Death in Brittany
Introduction
 The inhabitants of Celtic Brittany were traditionally thought of as simple people living close to nature and having much superstition of folklore but also great piety. Bretons were thought to have deep reverence of religion, but this also included deep respect for the dead.[footnoteRef:1] Although many were deeply religious,( in the nineteenth century-75% of all Bretons had attended Easter Mass ,)[footnoteRef:2] it has been  said that they had more fear of superstition than of catholic doctrine.[footnoteRef:3]   [1:  A.E.Whitehead, Dealings With The Dead, Narratives  From La Legende De La Mort En Basse  Bretagne, (1898),p.18,  https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=8534&section=11 [accessed 09 January 2025].]  [2:  Gwenno Piette,  A Concise History Of Brittany, ( Cardiff;University of Wales, 2008), p.108.]  [3:  L.Mariller, Dealings With The Dead, p.28.] 

With the explosion of writing in the nineteenth century, came the increased interest of Brittany with their Celtic customs and beliefs. It was initially brought to the attention of the rest of the country by Jaques Cambry (1749-1807) in Voyage dans le Finnistere (1798) who wrote about travel to the area with observations of their customs and rituals.[footnoteRef:4] Death being such an important subject of daily life amongst these Celtic people, meant that tourists wanted to see and write about the customs of death, mourning and burial practices which was felt to be lost to the rest of France.[footnoteRef:5] Ernest  Renan  who died in 1892   and who’s influential  La Poisie des Race Celtique , glorified the picturesque Brittany.   It used descriptions of what are now classed as cliches, illustrating the beauty, remoteness and backwardness of the region but also included their beliefs of folklore, superstitions and traditions. Brittany was thought of as mysterious, with the alternative attitude towards death showing that there was a difference in this region to the rest of France,[footnoteRef:6]  making it interesting for artists, writers and tourists.  [4:   Maura  A.Coughlin, Sites Of Absence And Presence: Tourism And The Morbid Material Culture Of Death In Brittany, pp183-203, p.183 <https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net> [accessed 09 January 2025].]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Coughlin, Sites Of Absence, p.185.] 

The three authors being studied in this essay are all from Brittany: Tristan Corbiere (1845-1875).  His poems Evil Landscape and Still Life are found in the collection Les Amours Jaunes.[footnoteRef:7] Anatole Le Braz ,(1859-1926) -Eight Omens of a Death found in La Legend de la Mort en Basse Bretagne in the translated version of Dealings with Dead,(1893 ),[footnoteRef:8]  Auguste Villiers de L’Isle Adam (1838-1889)- The sign  found In Cruel Tales .[footnoteRef:9] This essay will give an outline of the four works studied, discuss how they include the main themes of death and how they  compare and contrast with each other. [7:  Tristan Corbiere, Poems In Translation, Selected Poems From Les Armours Jaunes, (1873) https://www.poetryintranslation.com/?sortBy=item_author#Corbiere-Tristan-18451875 [accessed 09 January 2025]. ]  [8:  Anatole Le Braz, Dealings With the Dead, pp74-79. ]  [9:  Auguste de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam, The Sign, Short Story By Villiers de L’Isle- Adam,(1985) www.https://moodle.ac.uk/course/view.php?id8534&section=8 [accessed 09 January 2025].] 


 Brittany was always associated with death, Bretons having a special relationship with the church and the dead but although death was feared, it was not  considered a taboo subject.[footnoteRef:10]  Brittany is an ancient land in West France, surrounded by sea and marsh and appeared to be left behind by the rest of France, their customs seeming to be more equivalent to medieval Europe, not progressing with the rest of the country and ‘living a spiritual life in harmony with the landscape.’[footnoteRef:11]  This meant  that the customs and beliefs,  including religion and death, which seemed omnipresent in Brittany, appeared ancient to the modern day French. It even became part of the political agenda when following the French revolution and the disposal of the monarchy, the government under Napolean in 1805 wanted to re-invent the history of France with emphasis on its Celtic roots. He instigated the Academie Celtique with Cambry as its president, researching Celtic culture throughout France which involved sending a questionnaire divided into four categories, one of which was death and birth in order to study France’s past, emphasising how important the subject of death was to the Celts of Brittany.  [10:  Heather Williams, ‘Death in Brittany (conference paper)’, Society of Dixneuviemistes,2005. Available at: <https:// academi.edu> [ accessed 09 January 2025].]  [11:   Barry Cunliffe, Bretons And Britons:The Fight For Identity, (Oxford: Oxford University Press Incorporated, 2021), p.405. ] 

