Between languages: Francophone identities in Brittany

In choosing to discuss Francophone identities in Brittany I am focusing on a category that is more often than not dismissed by the French, angrily rejected by many Bretons, and largely ignored by French scholars. For a convinced citizen of the République there can be no such thing as internal difference, and therefore no ‘Bretonness’ beyond that of the picture postcard and the biniou-playing clubs. For an equally convinced Breton there can be no ‘Bretonness’ through the medium of French, as any utterance in French has to do with France and Frenchness. And finally, for French scholars Brittany is usually little more than a footnote in histories of the rise of French, and the term ‘francophone’ conjurs up discussions of far-away cultures, France’s former colonies, indeed anywhere but metropolitan France.
 

Yet how could we set about understanding Brittany in its entirety without challenging these rigid categories, and looking between languages? 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.
 My discussion here will focus on French-language, or ‘Francophone’, Breton literature (from its historical roots to the present-day literary critical discourse that surrounds it), as it is in the literary sphere that this ‘Bretonness’ that is caught between two languages has been negotiated and can best be investigated.

Is it possible to be both Francophone and authentically Breton? Can French-language representations of Brittany be authentic? Or are they necessary flawed because of the language in which they are written? – the politically dominant language of the oppressor? Is the category ‘Francophone Breton literature’, or ‘Breton literature of French expression’, a valid one? Or does any work written in French, no matter how ‘Breton’ the subject matter, simply form a part of French literature? These questions of definition and authenticity have been hotly debated in Brittany, especially since the founding of the review Bretagnes in 1975, and continue to cause controversy. If speakers and readers of the Breton language are today a minority in their own country, it is not difficult to see why Brittany, or the Breton experience, produces literature in the French language: this medium provides a larger audience, and a proportion of those individuals possessing the ‘creative gene’ is bound to come from the non-Breton-speaking part of the population. However, this was emphatically not the case in the period when French-language descriptions of Brittany and the Breton experience began to be written in concerted fashion for the first time: that is in the wake of European Romanticism, or more precisely, in the 1830s. 

I want first of all to dwell on this unique period when a crucial linguistic border, from Breton to French, was crossed. Why would a Breton-born, bilingual author in this period write about Brittany in French? when for the majority of Bretons, in the 1830s, French was a foreign language, and France a distant land. We might be tempted to dismiss any French-language texts as the work of privileged, educated young men with an eye for the fashions of literary Paris, and some measure of personal ambition (this was the height of the fashion for all things Celtic, when the people’s Gaulish ancestors were favoured over the Franks,
 and the primitive and pure over the modern and corrupt
). But it is not that simple, as the two examples of Auguste Brizeux and Hersart de La Villemarqué will suffice to show. The former was the author of a collection of French-language poetry entitled Marie, published in 1831, and hugely successful by any standards (it went through several editions, received attention in the most influential journals of the day, and became the talk of Parisian salons).
 What is remarkable about him is that Brizeux was the very first writer to stake his whole career on writing descriptions of Brittany, and to reach success by so doing. But at the same time, he published in Breton too, was a loyal and devoted friend of the grammarian, lexicographer and translator of the Bible into Breton Le Gonidec, and was critical - in print
 - of the clergy in Brittany for its failure to promote the teaching of the Breton language. The latter, La Villemarqué, was the translator/author of the infamous collection of ballads: the Barzaz Breiz, published in 1839. While we might condemn La Villemarqué for relegating the original Breton text of the ballads to the bottom of the page, and accuse him of opportunism (his French text would surely not have impressed the likes of George Sand
 as much had it not been for the ghostly presence of an exotic and ancient original in its sinews), it has also been argued that the Breton movement would not have come into being without the Barzaz Breiz.
 In 1970 the impact of discovering La Villemarqué’s work on the political development of a young Breton is incorporated into Morvan Lebesque’s polemical history of Brittany Comment peut-on être breton?
 Both Brizeux and La Villemarqué can be seen as traitors for having crossed the linguistic border, but they have also been considered heroes for having brought the matter of Brittany into mainstream culture. In any case it is clear that they are not straightforward traitors to the cause. If we take a closer look now at attitudes towards this border between the two languages, and particularly towards the issue of translation from one into the other, we can see how Francophone Breton literature evolved into a controversial, and ultimately political issue. 

An anecdote recounted by La Villemarqué reveals great confidence in translation as a smooth and unproblematic process. In his story of a trip – part pilgrimage, part detective work – that he made to the village of Moustier, where Brizeux’s Marie is set, La Villemarqué speaks, in Breton, to a number of locals, before tracking down a young girl named Fantik, who turns out to be Marie’s cousin. He translates some of Brizeux’s poetry into the girl’s own language, for her to be able to exclaim: ‘C’est pure vérité’.
 With this climax to his story he has managed to protect Brizeux from the charge that his little peasant girl had been invented to please a Parisian audience, for here was her real-life cousin, but the way in which he brushes over the issue of translation is also of interest here. The fact that the Breton experience of these monoglot peasants had first been translated into French by Brizeux, and then back into Breton (on the hoof, we are led to believe) by La Villemarqué, is not deemed worthy of comment; all of which makes the Breton language seem little more than a useful research tool that allows you to talk to peasants, and thus, of course, paint pictures that are more accurate and authentic than those painted by certain Parisian visitors to the area (e.g. Balzac). Brizeux would surely have approved of this anecdote, for he goes as far as to build the role of interpreter into his poetic scenario, when he imagines the monoglot addressee of his collection – Marie - being told of the poetry inspired by her:

Pourtant je veux poursuivre; et quelque ami peut-être,

Resté dans nos forêts et venant à connaître

Ce livre où son beau temps tout joyeux renaîtra,

Dans une fête, un jour, en dansant lui dira

Cette histoire qu’ici j’ai commencé d’écrire.
 

