Compare and contrast representations of Brittany made by ‘outsiders’ and ‘insiders’ to the region. You should discuss at least one representation of each type in detail.


How backward socially and commercially was Brittany compared to the emerging innovations being introduced in both agriculture and industry elsewhere in the new France? Were the new aspirations from the newly established Republic of Liberté, égalité, fraternité taking place? We know from Balzac’ Le Chouans, that the Roman Catholic aristocratic sympathisers in Brittany waged a futile guerilla war against Republican forces with no real conclusion and was over by 1804. His account of the appearance of the natives was used to enhance his storyline more than anything by describing their appearance and intelligence akin to goats and bulls. He introduced a smattering of compliments to balance the impact by lauding their courage and tenacity.

The question could be asked- was this anywhere near the truth or a branch of the new ‘realism’ associated with Balzac, although later novels were kinder in their aspect[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Heather Williams notes
] 



One of the earliest comments regarding rural life was by Arthur Young who visited Brittany at the cusp of the French Revolution in 1790. A distinguished agriculturist but an anglophone. His analysis was bleak, both from an agricultural point of view and some pointed remarks about the peasant people and their surroundings.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The turn of the ermine p382 Travelling through Brittany-jaqueline Gibson. Gwyn Griffiths] 


The country has a savage aspect… husbandry is not much further advanced… the people almost as wild as their country and their town of Comburg one of the most brutal filthy places that can be seen.

He goes on to comment on the ancestral home of Chateaubriand, the novelist's father, who had fallen on hard times by now and was reduced to virtual penury, living in a semi-derelict townhouse. His fortunes and that of the family were to change over time and by the time Chateaubriand the novelist was spending his youth there, it once again had the trappings of wealth ( as noted in essay one, due mainly to trading in slavery) this did not seem to bother the Romantic Chateaubriand who admired the concept of the noble savage amongst the North American Indian native population. He contributed also on the political level engaging with Napoleon on occasion but was exiled to England for safety when he challenged Napoleon on aspects of Catholicism, of which he was a fervent supporter.

Much of the influence of Chateaubriand and Balzac on Brittany and its culture has already been mostly dealt with in essay one. However, it is confined to their input regarding Britt
any and not any aspect of their literary merit which is beyond the scope of this essay and of which I have no readable knowledge.

Another notable, more contemporary travel writer of the 20th century was Ambrose Bebb who published a book on his experiences in Tremel in June 1923. He was an academic fluent in the Welsh Language, French, and Breton, and was a lecturer at the Sorbonne from 1920 to 1925.

Throughout the early and mid-18th Century in France, it was remarkable that novelists considered Brittany as a focal aspect to be exclusively harangued and provide material for further exploration of aspects of its culture and formidable daunting landscape. The intelligentsia and literati had no interest in the realisation that Breton peasants were illiterate and although they had the language, it was verbal with no opportunity to develop a written version. French became and was the only official language to be recognised and Breton was only tolerated and purely subservient to French. As noted by Barry Cunliffe p 352 … by the end of the Republican period, French had become the official language [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Bretons and  Britons Oxford University Press 2021
] 


Now we have Ambrose Bebb,[footnoteRef:4] a communicator and interpreter, to give some more authenticity to aspects of Breton life with a keen eye for observation and no previous prejudicial agenda. He paints a very rosy picture of country cottages entwined with small farms with fields of small acreages. In this virtual self-sufficient interdependent community, neighbours help each other with harvests and wood gathering, growing everything needed from vegetables to crops needed to sustain this way of life. This representation is so far removed from Arthur Young and his filthy mud hovels. No grinding poverty is depicted here, the furniture and clocks handed down, presumably from the era Young observed with such vitriolic abuse in 1790. Bebb balances the idyll with hard work and overcrowding with the large Catholic families that were the norm. No electricity for power or lighting, no internal plumbing, earthen floors, and domestic chores of washing, clothing, making do, and mending. He praises unequivocally the role of the beleaguered mother and wife [4:  The turn of the Ermine] 


	The Breton women work hard on their small farms. There is hardly anything that they cannot do. and do for that matter. They are as strong as the men and just as dextrous with the farm implements. Loading manure or hay, cutting and tying the corn, weeding the potatoes, or thinning the turnips, is often done by the women as by the men.

