
Discuss the theme of death in literature about Brittany. You should
              make detailed reference to at least two works studied, and you may wish to 
              address the wider contexts of tourism or politics. 
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“This is Yan’ Dargent’s representation of a famous legend heard during his childhood in Léon.  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.  Yan’ Dargent has a special place in Breton painting, because of his liking for legends and fantasy.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Museum of Fine Arts of the city of Quimper, ‘Yan’Dargent The Washerwomen of the Night’, Museum of Fine Arts of the City of Quimper : Site Internet <http://www.mbaq.fr/en/our-collections/works-inspired-by-brittany/yan-dargent-the-washerwomen-of-the-night-315.html> [accessed 8 June 2022].] 

Psychopomps is a Greek word for the guide who takes a soul on the journey to the otherworld. There are many “others” who are soul caretakers[footnoteRef:2] but in Brittany there are two obvious ones that literature tells us about. The washer women seen above and the Ankou. There are parallels with the grim reaper, but the Ankou is a Breton concept.[footnoteRef:3] Brittany is an area of France with a strong connection to the story telling culture of other Celtic nations. The theme of death is part of the Celtic story telling culture and is perhaps linked to the ancient Celtic cult of the dead referred to by Bryce, the translator of the Celtic legends collected by Anatole Le Braz.[footnoteRef:4]  Much like the brothers Grimm,[footnoteRef:5] Le Braz thought it important to collect many of the mainly oral folk tales and commit them to writing before they were lost to antiquity. The theme of death is continued in the works of other Breton writers such as Villiers 1838-1889 who gives us one of the early written stories featuring a of a sign of impending death.[footnoteRef:6] In modern times, Helias 1914-1995 talks of the Ankou in a story from a small village in Brittany at the beginning of the 1900s.[footnoteRef:7] The themes of death recur in writing from Brittany in the old folktales and modern literature.  Such themes appear regularly right up to the modern works of writers from Brittany. So why so much on death, why not more emphasis on the sea or the wild landscape? Why is the theme of death in literature associated with Brittany so enduring? In what ways does the theme of death present itself in the literature of Brittany?  [2:  ‘Top 10 Psychopomps of Ancient and Modern Mythology’, Listverse, 2013 <https://listverse.com/2013/06/15/top-10-psychopomps-of-ancient-and-modern-mythology/> [accessed 26 June 2022].]  [3:  ‘Ankou, a Breton Myth’, Terre Celtiche Blog, 2019 <https://terreceltiche.altervista.org/ankou-a-breton-myth/> [accessed 27 June 2022].]  [4:  Anatole Le Braz, The Celtic Legend of the Beyond (Felinfach: Llanerch publishers, 1986). By the translator Derek Bryce.  P8  Bryce explains in this translation that quite a few of the stories are of a similar nature so they have been whittled down to just a few to get the essence of the stories. ]  [5:  ‘Brothers Grimm | Biography, Stories, & Works | Britannica’ <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Brothers-Grimm> [accessed 22 June 2022].]  [6:  Roger Cardinal, ‘Villiers de L’isle‐Adam, Jean‐Marie‐Mathias‐Philippe‐Auguste, Comte De’, in The New Oxford Companion to Literature in French (Oxford University Press, 1995) <https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198661252.001.0001/acref-9780198661252-e-4783> [accessed 8 June 2022].]  [7:  Pierre Jakez Hélias, The Horse of Pride: Life in a Breton Village (Yale University Press, 1978). P100] 

The theme of death in literature about Brittany is embedded in the folklore and legends of the area as shown in the collected tales of Anatole La Braz.[footnoteRef:8] Writers through time, such as Villiers in the 1870s, and Helias in the 1970s have continued the enduring theme drawing on their own Breton heritage. The theme of death in writing about Brittany reflects ideas that death is close by and can be perceived through signs and omens. There is an acceptance of the supernatural communication from the world of the dead by the Breton people which is normalised. In the short story from Villiers, The Sign (1883), and the autobiographical novel by Hélias, The Horse of Pride, set in the period of 1908–1918 but written in the mid twentieth century, the theme of death is apparent. These are examined here with reference to the old folktales and legends collected by Le Braz in The Celtic Legends of The Beyond [footnoteRef:9] [8:  Le Braz.]  [9:  Le Braz.] 

