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Discuss the theme of death in literature about Brittany. You should make detailed reference to at least two works studied.

The theme of death may be one of the most prominent associations with Brittany in its literature and culture. Death, superstition and ‘otherworldliness’ are themes which frequently emerge in Breton stories and myths, and many writers use these themes to great effect in their writings about Brittany as we shall see. This essay will explore the theme of death in Brittany, paying particular attention to the figure of the Ankou and his entourage, the Anaon. It will discuss the work of several writers and compare their representations of death, with a large portion of the essay dedicated to exploring L’Intersigne (The Sign), written by Auguste de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam. The story contains a rich and atmospheric narrative in the style of a classic gothic horror story, and uses Brittany, with its reputation as a mysterious and otherworldly place, as a chilling backdrop to the tale. The theme of the unquiet dead will also be discussed, with examples from the Breton ballad ‘Skolvan – A Penitent Soul’, and an extract from ‘The Horse of Pride’, a chronicle of Breton life and culture by Pierre-Jakez Hélias. Finally, as a contrast to the ideas of death as a figure that elicits fear, the poem L’Ankou, written by Meavan will be briefly explored.
Brittany is ‘pre-eminently the Land of the Departed’, where the living and the dead exist contiguously.[footnoteRef:1] Souls are not confined to the grave, but rather, they wander at night along roads and within the fields and beaches. The dead are accepted as part of everyday existence: [1:  Anatole Le Braz and Mrs. A. E. Whitehead, Dealings with The Dead, Narratives From “La Légende De La Mort En Basse Bretagne”, (London: George Redway, 1898), p. 35.] 

‘L’Anaon’ (as they name the vast crowd and concourse of the Dead) is feared, as the storm and the tempest are feared, but no more surprise is felt that the thorn bushes and the rushes that border the roadsides should be shaken by the passing of disembodied spirits, than that the birds should warble blithely in those bushes.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Le Braz and Whitehead, p. 24.] 

	Perhaps the most famous concept around death in Breton culture is the Ankou, the personification of Death. This figure appears in many stories and poems about Brittany, several of which will be examined here, however, a brief overview of the main characteristics of the Ankou may be useful at this point. Much of the literature describes him as a tall, slender figure (much like the Grim Reaper), dressed in black and wearing a hat. Often the face is obscured, or the eyes have hollow sockets. He is said to drive a cart, La Charette de la Morte, which can be heard squeaking at night. He has an entourage of otherworldly beings and props which assist him, including La Lavandière de Nuit (the washerwoman at night) and the Bateau de Nuit (the night boat) which carries souls to the Ile des Morts (Island of the Dead). In some parts of Brittany, Ankou or his servant mevel an Ankou is said to be the last person in the parish to have died in the previous year. Ankou often appears to prophesy the manner of death one may witness or experience.
	Associated with Ankou is a community of otherworldly beings known as Anaon (ensemble des êtres de l’autre monde – ‘a set of beings from another world’). Said to be the souls of the dead in Breton culture, the Anaon are understood to be in a state of purgatory, acting out penance on earth. There are several types of lost souls in the Breton tradition, including the female night screecher (skrijerez-noz), the night child (bugel-noz) and the previously mentioned washerwoman (kannerez-noz):
Interaction with these entities is usually fatal in Breton folk tradition; the kannerezed-noz ‘night washerwomen’ will invite passers-by to help, but any mortal giving assistance is caught up in the sheets and killed.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Dr. Antone Minard, ‘Anaon’, in Celtic Culture - A Historical Encyclopedia, ed. by John T. Koch, (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO 2005), p. 51.] 