These types of dwellings and cottages existed in Carmarthenshire in the 1920s and were part of larger landed estates like the Cawdor dynasties and the Stepneys. Pentregwenlais was one such village, bordering the Coalfields of Llandybie,and Penygroes. I know I was brought up in one.
	

Had so much changed in those intervening years, or were those early years' descriptions just examples of different perspectives concocted to create a perpetual myth to create novels and poetry written to become bestsellers? This accusation of cashing in on Brittany as the subject matter was levelled at the poet and poetry of Auguste Brizeux who wrote about his native land through the French language to reach a wider audience and promote sales. This he did successfully[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Between Languages: Francophone identities in Brittany – a paper by Heather Williams] 


The arrival of the Railways with a significant network by the early 1860s had a significant impact on Brittanny and laid the foundation for a thriving tourist industry which continues to evolve and develop up to the present day and also making transportation to more distant markets viable and affordable for surplus agricultural products and new industries to support such a trade.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The floodgates open Cunliffe p362
] 

Cunliffe adds meat to the bones
Between 1860 and 1910 more than thirty books were written to introduce them to the delights of the country… with titles like ‘’ Summer Holidays in Brittany’’ for general consumption with other inviting titles like ‘’ Shooting and Fishing in Lower Brittany’’.
He adds the comment ‘The Bretons were now beginning to experience the dubious benefits of mass tourism introducing a different and in many ways more insidious. Challenge to their sense of identity.

No doubt it could be argued that this was progress and a changing way of life was inevitable as each generation succeeded the previous generation with the innovation of both ideas coupled with industry and socio-economic progress. No longer could the virtually insular peninsular rely on a hostile mix of gorse, broom and impenetrable valleys to deter visitors


Continuing the theme of travel writing on aspects of Brittany its landscape and culture we can turn to John Dyfnallt Owen. His short biographical note from ‘The Turn of the Ermine’ reads thus ‘ The Welsh journalist and minister of religion, John Dyfnallt. new Brittany well and in 1934 published O Bentir Llydaw (From the Breton headland)… a visit to Concarneau.pp388 389

Concarneau was a fishing port, and the contrast from the previous rural Country landscape was evident as were the fisherfolk. Another marked advance in recording the travelogue was the use of cameras and photography which added a new dimension of realism and authenticity, and the ability to capture incidents of humour and expression.

	We ventured to point a camera at a group of fishwives who were knitting and sewing on the quay… But no sooner had they spotted the camera than all twelve of them got up, turned their faces to the wall, and their backs to the camera.

Dyfnallt then uses some charm and some guile to announce that he is from Wales (Bretons from beyond the sea) and he was able to take a photograph with a brilliant pose.

Moving around the quayside he encounters some more fishwives who he also approaches for a photo. But before he can say anything they see the camera and ask for payment, which he is obliged to pay for their cooperation. Although he describes the quayside as filthy and with an overpowering smell of fish and entrails he admires the hustle and bustle and commercial enterprise taking place. His description of the harbour is tantamount to a poetic vision

	Life in Concarneau revolves around ships, fish and fishermen. One of the most stunning views is of the scores of sailing ships setting out to sea or returning, With the blue of the sea and the fiery reflection of the sun on the water and the miraculous tricks of the wind in the folds of the sails there is nothing as elegant as the Concarneau fishing fleet. The circle of fishing ports around Brittany are like a crown on the forehead of a fair maiden, and one of the hidden pearls, the finest of them all, is Concarneau

He sums up and reflects on the industrial complex built to handle the fish and market the finished product. His final telling words herald a change in the fortunes of the Breton populace.

Perhaps Concrneau is one of the seaside towns of Brittany weaned by politics away from the traditions of its past. Communism prospers amongst the seamen.