Le Braz explains the Ankou in detail. He is conveying to the non-Breton a notion that is so obvious to the people that he collected the stories from. Before presenting the story of the Ankou he explains what the Bretton is thinking and how they perceive the Ankou to be.
in many places the last one to die each year becomes the Ankou. In a few places it is the first one to die. When there have been more deaths than usual in a year they say, the Ankou is a wicked one.  Sometimes they depict the Ankou as a tall thin man with long white hair shaded by large felt hat. Sometimes in the form of a skeleton draped in a shroud, whose head turns continuously, just like the weathercock, so that he can see all the region he has to cover at a single glance. In the one case or the other he holds a scythe, the latter differs from the ordinary scythe in having its blade turned the other way around, so that when he uses it, instead of bringing it towards him, he pushes it forwards.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Le Braz. P26] 

This reference to the Ankou leaves nothing out. All variations are explained before he goes on to tell us the stories about the Ankou. The story Gab Lucas presented in the chapter The Ankou, describes the experience of an onlooker when the Ankou comes, “Suddenly, the dogs of Nizilzi began to howl! Pitifully.”[footnoteRef:11] here he gives us placement. It is personal. In the story he has explained who the person is and why he can hear the dogs. He goes on to explain how the protagonist meets the coach of the dead and how death was not looking for him on this night. “The next day, they heard the church bell ringing. The master of Nizilzi had died on the previous night, towards half past ten.”[footnoteRef:12] In this story of the Ankou, the coach that is being led has a purpose. The Breton would take it as natural to hear or even see death. The person in Paris reading these stories, probably for the first time, would have been perplexed with the natural, other-worldly way that the Breton perceived death. [11:  Le Braz. P28]  [12:  Le Braz. P29 this story is credited to Marie-Yvonne Mainguy. Port-Blank.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk107487843]Villiers was interested in magic and the supernatural and included elements of this in his writing. The article on Villiers by Cogman explains Villiers’ penchant for magic. We can glean from this critical piece that the writer is not fond of Catholics or Aristocracy. It is important to see what the audience of Villiers was looking for.  
There are two papers on Villiers and Ma Bertrand Marchai contrasts Villiers’ "theological" view of the world faith and a modern one (Mallarmé) based on fiction, the one giving reading of aristocracy, magic, Catholicism, gold, the other a symbolic metaphorical one; [footnoteRef:13] [13:  P. W. M. Cogman, ‘Review of Villiers de l’Isle-Adam (1838-1889). Actes Du Colloque International, 1989. Société Des Etudes Romantiques’, Nineteenth-Century French Studies, 20.1/2 (1991), 243–45.] 

Villiers writing is very much in line with the style of Gothic Horror that is familiar to fans of Edgar Allan Poe.[footnoteRef:14] Villiers was a Breton aristocrat. He was a bohemian romantic, writing plays for a living in Paris. He wrote, Contes Cruels in 1883; from which we get the story of The Sign.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  ‘A Quote from The Premature Burial’ <https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/68729-the-boundaries-which-divide-life-from-death-are-at-best> [accessed 30 June 2022]. “The boundaries which divide Life from Death are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the one ends, and where the other begins?”]  [15:  Black coat, ‘Black Coat Press’ <https://www.blackcoatpress.com/_search.html?req=+de+Villiers+de+l%27Isle-Adam> [accessed 29 June 2022].] 

And in the direction of the dilapidated old stone crosses which, in that Breton village, stand in the thickets in which perch the birds of evil omen from Dead Men's Wood, I heard, in the distance, a horrible cry, the shrill, terrifying falsetto of the Rookery. A screech-owl with phosphorescent eyes”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  ‘Kortext Reader’ <https://contentstore-cla-co-uk.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/EReader/Index?guid=5c9a3c42-def8-ea11-80cd-005056af4099&pcid=1801616&t=eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiIsInR5cCI6IkpXVCJ9.eyJqdGkiOiJmMTMxYWM2MS1kMzNlLTQ1MTMtODc5Mi1hYjZmZjQ3ODFlNWIiLCJuYmYiOjE2NTQ2MTc3NDYsImV4cCI6MTY1NDYxODA0NiwiaWF0IjoxNjU0NjE3NzQ2LCJpc3MiOiJEQ1MiLCJhdWQiOiJSZWFkZXIifQ.hQhDps9WXrjNzzgpfQb6KMGpb4f1qD0ezvaRIn_bi8I&b=False> [accessed 7 June 2022]. P17 p197] 

