To what extent should Brittany be understood as the invention of the nineteenth century?

Brittany has been present for many centuries and is widely classed as Celtic, with the western areas having its own language and customs. In the nineteenth century it became popular, being seen as an unexplored area which piqued the interests of many people, including writers, artists and tourists. With enthusiasm of all things Celtic there was an explosion of writing.[footnoteRef:1] Authors were able to draw on what could be perceived as negative views, using cliches associated with Brittany and it being likened to  the Middle Ages. As popularity of the area increased and public opinion began to turn during the nineteenth century, it was seen as beautiful, quaint and picturesque. It is because of this that it is perceived that literature of the nineteenth century was responsible for the invention of Brittany. [1:  Barry Cunliffe, Bretons & Britons: The Fight For Identity, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,2021), p.390.] 

This essay will give a brief overview of Brittany’s history and why there was a need to look for a change in thoughts about the area in the nineteenth century. The known cliches will be described and what influenced some of the authors in their literature. Lastly there will be examples of writing from two writers, Chateaubriand and Balzac, illustrating differing opinions of the area detailing three pieces of their prose for reference and this will give evidence of how literature differed amongst authors depending on their origins ,their target audience and the overall change of attitude towards Brittany.
Originally known as Armonica, Brittany, on the west coast of France, has evidence of inhabitation since seven thousand years ago although most ancient artifacts including graves and standing stones are from the fifth to second centuries BCE. It had a thriving import and export industry with countries on the Atlantic seaboard and within France.[footnoteRef:2] It also had a very strong Celtic identity and even the Romans modified their Gods to fit in with the Celtic customs. Migrants from Britain are thought to have populated the country from the third century hence the name Brittany and consequently,  a close connection to the Welsh and Cornish languages.[footnoteRef:3]  Brittany was surrounded by the sea or forests and marshes to the east ,which enabled the inhabitants to be more insular,[footnoteRef:4]  however, there was the continual setting up of villages on the coast to increase importation, fish production and the export of salt .[footnoteRef:5]  Integration of the province of Brittany with the rest of France came in 1532 but Bretons still enjoyed some privileges including less taxation. Some towns on the coast, continued to grow and became very prosperous through trade, military activity and the slave trade.[footnoteRef:6] Perhaps the biggest change to Brittany was the French Revolution of 1789. The revolutionaries had a need to look for a new identity for the people of all France, not involving the monarchs and nobility.  As Cunliffe states, “Humans across the world have a need to relate themselves to a vision of the past,” and therefore enthusiasm of all things ancient and Celtic came to the forefront.[footnoteRef:7]  Celtic Brittany suddenly became popular with many people, namely tourists, culturists ( painters and writers), the curious who were amused at the old fashioned ways of the Bretons and finally  those  who wanted  sea bathing and nice weather.[footnoteRef:8] This was all enhanced by the coming of the railways to Brittany in the nineteenth century, helped by the industrial revolution, initially to the coastal towns but later inland. The railways opened Breton to tourism and economic possibilities, but it also opened up the rest of France to Bretons which resulted in many leaving in their droves, moving to  Paris and thus depleting the population.[footnoteRef:9]  [2:  Gwenno Piette, Brittany A Concise History, (Cardiff:University of Wales Press, 2008), p.3.]  [3:   Piette, Brittany ,A Concise History, p.19.]  [4:  Cunliffe, Bretons & Brittany, p. 413.]  [5:  Piette,Brittany, A Concise History, p.3.]  [6:  Yves Coativity, The History Of Brittany From The 13th To The 21st Century (2023),p.52, <https:/www.ulster.ac.uk> [accessed 14 November 2024]. ]  [7:  Cunliffe, Bretons And Britons, p.381.]  [8:  Cunliffe, Bretons And Britons, p.515.]  [9:  Coativity, The History Of Brittany, p.54.] 

With the increased popularity of all things Celtic and the need to find a heritage, Brittany, with its apparent culture of antiquatedness and backwardness, became ripe for the educated classes, who had researched the folklore and culture of Brittany, to spread its popularity.[footnoteRef:10] Many of the writers wrote about the aspects of Brittany that made them quaint, using cliches of how it was perceived. The artistic genre of Romanticism, starting in late eighteenth century, was an ideal medium to depict the scenery and culture in Brittany.  Nature was described including visions of remoteness and wildness with wild seascapes and moorlands but also to portray beautiful aspects of the countryside. With the perception of piousness of the people, Church was mentioned often, as was ancient folklore for example, the Ankou (bringer of death.) The unique clothing of the Bretons was illustrated for example sabots (clogs) and coiffes, unique to the social standing of the women and to their different villages. This observation of primitiveness is where colonialism was demonstrated, with some writers comparing the people to savages of newly discovered countries. This all led to promotion of its ruralness and gave the reader or visitor images of culture from the Middle Ages. These were romanticised to promote this idea, sometimes in reverence, sometimes to describe its backwardness, but always aimed to evoke an emotional response.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Cunliffe, Bretons And Britons, p.515.]  [11:  National Trust, What Is Romanticism? https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/Romanticism
  [accessed 14 November 2024].] 

