Marc Gontard’s “Pour une littérature bretonne de langue française,”
 which provides a survey of primary texts. These same critics are responsible for important re-readings of key figures; for instance Rannou’s close analysis of Hélias’s language, which discusses bilingualism and issues of translation, and his work on Corbière, which focuses on the métissage, or hybridity of the text.
 
Translation studies allows us to approach this forgotten chapter in the literature of France and Brittany. It shows how we can abandon rigid categories and look between languages, raising a number of questions: Is it possible to be both Francophone and authentically Breton? Can French-language representations of Brittany be authentic? Or are they necessary flawed because of the language in which they are written?—the politically dominant language of the oppressor? Is the category “Francophone Breton literature” a valid one? Or does any work written in French, no matter how “Breton” the subject matter, simply form a part of French literature? Seeing the “revival” in Breton feeling as a translation allowed us to see the cultural interaction, cultural conflict, and culture shocks, that Brittany provides, revealing Brittany as a rich foraging-ground for French Studies and beyond. The history of Francophone Breton literature, then, is a test case for the history of translation in France, offering a window onto the issue of authenticity in a postcolonial context.
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