Brittany through Balzac’s eyes
Balzac is often thought of as Brittany’s worst enemy. His condescending, condemning, and (for more recent critics) colonializing descriptions of Bretons in his early novel Les Chouans, have seen to this. While writing nasty things about Brittany and the Bretons hardly marks him out as unique – plenty of people were doing that, especially in Balzac’s day – coupling this with his position in the canon of French, if not world, literature, does. He is arguably the greatest French novelist, certainly his project of chronicling the whole of French society – La Comédie humaine – is one of the most ambitious novelistic experiments literature has seen, and he is still one of the most read and studied of past masters. As a result Balzac’s pronouncements on the state of Brittany have been more important in feeding in to the image of Brittany and Bretonness held in the French imagination than the factual writing of administrators of the day. One such administrator, whose words are often quoted, is Auguste Romieu, sous-préfet of Quimperlé, who made the shocking recommendation that the Breton language should be got rid of through what he calls a ‘régime colonial’: Western Brittany is a separate country – no longer France. With the exception of the towns, the rest should be subject to a colonial regime. I make no exaggeration:

La Basse-Bretagne, je ne cesserai de le dire, est une contrée à part, qui n’est plus la France. Exceptez-en les villes, le reste devrait être soumis à une sorte de régime colonial. Je n’avance rien d’éxagéré.

Of course, Balzac was not making statements from an official position of authority, he was merely writing fiction, but the colonializing tone of his novel is, as I have suggested, every bit as damaging as Romieu’s recommendations. Balzac’s comparisons of Bretons to native Americans (as well as to animals) are often singled out for quotation, as they demonstrate quickly and convincingly just how prejudiced French writers could be: The Bretons are compared by turns to animals, to American ‘savages’, or to natives of the Cape of Good Hope: 

Il faisait croire à une absence si complète de toute intelligence, que les officiers le comparèrent tour à tour, dans cette situation, à un des animaux qui broutaient les gras pâturages de la vallée, aux sauvages de l’Amérique ou à quelque naturel du cap de Bonne-Espérance.
 

They are intellectually inferior to the Mohicans or the Redskins of America, because of the complete absence of ‘our’ laws, customs, clothes, money, and language:

Une incroyable férocité, un entêtement brutal, mais aussi la foi du serment; l’absence complète de nos lois, de nos mœurs, de notre habillement, de nos monnaies nouvelles, de notre langage, mais aussi la simplicité patriarcale et d’héroïques vertus s’accordent à rendre les habitants de ces campagnes plus pauvres de combinaisons intellectuelles que ne le sont les Mohicans et les Peaux rouges de l’Amérique septentrionale, mais aussi grands, aussi rusés, aussi durs qu’eux (38).

Even more incriminating is Balzac’s unequivocal statement in the preface to Les Chouans that in writing the novel he hopes to contribute to the moral and physical improvement of poor old Brittany:

l’amélioration physique et morale de la Bretagne.

So Balzac has easily become one of the biggest villains in French-language writing on Brittany. 

However, there is more to Balzac’s view of Brittany than this popular picture suggests. Balzac wrote three novels on Brittany – either based in Brittany or based on Breton characters. Les Chouans of 1829 is the story of counter-Revolutionary guerrilla warfare in Brittany, ‘chouans’ being a nickname for a counter-Revolutionary soldier. Béatrix of 1839 is the story of a pure, innocent Breton boy who is seduced and corrupted by the dramatic Béatrix. And Pierrette of 1840 is a short novel about a young Breton girl who is sent to live with relatives outside Brittany, only to be appallingly mistreated by them.

It is the earliest of these three that is responsible for Balzac’s reputation as one of Brittany’s worst enemies. But in today’s lecture I shall explore Balzac’s version of Brittany and Bretonness in more detail, by briefly characterizing the representation of Brittany in each separate novel, and by suggesting some explanations and contextualization for them.

The Bretons that we meet in Les Chouans are so primitive that they are routinely compared to animals. We are told from the opening page that the men seem to fuse naturally with the animal skins they wear as protection: one could easily mistake their goat hides for their own skins thanks to the way the men’s long hair gets entangled in goat hair:

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…. (23-4) 

And Marche-à-Terre, one of the main characters, is frequently described as an animal: his head is compared to that of an ox, and we are told that no human characteristics at all can be detected beneath the goat hide:

Cet inconnu, homme trapu, large des épaules, lui montrait une tête presque aussi grosse que celle d’un bœuf, avec laquelle elle avait plus d’une ressemblance… Enfin l’absence complète des autres caractères de l’homme social rendait cette tête nue plus remarquable encore… Les peaux de biques, pour parler la langue du pays, qui lui garnissaient les jambes et les cuisses, ne laissaient distinguer aucune forme humaine (34-5).