The writers of literature and poetry were classed either as insiders ,those that came from Brittany or outsiders, those that came from elsewhere for example Paris, France or other countries. Insiders for example Breton born Chateaubriand, Brizeux, Corbiere, Renan and Le Braz were able to draw from their own experiences but still possibly altered their works for their audience. Outsiders- for example Balzac and Merimee, depending on their origins and perceived audiences, could use the backwardness of the way of life to emphasise cultural  differences between Brittany and elsewhere. At the beginning of the century, there was often a negative emphasis thus promoting the myth of “Poor Brittany.” However, with progression of the nineteenth century, it became less fashionable to write in such a derogatory way and as will be demonstrated by Chateaubriand, Brittany began to be described more positively, although still using the many cliches.  Travelogues – a true account of an individual’s experiences when travelling,[footnoteRef:12]  became a popular form of writing in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Deemed to be true personal reflections, there were many writers promoting Brittany for its beauty and as a tourist attraction for example Bebb and Dyfault although being twentieth century outsiders (Welsh).   [12:  Jeremy Bassatti, ‘What is a travelogue’, Travel Writing World,2020. https://www.travelwritingworld.com/articles [accessed 14 November 2024].] 

The authors were able to call on the cliches and while describing them they were able to influence the reader by painting either a negative or positive picture of the area, depending on the target audience and the reason for the writing. They used metaphors, similes and imagery to help promote their ideas. Bretons at first were highly likely to be illustrated as primitive, backward and possibly savage like, but later, written words were used to put them in a more positive light as the popularity of the area increased. During this time Bretons were very aware of how they were being valued by outsiders [footnoteRef:13] and possibly used their uniqueness to encourage the flourishing tourism within Brittany during the nineteenth century.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Cunliffe, Bretons And Britons, p.515.]  [14:  Heather Williams , Celtic environments: Welsh industrial landscapes through French travelogues ,p.15, 
https://repository.uwtsd.ac.uk/id/eprint/1103/1/Williams%2C%20H.%20%282019%29%20Celtic%20Environments.pdf .] 

 Francois-Rene de Chateaubriand was a Breton born historian, politician and writer who died in 1848. He is considered as the founder of French Romanticism and he wrote several pieces, three of which were of Brittany. His book the Martyrs, written in 1809 but published in 1859 was set in the times of the Roman persecution of early Christians around the first to fourth centuries and written in the first-person context. Using the text chosen for this essay,[footnoteRef:15] the narrator writes of how he reaches a castle in Brittany where he talks of how sad, solitary and impenetrable the area is, describing “vast forlorn tracts” through heath and woods and where the steep valleys form streams which are unknown and probably unnamed. The shores of the coast are mentioned as rocky, “lashed by furious/savage oceans.” All these relate to the already known cliches associated with Brittany of remoteness and primitiveness. Despite him narrating about a period of over fifteen hundred years ago, it was still comparable to the nineteenth century, but although the narrator emphasised the loneliness and negativeness of the area, he was able to do some deep thinking, soul searching and religious studies which created a more positive picture to the reader.  [15:   Francoise- Rene de Chateaubriand, The Martyrs,(New York: New York Press,1859),p.185 https://19800307.us.archive.org/11/items/The Martyrs1859?The Martyrs1859.pdf .] 

Later in life, Chateaubriand wrote about Brittany in Spring in gushing terms in “Memoirs from Beyond the Grave.”[footnoteRef:16] It describes Brittany in a much gentler fashion almost in tune with how people’s views were changing of the area due to the writing and artistry that was emerging.  There is some speculation that his words are based on his own exotic travels. In this description, he uses pure romanticism drawing on the natural and romantic simplistic aspects of the area. Initially, he describes how spring arrives three weeks earlier than in Paris so already in the first instance, he is comparing favourably with “the modern world.” He names the visiting migratory birds possibly in recognition of the wave of tourists that were beginning to flock to the area, and he talks about the “Armonican” peninsula which harkens back to ancient times using its original name. The flowers described are all simple, colourful and plentiful, to depict the naturalness of the area. He uses this to compare them to the areas around famous churches in Rome, thus again drawing on the religious outlook of Brittany. Very many writers described the ferns, broom and gorse found in the bleak areas of Brittany, some to emphasise the barrenness, but Chateaubriand compares them to “Golden Butterflies”. The description of strawberries and brambles growing through hedges implies of them running playfully, like children do in their innocence.  Children are mentioned when described as stopping in wonder whilst looking in awe at the scenery. Chateaubriand was very well travelled, and he wrote about how some fruits are growing, similar to those in areas he had visited for example Greece and Provence. He finishes his writing by comparing apple blossom to flowers in a village girl’s bouquet. As can be seen he uses very many cliches that harken back to the Brittanny that was known and possibly of times in France before the Revolution. It appears that by using these cliches so prolifically, he is certainly fulfilling the criteria of mentioning all things that were known to be Breton but portraying them in a very positive way. This piece of prose could almost be likened to a typical travelogue. [16:  Francoise- Rene de Chateaubriand, Memoires From Beyond The Grave,(adapted from A.S.Kine)     https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Chateaubriand/ChateaubriandMemoirsBookI.php#anchor_Toc158719474 .] 