 Ever since the mention by Cambry in his travel journal, tourists had travelled to Brittany to observe their Celtic rituals which included their attitudes to death, mourning and memory. [footnoteRef:12] Work was written by writers fascinated by the death rituals including Gustave  Flaubert in Over Strand and Field (1904) who, while writing about the burial of a sailor who had been lost at sea for three weeks and the grieving of his widow,[footnoteRef:13]  ensured that he did not include all the usual cliched comments associated with Brittany unlike those written by others such as Francois- rene de Chateaubriand in ‘Memoirs from beyond the grave.’ [12:  Coughlin, Sites Of Absence, p.183.]  [13:  Gustave Flaubert, Over Strand And Field A Record Of Travel through Brittany, 1904  The Project Gutenberg eBook of Over Strand and Field, by Gustave Flaubert [accessed 09 January 2025].] 

Le Braz, Corbiere and Villiers, were all natives of Brittany and used their traditional knowledge to write or collect works of death to illustrate this important custom, renown in the area. It appears however that they did not write in order to promote Brittany and even Le Braz who wanted to record the traditions of the Bretons, wrote of ‘Bretons and us,’ implying that he did not consider himself as one.[footnoteRef:14]   [14:  Mariller, Dealings With The Dead, p.23.] 

   Le Braz self-named as the Bard of Brittany with his writing being hugely influential in France, was a collector of verse thinking along with Renan that the way of life in Brittany would soon die therefore it was important to record the stories for prosperity. He used his life to collect stories from Bretons and made an anthology of their memoirs in La Legende de la Mort not aligning himself with Brittany but utilizing their tales of folklore including death, possibly to further his career in Paris. The Eight Omens of a Death tells a story, third hand originally, from a weaver woman, who dictated to a schoolteacher, about omens she received before her husband died. The fact that she had told someone else who scribed the story, gives the impression of illiteracy which was thought to be typical of Bretons. It describes how she always received omens when a family member died but she received omens for seven months while her husband was dying, with the experiences getting more intense, nearer to when he died. The story tells of night and day events, as death was thought to be found in everyday life, with dead people’s souls thought to be living normal lives in Anaan.[footnoteRef:15] Although this was considered normal, she gives the impression of being very scared and states she would have died of fright if that was possible. Throughout, she blends her belief of folklore with her Christian faith – ‘who is making that noise up there keeping Christians awake,’ mentioning crossing herself and hearing priests chanting from the town. The combination of the piety shown by the Bretons blended with their huge belief of superstition, meant that the church had to develop a tolerance with these ideas, often combining their church doctrines with ancient customs .[footnoteRef:16] The text ends with hearing the sounds associated with the Ankou, a Breton phenomenon, but related to the Welsh word of Angua, a frightening image of death. He is similar to the medieval grim reaper of Britain[footnoteRef:17]  and is described as wearing black, carrying a scythe and with a creaking cart with helpers including washerwomen of shrouds.  Although people were terrified, he was part of everyday life in Brittany. He was believed to be pre-Christian although the church adopted the Ankou beliefs in the fifteenth century.[footnoteRef:18]. There was no mention of the word Ankou in the text although there was much reference to the ideas in association with him, using sound, of squealing wheels, banging at the door and the sound of talking, possibly, his helpers.  The word Ankou did not need to be said as sometimes fear comes from imagination of an event rather than a description.  [15:   Michael Simonton, Native Nations: The Survival Of The Fourth World People Bretons/Brittany Celts  (France) ed. by Sharlotte Neely, (2014),p.10, <https.www.academia.edu.> accessed 09 January 2025].]  [16:  L.Mariller, Dealings With The Dead, p.30.]  [17:  Brett Furth, Legends From Brittany, p.10. (2004) https://www.academia.edu [accessed 09 January 2025].]  [18:  Williams,’Death in Brittany’,2005.] 

