	
	
	



Nature and Brittany.                                                                       Sarah Carver

The focus of this piece is to analyse and discuss the importance of the ‘return to nature’ theme in the literature of Brittany. In doing so, I will examine the outsider's perspective and Breton born writers François-René, de Chateaubriand, and Tristan Corbière’s representations of Brittany.
Brittany’s natural beauty is undeniable, her imposing granite cliffs, islands and rocky outcrops are geological masterpieces. The rural and coastal terrain devoid of industrialised spoils and chaos, naturally exudes an essence of simplicity to the urbanised outsider. Yet, it is these very real features of her geography and infrastructure that have been negatively manipulated to construct stereotypes (remote, wild, hostile regressive) and set Brittany up in false opposition to the (urban industrialised, sophisticated, and progressiveness) of France, specifically Paris. The Breton people, culture, traditions, and rural or sea based employment are perceived as (simple, primitive, superstitious peasants), by internal and external influences. ‘The powerful cliché of the power of nature over them has been used over the centuries to simplify, infantilize, and homogenize Bretons’[footnoteRef:20293] [20293:  Heather Williams, ‘Ecocriticism And A French Province, The Power Of Nature Over Brittany And Bretoness.’ (2007). 1-10, p. 10 < https://www.academia.edu/22335777/Ecocriticism_and_a_French_province_The_power_of_nature_over_Brittany_and_Bretonness_conference_paper >] 

A thematic return to nature is multifaceted. Firstly, the natural world and nature are vital in providing a sense of place and identity, not just for the Breton people, but for all cultures. However, the theme of a return to nature in the case of Brittany has been mythologised and exaggerated through Romantic constructs, and Celtic revival. Patrick Sims-Williams research has led him to the conclusion that the Celts association with nature is rooted in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:11436] The nature of Brittany exploited in the creation of utopian ideals, literary and visual misconceptions, only served to further empower French cliches and reinforce stereotypes. [11436:  Patrick Sims-Williams, ‘The Invention Of Celtic Nature Poetry’, Celticism, ed. Terence Brown (Amsterdam: 1996) 97-124 p.104 ] 

Post-revolutionary France needed to construct a new historical identity and it was towards the Celtic heritage of the Bretons that Ossian obsessed Napoleon looked for the ‘true’ ancestors of the French, the Celts. Celtomania sweeps Europe accompanied by Romanticism and Brittany sees a change of attitude; she is temporarily in from the cold. Celtic cultural influence during the revival contained some extreme aspects of celtomania, further manipulated by the cause of nationalism and ideology, which, was in part, a response to the spectre of French colonialism lurking in the shadows, an insidious, and omnipresent threat to Brittany, Breton people, and their indigenous Celtic culture. 
Ernest Renan (1823-1892) published his essay La Poésie des races celtiques,[footnoteRef:13133] in 1854, his observations in relation to the Celts and nature included ‘realistic naturalism’, 'a love of nature’. Renan’s work was and remains a powerful, divisive, and much debated piece in the sphere of Celtic Studies.                   Heather Williams comments ‘Following the Romantic idea that poetry originates in the authentic reaction of primitive man to his natural environment, Renan found in the Celts’ harmonious relationship with nature evidence of poeticness’.[footnoteRef:2144] [13133:   Ernest, Renan, Poetry Of The Celtic Races And Other Essays (1854) <
https://archive.org/details/poetryofcelticra00renauoft >]  [2144:  Heather Williams, ‘Ecocriticism And A French Province, The Power Of Nature Over Brittany And Bretoness’ (2007) 1-10 p. 7] 

Matthew Arnold (1822-1888) critic and poet, was hugely influenced by Renan’s work, and in 1867 his piece entitled, On Celtic Literature[footnoteRef:23385] was published, a significant literary contribution to early Celtic Studies. Whilst Renan was original and Arnold influential, the content was controversial. W.B Yeats essay The Celtic Element in Literature[footnoteRef:5198] is his response to Renan and Arnold’s Celtic stereotypes, and colonial undertones. [23385:  Matthew Arnold, ‘On Celtic Literature’, (Smith Elder & Co: 1891) < https://www.gutenberg.org/files/5159/5159-h/5159-h.htm >]  [5198:  W.B Yeats, Ideas Of Good And Evil, The Celtic Element In Nature, (1903), P. 270-295 < https://www.gutenberg.org/files/32884/32884-h/32884-h.htm#Page_270 >
] 