Certain activities could evoke the wrath of the Anaon, such as sleeping after dark or whistling, and they were understood to be omnipresent at night, with isolated places being particularly dangerous for mortals. 
	The idea of the anaon, the unquiet dead, is exemplified in the Breton ballad ‘Skolvan, a penitent soul’, in which the spirit of a dead son returns to visit his mother to beg her forgiveness for his terrible crimes. This ballad is described by Mary-Ann Constantine as: ‘one of the most beautiful, most mysterious and most moving of all the Breton gwerziou.’[footnoteRef:4] The soul of Skolvan is not at rest and has been subjected to experiences of purgatory and penitence. His arrival at his mothers’ door is described in a way that evokes suspense and a sense of dread: ‘ – Who is there at this time of night / Knocking on doors that are safely locked?’[footnoteRef:5] The ballad deals with themes of light and dark, of penitence and ultimately forgiveness when Skolvan’s mother is finally able to forgive her son for his misdeeds, allowing him passage to heaven and freedom from the world of the Anaon. [4:  Mary-Ann Constantine and Éva Guillorel, ‘Miracles and Murders, An Introductory Anthology of Breton Ballads’, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 52.]  [5:  Constantine and Guillorel, ‘Miracles and Murders’, p. 49.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk89974102]Ankou, although he is never referred to as such, appears as a frightening figure in L’intersigne (‘The Sign’) by French author Auguste de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam (1838 – 1889), a short story which formed part of a larger collection titled ‘Cruel Tales’ published in 1883. Although born in Brittany, Villiers did not champion his Breton heritage, so consequently could scarcely be referred to as a ‘Breton writer’, and very rarely received any acknowledgement in surveys of Breton literature of French expression. He undoubtedly wanted to make his mark in mainstream French literature, so chose Brittany as the setting for his story, not because he was seeking to glorify his country of origin, but because he wanted to make use of the clichés attached to Brittany, in particular its associations with being a place for retreat and restoration of the spirit, and  with death. His choice of setting provided a perfect backdrop for his venture into the world of the gothic horror story, very much in the style of Edgar Allen Poe, and he used Brittany’s reputation as a mysterious, otherworldly place to his full advantage. 
Villiers’ protagonist and alter-ego in L’Intersigne, the baron Xavier de la V------ chooses to retreat to Brittany to escape the excesses of Parisian life and stay with his old friend the Abbé Maucombe in an un-named town five miles from Saint-Maur. Although the clichés attached to Brittany are not overtly expressed in the story, the theme of religion is given some attention. The piety of the Abbé is alluded to: ‘I discovered that the priest - as a worthy representative of a God of mercy - had acquired the sincere affection of his flock.’[footnoteRef:6] The theme of the restorative qualities of nature also appears, as upon his arrival at the presbytery the baron remarks: [6:  Auguste de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam, ‘The Sign’ in Cruel Tales, trans. Robert Boldick, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1963, 1985), p. 182.] 

The rustic appearance of the house, the windows with their green blinds, the three sandstone steps, the ivy, the clematis, the tea-roses clambering up the walls as far as the roof, where a little cloud of smoke was rising from a revolving chimney-cowl, filled one with ideas of meditation, health, and profound peace.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Villiers, p. 185.] 

The theme of nature continues to wash through the story, both in its spiritual capacity as noted above, and in a more sinister form as the narrative progresses. As night falls, the ambience begins to shift towards something foreboding and malevolent, setting the scene for the nightmarish experiences to come. The landscape becomes cold and harsh, a ‘deserted countryside’ and the baron’s thoughts turn to death: ‘Here dead dreams revive, anticipating the moment of the grave!’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Villiers, p. 186.] 

	At this point, the barons’ perceptions begin to alter, and he experiences hallucinations; the graveyard appears to have closed in on him, perhaps as a metaphor for the presence of death drawing closer; the flagstones leading up to the door become grave stones, and even the door-knocker echoes with the sound of a ‘mourning bell’.[footnoteRef:9] The author uses death imagery in a subtle way to set the scene for the rest of the story – the shifts in perception, his hallucinations and the sense that all is not what it seems, coupled with images of a cheerful housekeeper and warm reunions, allow the reader to vacillate between disquiet and comfort. [9:  Villiers, p. 187.] 

	Death follows Xavier into the house, a reminder that it is ever-present – a presence which permeates all things, from which no-one is safe. The baron experiences a number of terrifying visions presaging the death of the Abbé. Villiers uses the element of suspense expertly in his description of Ankou peering through the keyhole of the bedroom door before opening it and revealing himself: 
Morbid ideas occurred to me. What was happening? The darkness had an extraordinary quality. As I was approaching the door, a patch of light, coming from the keyhole, started moving over my hand and my sleeve. There was somebody outside the door: there really had been someone knocking.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Villiers, p. 191.] 

The possibility of the experience being a dream is quickly dismissed when Xavier discovers his door has been unlocked from the inside. It is interesting to note that even the beetles in the walls are the ‘death-watch’ variety, adding to the sense that death and his messengers are omnipresent.[footnoteRef:11] The strange and the supernatural weave together in this story to create an uncomfortable atmosphere for the reader and connect it seamlessly to the legend of the Ankou. The tale ends with Xavier learning that his friend the Abbé did indeed pass away in the manner prophesied by the appearance of Death. [11:  Villiers, p. 190.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk89974334]	‘The Horse of Pride’ is a chronicle of Breton life, recounting the memoirs of Pierre-Jakez Hélias of life in Brittany between the two world wars, and published in 1986. One account of the death of the farmer Tiñ ar C’halvez introduces Ankou in a more traditional form, as well as the anaon in the form of Ankou’s entourage and the farmer’s ghost which wanders from the injured man’s body, wretchedly trying to escape the attention of Ankou:
He did not know how he managed to escape, but he was sure the Ankou was still searching for him. He kept on saying that he was feeling cold. The only way to escape from the death messenger, he said, was to hold the hand of some living person.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Jaqueline Gibson and Gwyn Griffiths, ‘The Turn of the Ermine, An Anthology of Breton Literature’, (London: Francis Boutle Publishers, 2006), p. 300.] 