Villiers used Brittany to his advantage, not wanting to be classed as a provincial writer but using the popular ideas of death and ‘otherwordly’ in order to enhance his career. He was heavily inspired by Edgar Alan Poe and had a morbid interest in death even being known to attend executions.[footnoteRef:19]His story, The Sign is a tale of a man visiting an old priest friend in Brittany and during the night he is visited by a strange phenomenon who offers him a cloak to wear. When he leaves the next day, he is offered the same cloak by the priest to wear as it is raining. The priest dies a few days later from a chill and is buried wrapped in the cloak. Villiers sets the scene by describing a group of men sat around a fire, relating stories to each other, much in the tradition of the Bretons telling stories of their own or other’s experiences.[footnoteRef:20] The story, related in the first person, is told by Baron Xavier de la V…, possibly in order for Villiers to distance himself from his Bretonness. His descriptions of the house start by being quaint, traditional of writing about Brittany and possibly what people in Paris had thought from previous literature but changed when the steps that had originally been described as sandstone were now seen as gravestones and he uses words such as ‘blood chilling’ and ‘sitting on the stone of melancholy’ in order to give the feeling of foreboding. During the strange happenings of the night, Villiers makes no mention of Ankou although he describes the strange phenomenon he meets as having a large black hat that hides most of his face with implication of the ‘messenger of death.’ The terror he feels during the night, ‘The darkness had an extraordinary quality,’ changing in the morning to ‘what can compare with daylight and radiant sunshine?’  but returns when he is travelling back to his hotel alone. His relief is palpable on arriving back to the hotel, stating, ‘I had left the realm of nightmares…. I had left death behind.’ The story is gothic in style which characterised the atmospheres of death, gloom, high emotions and horror and was popularised by Poe. [footnoteRef:21] The market being ripe in Paris for the eerie gothic tale, therefore the subjects of superstition and death were ideal for such narratives. Throughout the telling of the story, knowing that there is more to come adds to the suspense, typical of the gothic tale. The importance of Breton church and religion is emphasised when the count is told that the cloak had touched the Sepulcher in Jerusalem, a traditional belief in Catholicism of the power of touching holy relics or features. Using animals and birds was an important part of the description of death especially with images of owls as birds of the night. Villiers talks of a bird of the night screeching and flying around his room when the Baron was shown the cloak and later, on his trip back when the Abbot gives him his cloak, again there is a noise of the owl. The housekeeper’s ‘huge coif flapping like a pair of wings’ giving the impression of an owl’s wings. Coiffes were head wear unique to, and a literary representation of Brittany.[footnoteRef:22]  They were worn by women from different villages, illustrating their social status, but were also used as a sign of mourning when the flaps were folded down.[footnoteRef:23]. Women thought to be the main mourners in Brittany as it was often their husbands that were lost at sea thus it was seen to be their role to suffer the pain, loss and grief of death.[footnoteRef:24]   [19:  A.W.Raitt, Cruel Tales By Villiers de L’Isle Adam, ‘A.W Raitt’s Notes’, 1985  https://astrofella.wordpress.com/2024/06/28/cruel-tales-villiers-de-lisle-adam/ [accessed 09 January 2025]]  [20:  L.Mariller, Dealings With The Dead, p.26.]  [21:  Aidil Zeffer Soffi and Dr Vani Khurrana, ‘Gothic Genesis: An Overview,’ JAC: A Journal Of Composition Theory  (2020),p.575  https://www.researchgate.net [accessed 09 January 2025].]  [22: Williams, Death In Brittany , 2005.]  [23:  Coughlin, Sites Of Absence, p.186.]  [24:   Maura A.Coughlin , Spectacle, Maintenance And Materiality: Women And Death In Modern Brittany, (2013) p.200, DOI: 10.4324/9781315084008-14 [accessed 09 January 2025].] 