Breton Celtic cultural awakening and revival was a defining moment, the catalyst for a reconnection with the natural world through literature, even if the reconnection was in part reconstructed. The Celts were perceived as being close to nature due to the influence of Renan. Nature holds cultural significance in all nations and just as it is celebrated in literature, it is vulnerable to manipulation, agenda, and inaccuracies.  In Brittany just as in Ireland during the revival, some components are lost in translation, stereotypes are invented and old cliches reinforced. However, whilst the Celtic awakening possessed flaws, I would argue the intent was well intended and necessary. 
Literary and visual representations of nature in the ancient settings of Brittany have a rich heritage. The Carnac alignments and megaliths that dot the landscape serve to heighten the imagination and perceptions of the Celtic ‘ancestors’ and their mysteries. The supernatural, myths, legends and folkloric associations appealed to British antiquaries. The mania for all things Celtic and by association, all things nature, inspired a hub of creativity.
 The Pont Aven School,[footnoteRef:8979] community of notable artists, harnessed the natural potency of Brittany for creative inspiration, Synthetism, the aesthetic style advocated by Gauguin, attempted to create a synthesis between the perception of nature and abstract forms.  [8979: Pont Aven School, Musee Des Beaux Arts De Quimper, < https://www.mbaq.fr/en/collections/our-collections/the-pont-aven-school-223.html > [Accessed 28 October 2021].] 

The opening of the railway line from Paris to Quimper in 1862 encouraged tourism to Brittany. Idealistic travel imagery, and literature, such as travelogues, enticed the tourists. An outsider's perspective of Brittany can be viewed in the work of Matilda Betham-Edwards (1836-1919) English novelist, travel writer, and Francophile. ‘To visit Brittany unissued with the spirit of Émile Souvestre is to travel in Scotland without the literature of Scott and Burns.’[footnoteRef:21452]  Folklore nature motifs ‘Which of those lovely little islands is Avalon,’ jostle with cultural stereotypes ‘where you meet no one but wild-looking, shaggy peasants, with broad-brimmed hats slouched over their heads, carting away seaweed for manure.’ [21452:  Matilda Betham-Edwards, Literary Rambles In France, (London: Archibald Constable &Company, 1907) < https://minorvictorianwriters.org.uk/betham-edwards/b_rambles.htm >
] 

François-René, de Chateaubriand (1768-1848) Breton by birth, self-imposed exile, traveller, observer, author, diplomat, influencer of French Romanticism. Chateaubriand is attuned to the human- nature psychological connection and the physiology of healing through nature and the natural world. Nature is the conduit for life evaluation, in his  Mémoires d'outre tombe.[footnoteRef:23593]  [23593:  François-René, de Chateaubriand, Memoires d’ outré tombe, Book I Chapter 6 Section 2 (1849 –1850) < https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Chateaubriand/Chathome.php >
] 

The landscape of his childhood in Brittany and the deep affinity and connection expressed by Chateaubriand is genuinely moving, symbolic and introspective. This transitional piece of memory recall by the dying man, a Breton rite of death, in a nation aligned with its cult of the dead. Affirmation of identity, an ode to nature, and her elementals, a romantic lamentful goodbye from beyond the grave, as Mémoires d'outre tombe was published posthumously. Chateaubriand’s own nature infused memento mori, devoid of squeaky wheeled carts and harbingers of death.
 As she descends from the sky above my native shore, she increases its silence which she communicates to the sea; soon she sinks towards the horizon, the intersection, shows no more than half of her waning face, yields, and vanishes in the soft intumescence of the waves. The stars about their queen, before following in her wake, seem to halt, suspended on the crest of the swell. The moon is no sooner at rest, than a rising breath from afar shatters the images of the constellations, as one extinguishes the torches after a solemn ceremony.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Chateaubriand, Memoires d’ outré tombe, Book I, Chapter 6, Section 2
] 

