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[bookmark: _Hlk105969567]How important is the theme of ‘return to nature’ in literature about Brittany. Illustrate your answer with detailed analysis of at least two of the representations of Brittany studied.
After the French revolution political changes were being made to unify the republic. Brittany was recognized as having a special character with its Celtic heritage and speaking the Breton language. Literature emerged during this period that spoke of this difference, some was derogatory such as that of Balzac who drew attention to the bleakness of the landscape and the backwardness of the people.[footnoteRef:1] Others tended to romanticize, for example Chateaubriand who described the wild, natural, and untamed land as a place of reflection.[footnoteRef:2] The romantic movement was a balm against the industrial revolution. The question emerges, why did literature about Brittany focus on nature, and why was it in some cases derogatory and in others romantic? How can we understand the contrasting depictions of Brittany and the focus on nature within them? [1:  Honore De Balzac, The Chouans, by Honore de Balzac, trans. by Katharine Prescott Wormeley (Online: Project Gutenberg, 2010) <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1921/1921-h/1921-h.htm> [accessed 25 October 2021].]  [2:  M. De Chateaubriand, The Martyrs, ed. by O W Wight (Newyork: Derby and Jackson, 1859) <https://ia800307.us.archive.org/11/items/TheMartyrs1859/TheMartyrs1859.pdf>. p185] 

[bookmark: _Hlk105332818]The prejudices of the sophisticated Parisians are present and can be seen in the more derogatory writings on Brittany. The huge political and social changes sweeping France and Europe fed into a need to form a new identity for the French, and Brittany offered an idealism, a pure and natural place, untouched by the changes, and from which something good could come.
The two representations of Brittany that are discussed in this essay come from Balzac’s novel The Chouans, Les Chouans ou la Bretagne en 1799-1829[footnoteRef:3]  from his series The Comedy Humane and the novel by Chateaubriand. The Martyrs.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  De Balzac.]  [4:  Chateaubriand.] 

The theme of “return to nature” recurs in the writings about Brittany however the depictions are not always complimentary. De Balzac for example is noted for his prejudicial views of Brittany and its people.
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.[footnoteRef:5] [5: Heather Williams, ‘Brittany through Balzac&#39;s Eyes (Conference Paper)’ <https://www.academia.edu/19692149/Brittany_through_Balzacs_eyes_conference_paper_> [accessed 5 June 2022].] 

Here Williams draws attention to De Balzac's framing of his critique of Brittany as a place that has not caught up with the modern world and which he considers not capable of this leap to modernity alone.
The ‘De’ title De Balzac was a pretense to something grander. He was from Tours but was a proud Parisian, and his education and background is evident in his writing. This pretense places him amongst the urban elite in contrast to the rural country folk of Brittany.
De Balzac’s depictions of the people of Brittany describe a world barely touched by civilisation. De Balzac presents the people of Brittany as almost animal-like. 
Many of the peasants, in fact the greater number, were barefooted, and wore no other garments than a large goatskin, which covered them from the neck to the knees, and trousers of white and very coarse linen, the ill-woven texture of which betrayed the slovenly industrial habits of the region. The straight locks of their long hair mingling with those of the goatskin hid their faces, which were bent on the ground, so completely that the garment might have been thought their own skin, and they themselves mistaken at first sight for a species of the animal which served them as clothing.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  De Balzac.] 

He is derogatory, presenting them as closer to animals than to people in his depiction and they appear to fit naturally with the wild and untamed landscape. De Balzac demonstrates prejudice in his misconceptions and misrepresentations of Brittany. The prejudices in his writing demonstrate his traditional views of country folk from his Parisian perspective but his depiction emphasizes the overall dominance of nature over civilization that he associates with Brittany. For De Balzac this wildness was seen as a lack of sophistication rather than as a romantic untamed beauty.
The people and their clothing are described in great detail and are clearly presented as strange and foreign by De Balzac even though Brittany has a land border with France that can be easily walked. De Balzac describes a long line of conscripts marching to be trained. Along with the peasants clothed in goat skin are others in traditional Breton clothing among a few more well-dressed individuals.
[bookmark: _Hlk105935653]This costume, soiled by long usage, blackened with sweat and dust, and less original than that of the other men, had the historic merit of serving as a transition between the goatskins and the brilliant, almost sumptuous, dress of a few individuals dispersed here and there among the groups, where they shone like flowers.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  De Balzac.] 