It is worth noting here how Dyfnallt does not praise the fisher wives per se on the quayside, they are more of a decoration, although no doubt they would be an essential part of the processing of the fish to market. This is in contrast to the praise lauded on the women in Ambrose Bebb’s rural economy where men and women are treated as equal, serving an essential facet of their lives together to make ends meet.

Was Dyfnallt’s comment about the spread of Communism in the fishing industry a reflection of what was happening in the rest Brittany as it was undoubtedly part of political life in mainstream France?

French Communist Party is a French political party that espouses a communist ideology and has joined coalition governments with the French Socialist Party.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "French Communist Party". Encyclopedia Britannica, 21 Nov. 2023, https://www.britannica.com/topic/French-Communist-Party. Accessed 19 January 2024.] 


If we look at Nationalism in Brittany within the context of Socialism and its possible opposition in ideological terms, there can be conflict, and sometimes Nationalism can be smeared with the unfortunate tag of Fascism. This happened in Wales when Saunders Lewis protested violently against the British State by bombing an RAF base in North Wales which in turn spawned the Plaid Cymru political party and it took decades to refute and remove the slanderous accusation. It was finally laid to rest by the publication of

The Fascist Party in Wales?
Plaid Cymru, Welsh Nationalism and the Accusation of Fascist Richard Wyn Jones
August 2014


The war years and especially the German occupation of France after the surrender in 1940 were probably as influential and dramatic as the Revolution of 1789. The call to arms had been overwhelmingly supportive in Brittany as in the bulk of France and they suffered losses disproportionately as revealed by Cunliffe [footnoteRef:8] ‘ For the Bretons it was an awakening to a new reality. They had responded in large numbers to the call to arms… out of a total population of 2.6 million 22 per cent were killed, the rest of France 16-17 per cent.’At the Versailles Peace Conference a petition was presented to the French Government ‘’  Le droit des langues et de la liberte des peuples’’ which would have enabled the Bretons to represent themselves at the conference. Despite the losses and sacrifice it was dismissed with the rebuff ‘You are now twice French’ [8:  Bretons and Britons- Barry Cunliffe  Odford University press 2021 ] 



A darker period emerged after the French surrender in 1940 and the German occupation as certain sections sought to engage and possibly collaborate with the Germans to force the French Government to establish Brittany as an Independent territory within France and establish Breton as its primary language. Eventually, this was negated and prominent exponents were executed, but others had a hard time convincing the French authorities that they were innocent.

A succinct account appears in the publication by Richard Doody[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  BRITTANY FROM THE GREAT WAR TO THE LIBERATION

] 

He outlines the internecine conflict and war between the collaborators and the resistance on Breton soil. There is a detailed account of the role of the Nationalists and the quote borrowed from the Irish Independence movement ‘My enemy’s enemy is my friend ‘
The Liberation of France by the Allies from 1944 onwards brought things to a head and collaborators were identified, some executed, some banished from Brittany and some escaped to Ireland.
 The Parti National Breton (PNB) was founded in 1919 by French Debauvais. and Olier Mordrel whose members by 1940 had moved from cultural demands to active collaborators and armed protagonists.
The day of reckoning had arrived for Brittany’s collaborators. Dr. Le Gorgeu was instrumental in establishing a dual level. Cours de Justice tried serious cases involving the death penalty. Chambres Civiques handled less serious offenses for which the punishment might be a fine, banishment, or civil degradation. The collaborationist press was shut down. The PNB was dissolved and its properties were seized.
     In November, Dr. Le Gorgeu orders a roundup of the PNB membership. Over a thousand were arrested. The PNB’s wartime membership list had been destroyed and the purge was conducted using prewar rolls. Many of those caught up in the retribution had done no more than attend a Breton language class during the 1930s. A backlash ensued and in the spring of 1945 General DeGaulle felt it necessary to address the issue. He told a press conference at Vannes, "If Breton autonomists have committed treason they will be punished for it. If they have only been autonomists without betraying France that is another matter." Nine members of the Bezenn Perrot were sentenced to death.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:   Richard Woody] 