It is a very dark piece and could easily be read as a play. It is very descriptive. It would seem that Villiers is remembering his childhood stories and conveying them to a new literary audience. Earlier in the story our hero has made up his mind to leave the troubles of Paris and head to the comfort of the home of his parish priest.
I decided, as an experiment, to leave Paris, to go and take a nature cure far away, and to indulge in some violent exercise, a few healthy shooting parties for instance, … the name of an old friend, forgotten years before, the Abbe Maucombe, …My last meeting with the learned priest dated back to the time of his departure for a long pilgrimage to Palestine… The news of his return had reached me since. He lived in the humble presbytery of a little village in Lower Brittany.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Auguste Villiers de L’Isle-Adam and A. W. (Alan William) Raitt, Cruel Tales, The World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985). P183/4 p2/3] 

Villiers’ tale is a fine mixture of Catholicism and folklore. The religion is a secondary story to the folklore of death. The Ankou is not mentioned in this tale but the screech owl as a portent of death, is. Villier’s story, The Sign. Comes after the stories of Le Braz so the sophisticated Parisian audience would now be aware of the theme of death in Britany. 
Modern writers such as Hélias also make use of the ancient themes of death in their works. In the story The Horse of Pride, we are taken to the years just before the first world war.[footnoteRef:18] The story is told as a memory.  [18:  Jacqueline. Gibson, Gwyn. Griffiths, and Bernard. Le Nail, The Turn of the Ermine : An Anthology of Breton Literature (London: Francis Boutle, 2006).] 

This misadventure did not happen to him but to one of his cousins who was killed in the First World War. This cousin was still a child when, on the evening preceding all soul’s day he saw a farmer… He came from a neighbouring farm …the man’s face was white and drawn, and at first it could not utter a single word, when he recovered his speech, he said that he had seen the Ankou.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  ‘Kortext Reader’.] 

This is, in part, an autobiographical story written in the 1970s remembering things from sixty years previously. Whether a memory or poetic licence it is still firmly placing the theme of death in Brittany. The Ankou is still an obvious sign of death. The story is placed in the natural cycles of the agricultural year. It is Halloween, the time of ghosts and strange things. We are invited around the story fire, as it were. 
The Ankou had looked deep into his eyes through his empty sockets… He kept on saying that he was feeling cold. the only way to escape from the death messenger, he said, was to keep hold of the hand of some living person. In fact, he had immediately taken the hand of the master of the house and was not letting go of it.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Hélias.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk107493225]Hélias is using one of the themes that le Braz had used to explain the Ankou. It is familiar and easily acceptable to the modern reader. The rural farm life is like a long-lost memory but the literature is keeping the Ankou in the fore front of the modern reader.
In the writing of Hélias and Villiers, the theme of death is presented as very much part of the fabric of life in Brittany. While death is universal the stories from Britany seem to be clung on too, like a robe in cold weather. The Breton seems more sensitive to the signs of death and experiences death in a more personal way coloured and shaped by the long held on to, folklore and history.
Writers from Brittany, through the ages, have continued and developed the theme of death that was present in the folktales and legends of the Celtic past. Death is an ever-present and familiar character that is perceived through signs and omens. Breton people have not lost the old-world sensitivities that connect them with the otherworld. The nature of the character of the Ankou is brought to us through the collected stories of Le Braz. These elements then appear in later literature from Brittany.
Villiers was comfortable in his storytelling about the sign. He weaves the story compellingly, and even though he was born in Brittany, he was, because he chose to be, a fine Parisian. He had enjoyed the stories of Edgar Allan Poe and you can see the influence in this story. Villiers, when writing about the sign, chose to place the action in Brittany. The mythology of the Breton made it easy for Villiers to talk about death. Hélias, as a Breton, and writing almost one hundred years later is also comfortable with the theme of death.  
The three pieces we have looked at are about the coming of death in Britany. It would seem death is almost looked for. Could this be all Bretton has to offer? Breton was seen as almost foreign in the eyes of the sophisticated French, and probably also to the visitors to France from other countries. A hard place to get to until the first trainline to Brittany in the 1860s.[footnoteRef:21] The theme of death is just that, a theme.  [21:  File:Frankreich1860Bahnstrecken.png this file shows a map of the French trainline development with Paris first and Brittany last .
] 
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