Mémoires d'outre tombe validated Chateaubriand's sense of place and identity within the memories of Brittany's nature in his distinctly romanticised style. The declaration ‘My native shore’ and finishing with ‘As one extinguishes the torches after solemn ceremony’ evoking the image of his death. The upturned torch with light snuffed out is a recognised symbol of lifeforce vanquished. Appropriately, Chateaubriand plays on the nature death motif, whilst communicating a remarkable understanding of nature and human interconnectivity.  Chateaubriand’s epic romanticised vision of death, his desire to be immortalised in the memory, and energy of the landscape of his native Brittany, was a desire he achieved. Chateaubriand's legacy lives on in print.
 Chateaubriand engages the nature motif in his memoires, ‘I am attached to my trees; I have addressed elegies, sonnets, and odes to them.’[footnoteRef:5] Nature takes on more of a symbolic role in the awakening, and rediscovery of identity, not only in the post-revolutionary context but in the revaluation of his life. ‘As far as possible I have selected them from the various climes where I have wandered; they recall my travels and nourish new illusions in the depths of my heart[footnoteRef:6]. Chateaubriand’s sentimental nature immersion and synchronicity is touching. ‘I know them all by name as if they were my children: they are my family, I have no other, and I hope to die among them.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Chateaubriand, Memoires d’ outré tombe, Book I Chapter 6 Section 2]  [6:  Chateaubriand, Memoires d’ outré tombe, Book I, Chapter I, Section I]  [7:  Chateaubriand, Memoires d’ outré tombe, Book I, Chapter I, Section I
] 

In contrast to the romantic nature expressed by Chateaubriand, Tristan Corbière (1845-1875), rejects the sentimental romanticisation of the Breton people and the landscape. This is a landscape that Corbière knew intimately, the intimacy is tempered in his irony and dissatisfaction with the mythologised Brittany portrayed by writers including Chateaubriand. ‘Corbière’s most blatant irony is directed at the excesses of Romantic lyricism.’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Katherine Lunn-Rockliffe, Corbière and the Poetics of Irony (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) p.53
] 

Corbière is the realistic, authentic, and raw. The antithesis of the romantic writer who would surrounding a tragedy with sentimental and beautiful landscape imagery. Corbière is stark, honest, a representation rooted in the moment, his melancholy has an edgy undertone, an energy. Corbière is relatable to those of us that wander on the fringes of society, adrift from conventions. 
Brittany, specifically the sea is the most pertinent and permanent of all influences in Corbière poetry. Corbière is original, challenging literary convention in the form of a quest befitting his pseudonym, Tristan,[footnoteRef:4063] for greater freedom in expression. Irony permeates many aspects of his work. Les Amours Jaunes/ jaundiced loves (1873) influenced both T.S Eliot and Ezra Pound, ‘Corbière seems to me the greatest poet of the period.[footnoteRef:10] [4063:  Édouard-Joachim Corbière,]  [10:  Ezra Pound, Ernest Fenollosa, Instigations Of Ezra Pound, Together With An Essay On The Chinese Written Character (1920)   < https://www.gutenberg.org/files/40852/40852-h/40852-h.htm#TRISTAN_CORBIERE >] 

In Corbière and Chateaubriand we are afforded contrasting representations of Brittany and her natural environment. Whilst their styles differed, cohesion is found in the importance nature is afforded in the literature of both writers.
Corbière invokes nature as the conduit for his expressionism. Challenges tradition, convention, and beliefs, in a time of immense poetic innovation in France. Corbière was developing his own style, the antithesis of the sentimental and romanticised nature represented in nineteenth century French literature. Corbière allows nature her fury, the land holds her grudges, her realities, tragedies, and dissatisfaction. Heather Williams comments ‘A more violently disruptive engagement with the cliches that made up the representations of Brittany is found in the work of Tristan Corbière.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:   Heather Williams, ’Writing To Paris: Nobles And Savages In Nineteenth-Century Brittany’, French Studies, Vol. LVII, No. 4 p.475-490] 