It is not until the end of the story that we learn that it was C’halvez’s soul that was wandering, seeking assistance from the living to escape death, as his body was lying in bed at that time recovering from a serious accident with a cart.
	C’halvez states that the Ankou had ‘looked deep into his eyes through his empty sockets.’[footnoteRef:13] The man’s terror reaches its crescendo when he exclaims:  [13:  Ibid.] 

There he is! He is coming! Do you hear the cart squeaking? Do you hear all these voices around him singing the Hymn of Hell? Why Hell? Purgatory maybe, but Hell! I don’t want to go there. Keep hold of me![footnoteRef:14] [14:  Ibid.] 

In this extract are all the traditional associations with Ankou and the Anaon – the squeaking cart, the voices of his helpers, the restless spirit of C’halvez and the idea of purgatory and punishment. The association with hell indicates a religious connection with Ankou, that his cart could convey one to heaven or hell, which is suggestive of a Christian acceptance of this figure. It certainly appears that religion played a central role in beliefs around death in Brittany. For example, the night before All Saint’s Day (November 1st) known as La Touissant was observed in the following way: 
By each church in old Brittany is a receptacle of bones, which are rendered plainly visible by grated windows. These receptacles are called Charniers or Ossuaries, and the dead are dug up after a certain time to be placed in them.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Le Braz and Whitehead, p. 11.] 

It was believed that the dead would come to visit the living, and priests would sing a dedicated Gwerz  in front of the Charnier. After singing the Gwerz, people would return to their homes and prepare a feast for the departed and speak of their deeds. The feast was comprised of cider, pancakes, curds, and whey. The ‘log of the dead’ was left blazing on the hearth as people retired to bed.[footnoteRef:16] These rites may represent a more ancient form of pre-Christian ancestor worship which fuses seamlessly with Christianity. The morning after the rites, the dead were believed to go to mass in the parish church which was celebrated in their honour. [16:  Le Braz and Whitehead, p.13.] 

	Returning to Ankou, not all Breton literature relating to him views him as something to be feared. The poem L’Ankou, written by Meavenn (Francine Rozec, 1911 – 1992) in 1933, casts him, and the state of death, in a much more positive light: ‘Why are you made out to be fearsome / You are not ugly; / You are not distressing, / Just unknown.’[footnoteRef:17] In fact, Meavenn seems to welcome the prospect of death as an entry into another realm which is a secret place, a place ‘which will be our land.’[footnoteRef:18] The poem as a whole treats death as mysterious and intriguing rather than terrifying, and the last verse is rather powerful: ‘To die. / What is it like? / I don’t know / But I am ready to go.’[footnoteRef:19] There is no fear, just a willingness to embrace the mystery. [17:  Gibson and Griffiths, ‘The Turn of the Ermine’, pp. 301 – 302.]  [18:  Gibson and Griffiths, p. 302.]  [19:  Ibid.] 

	In conclusion, there is no doubt that Brittany is indeed the ‘Land of the Departed’, and death is intricately woven into the tapestry of Breton culture. There is a wealth of literature dealing with the subject, of which this essay has barely scratched the surface. The living and the dead co-exist with each other, the two worlds interacting at all times. The figure of Ankou, although generally feared, as we witnessed in L’Intersigne, is also accepted as a part of the natural order, so much so that death rites which may have been pre-Christian in origin, were integrated seamlessly into the Breton Catholic doctrine. The concept of the unquiet dead, the Anaon, is also hard-wired into the Breton consciousness, as the extract from ‘The Horse of Pride’ indicates – the soul was allegedly able to touch the living to save itself from the Ankou, and although the witnesses were unable to explain the occurrence, they nonetheless accepted it as a common phenomenon. ‘The Ballad of Skolvan’ offers hope to the wandering soul, that, having done penance, one may seek forgiveness and enter heaven. Finally, for some, such as Meavenn, death is a welcome mystery, and a gateway to another world.
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