The imagery used, “blackened with sweat and dust” implies that the people have chosen to be in the dust and rags rather than having no choice in their attire. In contrast the few he describes “shone like flowers” although this is not a complement, he is pointing to the image of those who have a better way to dress and who are nonetheless, not yet civilized. This reinforces the idea that the people are, in De Balzac’s eyes, only a part of the landscape. The connection of the people with the land in Brittnay is a theme that appears in De Balzac’s writing.
Is De Balzac really implying that the people of Britany are no more than the animals to be found in the field? In one passage he describes a strange and wild individual. 
a personage even more fantastic in appearance than any of those who were now being escorted to Mayenne to serve the Republic. …They seemed to belong far less to our fine Caucasian race than to a breed of herbivorous animals. The total absence of all the usual characteristics of the social man made that bare head still more remarkable… (its angular outlines presenting a sort of vague likeness to the granite which forms the soil of the region)[footnoteRef:8] [8:  De Balzac. i. an ambuscade
] 

The man, again, is compared to the animals of the fields and the local granite. The implication is that they have not evolved from the fields alongside their French cousins. A little later another man is mentioned, 
His long and shining hair fell straight, like the goat’s hair, on either side of his face, being parted in the center like the hair of certain statues of the Middle-Ages which are still to be seen in our cathedrals[footnoteRef:9] [9:  De Balzac.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk105938479]This passage carries on a little later while speaking of the same person, “Brittany is the region in all France where the manners and customs of the Gauls have left their strongest imprint.”[footnoteRef:10] This is of-course not a complimentary view, it is still an animalistic impression of the Breton implying they are ancient and part of the old order. De Balzac is constantly reminding us that the Breton is inferior and not capable of moving forward. He is a mere part of the landscape which De Balzac often mentions as likened to granite and gorse. [10:  De Balzac. I] 

Despite De Balzac’s preference for Parisian city life and disdain for the country his writing on Brittany emphasizes the presence of nature. “The Breton peasant thinks he improves his fallow land by encouraging the growth of gorse,”[footnoteRef:11] De Balzac has already explained that the Breton landscape is covered in gorse and that the Breton soldier hides behind the gorse ready that, “a thousand men might ambush.” The idea is presented that the people are, yet again, more akin to goats than the “fine Caucasian race”[footnoteRef:12] of the rest of France. De Balzac betrays his lack of knowledge of farming practices and snobbery when he writes, “there is scarcely a field without a number of old apple-trees, the fruit being used for cider, which kill the vegetation….. and impoverish the soil.” [footnoteRef:13] The terminology here implies that the native Breton has not got a clue how to farm, how to work with nature, or how to improve what they have. Balzac describes the animalistic Breton so far behind the rest of civilized France. In contrast, when the story takes us to Alencon outside of Brittany, De Balzac talks about nature as picturesque.  [11:  De Balzac. III a day without morrow]  [12:  De Balzac. I]  [13:  De Balzac. III] 

Through pastures watered by the Sarthe. A picturesque vista of these meadows lay to the left, while the woodlands on the right which flank the road and join the great forest of Menil-Broust, serve as a foil to the delightful aspect of the river-scenery…. the name given throughout the West to this prickly gorse. This shrub, which spreads itself in thorny masses, makes excellent fodder in winter for horses and cattle.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  De Balzac. II] 

It is quite hard to imagine how, in a short space of time, De Balzac makes the gorse bush of the Breton a thing of dread to the land and to the traveler but in just a few hours journey to Alencon, the same plant is part of a thing of beauty and sustenance to the animals. The obvious implication is that it is not the plant but the people of Brittany that are not fit for the land and the untamed land has become the people. De Balzac’s writing is rather easy to read and has been well read. It shows the mind-set of the time that to put the whole of what the Breton stands for and turn it into a negative is acceptable to the city culture that De Balzac is writing for.

While De Balzac has been derogatory about Brittany and its people he is not alone. Arthur Young (1741 – 1820) explains his visit to Chateaubriand in 1788 as miserable.
My  entry  into  Bretagne gives  me  an  idea  of  its  being  a  miferable  province.
September  ift.  To  Combourg,  the  country  has  a  favage  afpeft;  hufbandry not  much  further  advanced,  at  leaft  in  fkill,  than  among  the  Hurons,  which appears  incredible  amidft  inclofures ;  the  people  almoft  as  wild  as  their  country, and  their  town  of  Combourg  one  of  the  moft  brutal  filthy  places  that  can  be  feen  ; nivid  houfes,  no  windows,  and  a  pavement  fo  broken,  as  to  impede  all  paflengers, but  cafe  none — yet  here  is  a  chateau,  and  inhabited ;  who  is  this  Monf.  dc C^hateaubriant,  the  owner,  that  has  nerves,  ftrung  for  a  refidence  amidft  fuch  filth ^nd  poverty.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Arthur Young, Travels during the Years 1787, 1788, & 1789 : Undertaken More Particularly with a View of Ascertaining the Cultivation, Wealth, Resources, and National Prosperity of the Kingdom of France (London : Printed for W. Richardson, 1794) <http://archive.org/details/travelsduringye00youngoog> [accessed 12 June 2022]. P83] 