None of this makes Balzac unique. The primitive and the animal often go together; ‘animalisms’ are also found in a novel that influenced Balzac here: The Last of the Mohicans,
 and clearly such comparisons with Bretons are not unique to Balzac. For instance Merimée, who was sent to Brittany on a Government mission, writes in a letter shortly after the publication of Les Chouans, that in the villages one sees children and pigs rolling around together in the dung… the difference between them being that the animals have more in their heads than the Bretons: ‘On voit dans les villages les enfants et les cochons se roulant pêle-mêle sur le fumier…Mais les bêtes ont plus d’esprit que les Bretons’.
 Indeed barbarity and animalism have long been associated with descriptions of Celts, and especially in the context of war.
 

But in Les Chouans this is more than an occasional comparison. Here the ‘corne’, or horn, used to call the men’s attention is described as resembling that used to gather flocks (34), and Balzac makes special capital out of the name ‘chouan’ (meaning ‘owl’) itself, making the ‘cri de chouette’ owl’s cry which is imitated by the men as a way of communicating secretly, function as leitmotif in the novel. First of all its use and meaning is explained (49), then the special cry has a part to play in the plot (52, 65, 118-20), which culminates in Marie Verneuil, the government spy, using the call herself (263, 373). But another reason why Balzac was so focused on animality is that under the influence of recent ideas in the natural sciences, he believed that the different ‘types’ of person grow out of their social circumstances, just like a zoological species evolves in accordance with its geographical context. Thus the peculiarities of the Bretons, and the whole history of Brittany, can be explained by the physical reality of its landscape: this misfortune is explained by the nature of the land  - it is chaotic, nature is unbridled, wild, and there is a lack of roads and canals:

Ce malheur s’explique assez par la nature d’un sol encore silloné de ravins, de torrents, de lacs et de marais; hérissé de haies, espèces de bastions en terre qui font, de chaque champ, une citadelle; privé de routes et de canaux… (38).

Descriptions of the hostility of the terrain were familiar since Cambry’s writing from the end of the eighteenth century; but Balzac’s scientific enthusiasm for the peculiarities of the landscape gives them extra resonance. He sums it up: modern civilization, the concept, comes up against a physical impediment: the forests:

Là, le génie de la civilisation moderne s’effraie de pénétrer à travers d’immenses forêts primordiales (38). 

Other features of Brittany’s landscape are used as symbols. By the time Balzac was writing the prevalence of gorse (‘ajoncs’) and broom (‘genêts’) was well-established as one of the commonest clichés in descriptions of Brittany: Chateaubriand had used it in Mémoires d’outre-tombe. In Les Chouans a description centring on the ajoncs/genêts is used to characterize Brittany as a mixture of the beautiful and the dangerous, because Chouans hide behind the bushes. In Balzac these bushes become a synecdoche for Brittany, in that they signal to the traveller that he is entering into Brittany. 

At the other end of the spectrum, Balzac the interpreter of Breton peculiarities sometimes seems to be recording detail as if for posterity: for instance he provides a detailed, encyclopaedia-like definition of a certain kind of pitcher:

Deux énormes pichés, pleins de cidre, se trouvaient sur la longue table. Ces ustensiles sont des espèces de cruches en terre brune, dont le modèle existe dans plusieurs pays de la France, et qu’un Parisien peut se figurer en supposant aux pots dans lesquels les gourmets servent le beurre de Bretagne, un ventre plus arrondi… (249).

This type of explanation, addressed at a hypothetical Parisian reader, is also found in Balzac’s later novels, and shows his desire to explain and account for the whole of French society, to create a document for posterity. But more than the micro-level of life in France, the young Balzac was interested in progress, specifically the progress that France herself has made through the Enlightenment to democracy. Counter-Revolutionary Brittany was one of the new Republic’s greatest internal contradictions, and the greatest challenge to progress. Brittany in this novel represents an earlier stage in France’s development, with the opening sentence setting up an opposition between pre and post-Revolutionary calendars: the novel begins by setting the action in the ‘first days of year 8, at the beginning of the month of “vendémaire”, or to use today’s calendar, the end of September 1799’: 

Dans les premiers jours de l’an VIII, au commencement de vendémaire, ou, pour se conformer au calendrier actuel, vers la fin du mois de septembre 1799, une centaine de paysans…(23). 