How much of a setback was this for Brittany and its culture and language? It is hard to quantify, but could take at least a generation for these wounds to heal. But previous reflection on its heritage would prove influential. I turn to the published work of Heather Williams - [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Between Languages Francophone Identities in Brittany
] 

It is undeniable that today the majority of Brittany’s inhabitants no longer speak the Breton language: in other words, they are francophone. But it is equally true that Brittany has in its Celtic roots a cultural heritage that sets it quite apart from the rest of the hexagon, and that the language is still spoken, and is, to this day, a medium of literature and education. Furthermore, sociolinguistic work on Brittany has shown that losing the Breton language does not necessarily entail a loss of a feeling of Breton identity

A poet who lived through these turbulent times can give an insight into her reality as a born and bred Breton, with a measure of insight and hindsight, Angela Duval.
Here is an introduction from the internet [footnoteRef:12] [12:  www.anjela.org] 


Anjela Duval was a woman who, during the day, cultivated the land of her small farm, Traoñ-an-Dour, and who, every evening, took her books and wrote poems. Those poems are now some of the most liked ones in the Breton language. The Breton language was her first and everyday language, and she learned the literary version of it. She enriched it with her own words and her sensibility. Her poems reveal a lucid love of nature, a rage against the organized decline of the Breton language, her anguishes, and her sense of humour…
Her poems reveal a Breton-speaking woman untouched by intellectual others, only motivated by feelings and observational changes as seasons merge and the work needed on the farm to combat difficulties that they would inevitably bring in their wake. I have been looking for authenticity and the common denominator and I think Anjela has ticked that particular box in spades

Work of the Foreigner
Strip. Despoil our Country
Sweep away the sacred oaks of the Druids
The birches of the Celts and the yew trees
—And the chestnuts of our youth—
In which our birds sang.
Start fires in the moor
In the heath. In the broom-waving
Like seas of golden water
And write on the bare back
Of the old Country, in every foreign language
Poems of mourning
Ugly poems.
With their stiff letters
Rigid as their steel faces:
Long rows of lead soldiers
Tedious songs of their resin trees
With strange names!
And soon … If we don’t pay attention
On the great organ
Of their dark and sad forests
—Fertilized with the ashes of our trees—
The Atlantic Wind
Will play while singing
…The Requiem of our Country.
November 1967.
Translated by Lenora Timm

Who is the foreigner in this context? Could it be the French Government with their quest to modernise and a drive for efficiency? Her childhood youth is being stripped away, clearing trees,  hedges, and banks of brooms setting fire to the heath. The dawn chorus of bird son is no more. Notices she compares to ugly poems written to inform landholders of the changes that are coming, Formal with stiff letters with steel faces, long rows of lead soldiers, probably fencing with barbed wire and wooden pôles to highlight their resin trees with strange names, imported wood. And surrounded by the ashes of the native trees that they have burnt to clear the fields and probably planted with Scandinavian fast-growing pine forest letting in no light and where nothing grows underneath, no flowers or food for the birds that the sacred oaks of the Druids provided in the annual harvest of acorns. The sacred yews were gone along with the birch its silvery bark worshiped by the Celts.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  The birch tree was very important in Celtic folklore. It was the first tree of the Ogham, the Celtic tree alphabet, and symbolized beginnings, renewal and purification12. It was also part of the Tree of Life and the World Tree in Celtic and Norse mythology3. It was celebrated during the festival of Samhain, the start of the Celtic year internet access 21/01/2024] 


The Atlantic Wind
Will play while singing
…The Requiem of our Country.

The wind that blows is sometimes gentle, mostly accompanied by gales and holding the symbolic words epitomising the death of the language and customs that held Brittany’s unique culture and inspired its folk tales and songs.


Should we conclude that Brittany is threatened on all sides by progress? Will its indomitable spirit help it to survive the pressure exerted to stifle the Breton language, will internal differences and commerce be the catalyst that makes a better standard of living? Should the clarion call ‘ workers of the world unite’ that the socialists proclaim, as in Wales, make language differences irrelevant? Only time and an unfortunate threat to our ecological existence will tell.
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