[bookmark: _Int_KjF9sa2M]This image is a couple of generations before De Balzac but is mentioning poverty rather than the animalistic view that De Balzac portrays. François René de Chateaubriand (1768–1848) could possibly have been at home while Arthur Young was visiting. Chateaubriand presents a more romantic and nostalgic view with an emphasis on the dominance of nature. Chateaubriand was born and educated in Brittany. He was an aristocrat who became an author.[footnoteRef:16] He is known for being part of the romantic movement of 1800 - 1910[footnoteRef:17] [16:  ‘French Academy | Description & Facts | Britannica’ <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Francois-Auguste-Rene-vicomte-de-Chateaubriand> [accessed 7 June 2022].]  [17:  ‘English Literature - The Romantic Period | Britannica’ <https://www.britannica.com/art/English-literature/The-Romantic-period> [accessed 5 June 2022].] 

In The Martyrs, using an early name for Brittany, Armorica, Chateaubriand depicts Brittany as wild and untamed.
Armorica presented nothing to my view but vast forlorn tracts of heath, impenetrable woods, and deep and narrow valleys, which were watered by small streams that no navigator ever explored, and which pour their waters into the ocean unnoticed and unknown: a solitary, sad and stormy region enveloped in fogs, echoing with the howling of the winds, and whose rocky shores were lashed by a furious/ savage ocean.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Chateaubriand. P190] 

The use of the old name, Armorica, suggests the ancientness of the region. It is depicted without people suggesting it as unsullied by humans, almost a mythical world. The words used; forlorn, impenetrable, howling, solitary and furious, emphasize the wildness of the landscape that is a forbidding place, unwelcoming for humans. Chateaubriand in the martyrs describes spending time at a remote castle in Brittany that was a remnant of the Roman occupation
There, separated from the rest of the world, I spent many months in solitude. This retreat was not without its use. I descended into my own conscience, I probed wounds which I had never had the courage to touch.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Chateaubriand. P190] 

Here he finds that the isolation inspires personal reflection and spiritual meditation. The bleakness of the natural surrounding proves a fertile birthing ground for contemplation, healing, and regeneration. 
The unlikely hero that Chateaubriand has created is struggling with emotions for a druidess that he has met who lives in the castle. He has seen how she seems in charge of the nature that is around them. 
I discovered a skiff suspended on the summit of a wave ; it disappeared in the watery abyss, then rose again on the ridge of a billow, and approached the shore. It was guided by a woman : she sung as she strug- • gled against the rage of the tempest, and seemed to sport amidst the billows : one would have said that they were under her dominion, so fearless did she seem of their fury.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Chateaubriand. P185] 


The druidess seems to have no fear of the tempest water that she puts offerings into. The calmness of the druidess who seems in control of the churning water is in stark contrasts with the emotions of our hero. Chateaubriand has conveyed the churning nature of the water as a natural way to show the churning emotions that this maiden has put our hero under. We see later that the emotions of our hero are still portrayed by the natural surroundings of Armorica.

At some distance from the castle, in one of those woods held sacred by the Druids, stood the trunk of a withered tree, which had been stripped of its bark, and was thus rendered a conspicuous object amidst the dark surrounding trees of the forest.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Chateaubriand. P203] 


Our hero at this point is in a real struggle. Using the emotive words of withered tree trunk striped of its bark, he is pulling in the natural surroundings to emphasize how undone he is as a man. His internal struggles are like the “dark surrounding trees of the forest.” 


The derogatory view towards the people of Britany was not isolated. We have De Balzac in his writing implying that the Breton is so unsophisticated he is barely human and a part of the natural untamed landscape. Chateaubriand in contrast, has a view of the natural surroundings of Amorica as an indication of the struggles of man. The rugged nature of the landscape inspires both our writers to return, again and again, to the inspiring nature of Brittany. A style that was borrowed a generation later by the English author Emily Bronte with her character Heathcliff from the book  Wuthering Heights.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights (Ignatius Press, 2008).] 
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