Corbière’s style is detached from the mainstream of literature and life, understandable when we consider the maritime landscape of his Breton childhood and time spent in Morlaix and Roscoff. Fearless Breton sailor communing with the wild environs, Corbière did not write nature just as an observer, but as a participant, ‘furiously in love with the sea, such that he only rode it in storms’[footnoteRef:17602] pushing the boundaries in life and literature. Corbière’s Brittany inspired works are much influenced by the sea, a common motif in his work is death by drowning. [17602:  Paul Verlaine, Les Poetes Maudits, Tristan Corbiere, Poetry In Translation, < https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/VerlainePoetesMaudits.php#anchor_Toc38729075 >] 

Corbière unlike Chateaubriand was grounded in the very essence of realism. Kathrine Lunn- Rockliffe argues that  ‘Corbière has been admired for his realism, and represents Brittany with considerable precision, often specifying real locations in the peritext, and making vivid use of detail.[footnoteRef:12] With realism comes a degree of irony, which Corbière is noted for. In Paul Verlaine’s 1884 publication Les Poètes Maudits, Verlaine paid tribute to Corbière. ‘Corbière was, in flesh and bone, utterly wild. His verse lives, laughs, weeps but little, mocks well, and jests better.’[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Katherine Lunn-Rockliffe, Corbière and the Poetics of Irony (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) p. 53
  ]  [14:   Paul Verlaine, Les Poètes Maudits, (1884) ] 

Corbière’s poetry uses irony and parody to mock and subvert instabilities and expose the theoretical weaknesses of the major aesthetic movements of his time, from Romanticism to Realism and Symbolism. Corbière detested the false representations of Brittany constructed by these literary movements.                La Fin / The End,[footnoteRef:17382] is a direct poetic response from Corbière to Victor Hugo’s sentimental death at sea poem Oceano Nox. Corbière mocks, rejects, and replaces the romanticised vision of sailor's deaths with his realist stance. ‘So be it! It’s their role; they died with their boots on!’[footnoteRef:23242] [17382:  Tristan, Corbiere, La Fin/ The End, Selected Poems From Les Amour Jaunes, < https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/CorbiereSelectedPoems.php#anchor_Toc39568548 >
]  [23242:  Tristan, Corbiere, La Fin/ The End, Selected Poems From Les Amour Jaunes, < https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/CorbiereSelectedPoems.php#anchor_Toc39568548 >

] 

 In Corbière’s prose piece entitled, À mon Roscoff / To my Roscoff,[footnoteRef:24429] the landscape aesthetic is authentic. Roscoff is a symbolic dimension in Corbière’s personal space. ‘Sleep, go on, my poor Roscoff, sleep in your grey mist, no one will sing to you but your very own poets, the Margats and the Cormorants!’ Corbière’s use of Cormorants as poets is significant. Cormorants are watchers, observers of detail, with as much claim to the Brittany coast as humans. In Celtic mythology Cormorants (sea crows) have links to the Cailleach, the wise divine hag, associated with the creation of landscapes, invoking storms, and controlling the weather. Corbière’s choice of Cormorant for poet is a very well-informed choice, for these are the sea birds of wisdom, that straddle the realms, effectively stateless.  [24429:  Tristan, Corbière, And Christopher Pilling. ’À Mon Roscoff’. Oysters, Nightingales and Cooking Pots, ed. by Richard Hibbitt And Katherine Lunn-Rockliffe, (White Rose University Press: 2018), pp. 48–49, < http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv9b2w32.24. >

] 

 The grey mist elemental description is fitting for the coastal location. However, the grey mist could be a metaphor for veiled and otherworldly. Superstitions, and legends are entrenched in coastal communities, of which Brittany has a particularly potent heritage. The coastline of rocky outcrops, islands, and powerful tides on which flow danger, and death, cradle an abundance of folkloric tales. The Ile de Sein being one example.[footnoteRef:12127] Corbière is not exploiting nature in this piece, his is a realistic observation, and I wonder if Corbière saw himself in aspects of the Cormorant, the wise observer with one foot on land and one in the sea, neither an outsider or insider.  [12127:  Queffelec, Henri, Un Recteur De L’ile De Sein, (London: George G. Harrap & Co. Ltd 1972) < https://thejournalofantiquities.com/2016/08/18/ >] 
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