Honore de Balzac (1799-1850)- was a Parisian writer who had turned down lawyer training to be an author. He moved to Brittany for a few months in order to write The Chouans in 1829, a story that takes place in Brittany during the Revolution.[footnoteRef:17] Although he was not a historian and basically a writer of fiction, his words were very influential and much read in France at the time. He introduces the book The Chouans by immediately stating it is year eight after the start of the Revolution which could possibly influence the reader to thinking that this is more biased towards the revolutionaries. He narrates about a band of Breton peasant conscripts and begins by describing the peasants’ clothes as rough and of goatskin, they are barefoot and bareheaded which he states gives evidence of them having no interest in industrial skills and brings to mind a difference to civilised society in Paris. Their hair is described as being lank and long and when their eyes are seen, they are like dewdrops in the vegetation although when they are cast downwards, they are compared again to wretched beasts thus using imagery to promote the reader into thinking they are animal like. They carry long gnarled oak branches across their shoulders. This could almost be complimentary as the oak is classed as solid and steadfast but in the context of how the men are depicted, it is more likely to promote the image of old, plain and primitive. There are other men described, who are part of this group and who are marginally better dressed although description of their clothing is still derogatory, “and there was little in their costume to show a connection with modern civilisation.”[footnoteRef:18].He then continues to describe a few men who stood out like flowers in a cornfield because their clothing was comparatively elegant in comparison. Within the first two pages, Balzac has used words implying wildness, unintelligence and primitiveness, using similes, metaphors and imagery while describing the clothing and demeaner of the locals of Brittany. Following a description of the beauty of the landscape,[footnoteRef:19] the book tells of the meeting with a strange man called Marche-a- Terre. The sound of his voice is likened to a horn, similar to that which the peasants used to summon their flock, the author uses this to imply of the uncouthness and loudness of the people, again emphasising ruralness. The man is spoken of as being ox like- thickset and broad shouldered with wide nostrils and overhanging eyebrows although there is a small compliment when his teeth are described as white as snow. He is compared to an herbivore rather than to that of a “member of our Caucasian race,” which implies that he is not human like, this is confirmed when he is described as being unlike “civilised man,” [footnoteRef:20]bringing to mind the subject of colonialism. Even his face shape is compared to the granite rocks, as perceived in the cliches of barren Breton scenery.  His clothing can be recognised as a ‘saye’ of the Gauls, ( thought to be the ancestors of the peasants,) and his feet have sabots which were renown footwear for Bretons. All these descriptions can be recognised as that of a Breton, but there also appears to be a bit of awe attached to this man especially as his hair is described as lustrous and looked similar to that of a medieval statue in a cathedral. However, that can be representational of the backwardness of Breton because outsiders did think of them as though from the Middle Ages. In just a short few pages, Balzac has described the conscripts from Breton derogatorily, with similarities drawn to the perceived primitiveness and retarded development of the area, thus re-affirming the already formed opinions of outsiders about Brittany. This book would have been most likely for those living in Paris, which was where Balzac usually resided, and its inhabitants were probably his target audience. [17:    Honore De Balzac, Introduction, in The Chouans , translated by Ayton Crawford,(London:Penguin Group 1972), p.7.]  [18:   Balzac, The Chouans ,translated by Ayton Crawford,(London:Penguin Group 1972), p.40.]  [19:   Balzac, The Chouans, p.45-47.]  [20:   Balzac, The Chouans, p.48.] 

As has been illustrated by these three pieces, writers used many of the known cliches associated with Brittany to illustrate their work. As their literature became widely read, curiosity was peeked, and tourism and investment increased as the negative image at first depicted was changed to more of a positive.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Coativity The History Of Brittany, p.57.] 

Conclusion
As has been explained, Brittany has a very long history which means that it has been present for thousands of years. As a result of its remoteness, it did not keep pace with the improvements and changes in the rest of the country thus industrialisation came slower than the rest of France.  Outsiders only saw a stereotypical view of ruralness and underdevelopment, despite seafaring and coastal industry having been prevalent throughout its history and sailors having sailed all over the world.[footnoteRef:22] Brittany did have its own identity and Bretans  had their own awareness of being different,[footnoteRef:23] with the many cliched references about the area seeming to perpetuate this. With the coming of the railways and tourism, more writers and artists were able to visit and write of the area, which leads to the idea that the nineteenth century writers were responsible for the promotion and increased popularity of Brittany. It certainly was “ripe for modernisation” [footnoteRef:24] and they helped to bring the area to public notice. Whether Brittany can be stated as “invented” could be disputed as it has a very long history resulting in the development of its own culture and language passed from Celtic roots, but the “re-invention of Brittany,” bringing it in line with the modern day and comparing to other areas of France can definitely be seen as being helped by the writers of nineteenth century.  [22:  Coativity The History Of Brittany, p.54.]  [23:  Cunliffe, Bretons And Britons, p.515.]  [24:  Williams, Celtic Environments, p.4.] 
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