Entering Brittany, then, would be equivalent to visiting France’s past. This is indeed the experience of the characters in the novel who arrive from Paris: for instance the Polytechnicien thinks that the people he sees in Brittany are retarded (‘retardés’), and that everything around him is inferior:

‘Ces gens-là m’ont l’air d’être bien retardés en fait de civilisation. - Ah! Reprit-il en soupirant, il n’y a qu’un Paris au monde, et c’est grand dommage qu’on ne puisse pas l’emmener en mer!’ (108),

and Marie de Verneuil, who has difficulty believing that human beings can live in such muddy conditions: ‘Mademoiselle de Verneuil se demandait s’il était possible que des êtres humains vécussent dans cette fange organisée’ (248). The Breton language, when mentioned at all, is used as a further example of the clock having been turned back a few hundred years, and is even linked with animality when Marche-à-Terre is described as emitting first a ‘cri bestial’, and then, in the next sentence as speaking Breton (60). One of the key descriptions of ‘Marche-à-terre’ combines animality and pastness: Huge clogs hid his feet. His long, shiny hair, like the hair of his goat hides fell in two bunches either side of his face, like the hair of those medieval statues that you still see in some cathedrals:

Des sabots énormes lui cachaient les pieds. Ses longs cheveux luisants, semblables aux poils de ses peaux de chèvres, tombaient de chaque côté de sa figure, séparé en deux parties égales, et pareils aux chevelures de ces statues du Moyen Age qu’on voit encore dans quelques cathédrales (34-5)

so that he is not only made to belong to a different kingdom - the animal kingdom - but to a different era altogether: the Middle Ages. 

Pierrette, published over a decade later, could hardly be more different. In this novel Bretons come across as good patriots (French patriots that is). Brigaut, Pierrette’s sweetheart and hero writes to Pierrette that she should be proud that her father was ‘mort pour la France’. And his own father’s past as a counter-Revolutionary soldier is glossed over. The only mention of the much-feared ‘chouans’ by name in this novel is when their infamous war-cry is hijacked and used to the good. Whereas in Les Chouans this imitation of an owl’s cry is connected with the animalisms used of the Bretons, in Pierrette the only time a comparison is drawn with animals is when the non-Breton characters, Pierrette’s cruel guardians Sylvie and her brother are described as ‘wild beasts’ (‘bêtes sauvages’) in a cage in the Jardin des plantes. Indeed it is difficult to see the Breton characters in Pierrette as anything but reversals of those in Les Chouans, and the way in which the Chouan soldiers themselves are redeemed in the novel is evidence enough: it is Brigaut’s use of the owl’s cry that he has learnt from his father's chouan skills that enables him to save Pierrette. Other familiar symbols of Brittany also seem to have undergone reversal. In Les Chouans the gorse (‘ajonc’) and broom (‘gênet’) was used to emphasize that the land was poor, and poorly-kept, and that the country was dangerous as these bushes grew so high that they could stop you in your tracks, or even conceal Chouans who might be out to kill you. In the later novel the ‘ajonc’ is invariably pretty and innocent, and used as a reminder of an idealized childhood. 

The positive attention given to traditional Breton costume, especially the ‘coiffe’, in Pierrette contrasts with the emphasis on ‘costumes bizarres’ and animal skins in the Chouans. The traditional ‘coiffe’ is an obvious feature that marks a woman out as Breton, before being an individual. But whereas to outsiders they just designate ‘Bretonness’ (whatever that homogenized idea may be), to insiders they are a complex network of meaning as the style of coiffe can tell you things like which part of Brittany somebody comes from, or whether they are in mourning.
 For Balzac here the ‘coiffe’ is merely a picturesque and convenient pointer to Bretonness. The sense of distance suggested by this use of symbols is even clearer in the way Balzac constantly refers to main characters as ‘la Bretonne’, ‘le courageux Breton’ etc. making them types, or representatives of Bretonness rather than individuals. 

Over-schematic pictures can be problematic even when they are positive. There is an element of this in Balzac’s third Breton novel Béatrix, where the opposition set up between the innocence of the young Calyste in his idyllic province and the corrupting force of Paris is reminiscent of Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse, a hugely influential novel of the late eighteenth century. Like Les Chouans this novel is also infused by ideas borrowed from the sciences. In the opening pages, the family that forms the focus for this novel are described as if they had evolved as part of Brittany’s landscape: As old as the granite of Brittany, the Le Guaisnic family are not Franks, they are not Gauls, they are Bretons, or, to be more precise, Celts. Their ancestors must have been druids who gathered mistletoe from the sacred forests and sacrificed men on dolmens:

Vieux comme le granit de la Bretagne, les Guaisnic ne sont ni francs, ni gaulois, ils sont bretons, ou, pour être plus exact, celtes, Ils ont dû jadis être druides, avoir cueilli le gui des forêts sacrées et sacrifié des hommes sur les dolmens.