 The two poems by Corbiere show an intenseness in their short lines- with each line including some sort of association with death and dying using words of description and acknowledgement of some of the traditional ideas known about bereavement in Brittany.   Evil Landscape starts with a depiction of the coast - not the popular picturesque views expected by the Parisiens but ‘sands of ancient bones- the moaning tide ‘and the sound of the waves on the beach he called ‘death knells, breaking sound on sound,’ giving the impression that the sea was full of death. Looking at the coast from this sinister angle, Corbiere depicted the less savoury side of Brittany knowing that the sea had great associations with death and loss due to the many men who died at sea from the fishing towns in coastal areas. Benoist et al, cited by Coughlin, states that the Atlantic is ‘a vast coffin that the priest comes to bless.’ [footnoteRef:25] Corbiere also uses words like ‘pallid marshes’ instead of the much-loved gorse and broom associated with heathland and ‘putrid grass,’ all giving the idea of foulness with malevolent connotations of death rather than the cliches used by romanticists.  Still life is a poem about someone dying, using words ranging from, the Angelus, a sign of devotion to the church, therefore a recognition to the piety of Bretons, to ‘a creaking of wood: as the barrow of death,’ an acknowledgement of the Ankou (also found in Evil Landscape when describing the washerwoman and ‘the dead’s dirty linen.’) The ‘curved road’ mentioned in Still life leads the reader to think of the funeral roads or roads of death, along which corpses had to be transported in procession to cemetery. These were superstitiously thought of as places where the dead walked at night.  In both poems there is animal imagery- in Still Life, stating ‘the barn owl- sentinel by night’ again mentioning the night, the time that death walked. In Evil landscapes he talks of worms and toads -both signs of the darkness and dampness of burial. The mention of a crow also brings a vision of a bad omen although all Corbiere’s creatures are silent, unlike those in Villier’s The Sign. These poems were realist views of death not looking through rose-tinted glasses and probably why he was included as a ‘Poete Maudit’ (accursed poet) by Paul Verlaine who described him as ‘master of disdain, the mocker of everything and everyone including himself.’[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Coughlin, Sites Of Absence, p.185.]  [26:  Paul Verlaine , Poetry In Translation, Paul Verlaine, https://www.poetryintranslation.com/?sortBy=item_author#Verlaine-Paul-18441896 [accessed 09 January 2025].] 

Throughout the pieces chosen, there is mention of common Breton themes associated with death.  The piety that was ascribed to Bretons is a factor in each of the pieces with church and death having such a close relationship, especially dealing with funeral practices.  Ankou is never mentioned by name in all four pieces, however it is a dominant topic in all, with mention of the sound of his cart and his associates in Eight omens and Still life, the priest with the large black hat in The Sign and mention of his helpers in Evil Landscape.  Animal imagery in The Sign and Corbière’s poems are dominant with big emphasis to the owls in both, especially being birds of the night and mysterious. Other creatures are mentioned for example rooks and toads although the only mention by Le Braz was ‘he slept like a badger.’ Night time is influential in all works and very important to the relevance to the tales as that is thought to be when ‘Death’ walked and as stated by Mariller,The living and dead are thought of as equal but the ‘Dead rule the night.’[footnoteRef:27]  [27:   L.Mariller, Dealings With The Dead, p.37.] 


Conclusion
Attitudes of Bretons to death was different to Parisians, who it was said, although were devoted to their dead, ‘worship tombs rather than believing that the dead are all around.’[footnoteRef:28] With  the influence of works from writers especially from the nineteenth century, and the incidence of travelogues, people were enticed to visit to see for themselves, the beliefs and rituals used by the Bretons, thus increasing tourism to the area. All the ideas described in the literary works about the subject of death, illustrate the importance of the topic within Brittany.  The popular theme of folklore and especially death, provided an image of Bretons as being primitive and superstitious but pious and provided ‘rich pickings’ for much literature within France. All four pieces were written in French by the three Bretons, who used their knowledge of Brittany to emphasise the subject of death which was as important as its picturesqueness. They wrote for the rest of France and using the common themes associated with death and dying, Le Braz and Villiers used their prose to give a real sense of terror and Corbiere gave pragmatic descriptions, illustrating a more sinister view of the subject. The three authors using their different ways to illustrate the subject, were able to demonstrate the common themes of the Ankou, darkness, piety and animal imagery and helped to promote further the ideas of the primitiveness of Brittany. [28:   L.Mariller, Dealings With The Dead, p.45.] 
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