Bretonness is something that can be explained by the landscape, and also discerned in an individual’s physiognomy, as in the case of the main character Calyste. When he is first introduced, we are told that there are ‘signs of his Breton resistance’ (‘signes de […] sa résistance bretonne’) in the very shape of his nose (652). Balzac is happy to re-use comparisons that had long since become clichés, such as that of stone: the Baron du Guénic is ‘granite made man’ (‘le granit fait homme’), but his interest in the natural sciences adds an extra layer of meaning to the emphasis on the famous stones of Brittany, as he uses archaeology as a metaphor for the special type of social science in which he as a novelist is engaged; he is a moral archaeologist (‘archéologue moral’), whose business it is to observe men rather than stones: ‘observer les hommes au lieu d’observer les pierres’ (638).

The colonializing attitude that infused Les Chouans has come full circle, and the focus in Béatrix is no longer on Brittany’s inferiority, but on the picturesque or ‘poetic’ aspects of Brittany’s difference; that is difference as a positive. Guérande, the area where Béatrix is set is ‘like an African desert’, and the paludiers (the workers who collect the area’s famous salt) ‘look like Arabs carrying “burnous” (‘font croire à des Arabes couverts de leurs burnous’). So keen is Balzac to emphasize this that he adds a further exoticizing description to a later version of the novel, where he says of the paludiers: There was a certain Oriental ‘je ne sais quoi’ about the picture, and certainly, a Parisian who was suddenly transported there would not have thought himself in France’

Il y avait je ne sais quoi d’oriental dans ce tableau, car, certes, un Parisien subitement transporté là ne se serait pas cru en France (803). 

The exoticism of Brittany had already become a classic comparison,
 and in this novel Brittany provides a heightened backdrop for passions beyond the ordinary, as confirmed by the well-travelled and sophisticated Béatrix: ‘I have never seen anything that better reflects the ardent aridity of my life (‘je n’ai rien vu qui peigne mieux l’ardente aridité de ma vie’) (808). It seems that Balzac chose Brittany because it offered him an extreme. In the case of Les Chouans, he could just as easily have set his novel in the Vendée, and when he was intending to write a sister novel on the Vendée (which never materialized) he described the war there as a ‘regular’ version of civil war: ‘la guerre civile régulière’. The Vendée would have offered a less extreme case of difference. 

It is clear that Balzac is not merely concerned with accurately depicting Brittany as it was in his day, his errors in Les Chouans show this. For instance the way he seems to think Basse-Bretagne extends all the way to Fougères, and right into Normandie at one point, and also his assumption that Breton is spoken in the Eastern parts of Haute-Bretagne.
 Does he only use ‘Basse-Bretagne’ and ‘Bas-Breton’ throughout to emphasize the distance and difference from normal civilization? The Vendée and Brittany are conflated as they are defined by counter-revolution, but it hardly needs pointing out that the idea of provincial counter-revolution was exaggerated as it suited the revolutionaries well.
 Add to this Balzac’s use of clichéd types and readymade characters and ideas, and he seems to owe much to famous writers of the day. Certainly he was working within a tradition. If Balzac himself invites us to see his Les Chouans as a fusion of Fennimore Cooper’s Last of the Mohicans, and Walter Scott, we might add Chateaubriand’s Martyrs, and Cambry’s Voyage.
 The later novels are no less composed from strictly within a tradition. Sabine, the woman who is eventually married to the Breton Calyste in Béatrix, tells her mother that Calyste reminds her of a character from Walter Scott (851). 

CONCLUSION

First of all it is clear that Balzac’s reputation as Brittany’s worst enemy needs to be reassessed. Balzac does not present one stable version of Brittany or Bretonness, rather the different portraits he has left us violently contradict each other. Contained within one œuvre is the whole range of representations, from Les Chouans where the Breton people are primitive and scarcely better than animals, to Pierrette where Brittany is portrayed as a pure and devout country, and is personified in the character of Pierrette: an innocent young girl. This leads us to question Balzac’s motivation, or his agenda. What can account for the fact that the image of Bretonness found in the latter two novels contradicts that of the first novel so completely? We need to begin by asking why he wrote about Brittany at all.

It may come as something of a surprise to the modern student of French literature that one of France’s greatest novelists turned to focus on Brittany more than once in his career. Brittany or writing about Brittany hardly receives any attention today in anthologies, or histories of French literature, and has no place on most syllabuses. However, Balzac was not the only great French writer to be interested in Brittany in the nineteenth century: he is joined by such figures as Stendhal, Flaubert and Hugo, not to mention native Bretons Chateaubriand and Renan. There has been much discussion in recent scholarship of the reasons why there is something of an explosion in writing about Brittany in the early nineteenth century. One reason was that since the Revolution of 1789 the interest in the Gaulish ancestors of the ‘people’, as opposed to the Frankish ancestors of the aristocracy, had grown. This led to unprecedented amounts of interest in the people who were perceived to be France’s remaining link with the Celtic people of Ancient Gaul: the Bretons. More generally post-Revolutionary France felt a need to document itself as it was a new entity. The early nineteenth century also saw the birth of ethnography and an interest in France’s regional peculiarities and differences, with native and primitive material very much in vogue. Perhaps even more importantly for the popularity of Brittany, the huge shift in sensibility that came about with Romanticism brought with it a valorization of a certain type of untainted, unbridled, wild nature, often referred to as ‘sauvage’ (much more a positive adjective than the English ‘savage’ would imply). Considering all these reasons for Brittany’s popularity as subject-matter, it would in fact be surprising if Balzac had not written anything about Brittany given his ambition to chronicle the whole of French society. 

In fact, I think it is in some measure its very ‘Frenchness’ that first attracts Balzac to Brittany. Understanding the forces of Counter-Revolution (which were still in living memory when Balzac was writing his novel) was crucial in order to fully understand the new Republic in all its complexity. In Les Chouans Brittany seems to be the best example of what the rest of France used to be, i.e. how things were before the Revolution, how things would have been without the Revolution, or even how things used to be in the Middle Ages. Brittany is a useful example in his grand and ambitious investigation of France and Frenchness. The fact that Brittany was already being much written about meant that the clichés of backwardness and difference were already well established, and he was able to rely on them and to embroider on them.

The fact that he presents us with an overwhelmingly positive Brittany just a decade later also seems less surprising when we consider other writing on Brittany in the 1830s. Positive clichés of purity and innocence rapidly gained ground after the publication of Brizeux’s Marie in 1831. This was a nostalgic and Romantic collection of poems addressed to the poet’s sweetheart Marie, who incarnates Bretonness. It had set the scene for a decade and more of nostalgic, sentimental, and above all positive, representations of Brittany by the time Pierrette was written. 

Pierrette, with her ‘cœur d’une délicatesse presque sauvage’: a heart so pure it is almost ‘sauvage’, ‘pas d’éducation que celle de la nature’: brought up as nature intended, in other words without being corrupted by the evils of modern society, - with these qualities she is a direct descendant of Brizeux’s Marie. These quotations are a particularly good indication of the contrast between the stereotype of an old, negative, chouan Brittany that was current until about the beginning of the 1830s, and the new, positive, one, as here the very word ‘sauvage’ is used of a Breton character in an entirely positive, Rousseauist sense. The only time ‘sauvage’ is used negatively in Pierrette is of or by the non-Breton characters. The pure, innocent love portrayed between Pierrette and Brigaut is exactly the type that Brizeux has for Marie, and the idealized grandmother figure in Pierrette is just like the mother figure eulogized in Brizeux’s poems. In both Pierrette and Béatrix, the Bretonness of the ‘goodies’ in the plot seems to be a way of underlining their innocence, suggesting that they are unaware of the evil found in modern French society. It would seem that making characters Breton was now, for Balzac a short cut to purity, innocence, and all such qualities. So would it have been possible to write these novels a decade earlier? Or in other words, is the great Balzac simply following fashion here? Accepting readymade versions of Brittany and Bretonness?

During the 1830s the old negative representation of barbarity and ‘chouannerie’ was replaced by images of innocence and serenity most poignantly represented in the person of a loving young peasant girl such as Marie. The predominantly negative, wild, male images of Brittany give way to positive, docile, female images that to some extent endure to this day. Renan is often referred to as the point of departure in any investigation of the dominant images that we have of Brittany, indeed of Celticness, today. Along with Arnold, whose On Celtic Literature is doubtless indebted to Renan’s ‘Poésie des races celtiques’, he has been referred to as the origin of modern Celtic Studies. But the changes that came about in the 1830s, reflected most unambiguously in Balzac’s three Breton novels, show that the prototype for Renan/Arnold’s Celt was already there a whole generation earlier.
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