Perhaps this failure to problematize translation can be attributed to the fact that in the early part of the nineteenth century it was not so much the linguistic border that preoccupied writers about Brittany, as the geographical one: that is the impossible muddy roads, and the impenetrable forests. This is the one that gets the blame for Brittany’s ‘backwardness’ in Balzac’s novel Les Chouans (1828):

Là, le génie de la civilisation moderne s’effraie de pénétrer à travers d’immenses forêts primordiales. […] 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…’.

In fact so great was the impact of crossing westwards from France into Brittany that it was frequently described in terms of time travel, and famously so on the opening page of Balzac’s novel, where an opposition is set up between pre and post-Revolutionary calendars:

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

but also by other visitors, as well as by Bretons themselves. Of course, complaints about Brittany’s difficult terrain and backwardness were not unique to Balzac either, he is simply a famous example, and a complete list would have to include Hugo, Mérimée, Stehdhal, and even Cambry.
 

In the thinking of these writers, the linguistic border can be seen as a metaphor for the isolation from progress that they so condemn in Brittany, that is when the language is mentioned at all. But it is a border that was just as easy to cross as the geographical one would become with the birth of the train and then the motor car. Today, however, with the geographical border all but effaced – it takes no more than two hours to get from Paris to Rennes by TGV - the linguistic border is the only one that remains. It is the only border that demands negotiating before we can gain access to the real Brittany. 

A group of poets in the 1960s and 1970s set out to demonstrate this, and in so doing to revolutionize the Breton literary scene. Taking their cue from events on the world stage, particularly the Algerian war, these radical young poets began to write and theorize, in both languages, about the relationship between the centralized French administration and the regions and countries that had been oppressed by it. Thus it is since the Algerian war, claims Morvan Lebesque, that I have hated France.
 Lebesque, and others such as Christian Keginer, Yann-Ber Piriou and Paol Keineg, wrote about Brittany as the victim of ‘internal colonialism’, a term first used by their regionalist cousins in Occitania,
 and which stressed that France had behaved just as badly towards its own indigenous people as it had towards those in further-flung parts of the globe. First of all there was the economic underdevelopment: these poets would write of exhausted and exploited factory workers in Rennes instead of the standing stones and beautiful hawthorn pushed by the tourist industry, and long familiar from Romantic poetry. But most of all these internal and external colonies were united by the cultural oppression and loss of language that had resulted largely from the imposition of French State education. The linguistic policy of the French Revolution within the borders of the Hexagon, which saw any language other than French as a threat, was essentially no different to that of the Third Republic in the colonies. And the result of the centralizing policies and the string of educational reforms that had taken force in the French regions over the two centuries or so following the Revolution of 1789, was a Brittany in which only a minority of its own people spoke the Breton language. 

What is a poet to do in such circumstances? Especially a poet with a burning political message? As I have already mentioned, the ‘poètes de la décolonisation’, as they called themselves, published bilingually, often in parallel text, and their work had explicit political import, both in terms of content (i.e. containing descriptions of suffering and injustice) and also their delivery: these poems would be read or sung aloud at political and cultural gatherings, and many became popular songs when put to music by the likes of Glenmor, Stivell, Servat, and the Tri Yann. However, truly revolutionary poetry does more than put the revolution to music, or tell its story in rhyme. These poets conceived their poetic utterance as itself a political act. This more radical sense in which poetry could be considered ‘political’ was inseparable from the issue of language loss, as it grew out of an exploration of what happens when a poet employs the language that has been forced upon him, and his people, by their oppressor. The case is argued by Keginer in ‘Point de départ (Une poésie révolutionnaire bretonne existe)’: that Breton poetry of French expression is necessarily political, and revolutionary, from the moment when the Breton poet writing in the French language becomes conscious of actually speaking Breton despite using French words, and this is achieved through political commitment to the people of Brittany. Again, the Bretons were not unique in realizing this; Keginer’s theory is presented as a parallel to the case of the black poet who either chooses to write in French, or has to write in French as he has been deprived of his mother tongue: 

On conçoit qu’il puisse y avoir une poésie de langue bretonne. Phénomène plus étrange : comment se fait-il qu’il existe une poésie bretonne de langue française? Il ne suffit pas pour cela qu’il y ait en Bretagne des poètes s’exprimant en français. Il faut encore que ces poètes aient conscience de parler breton, même dans une langue étrangère imposée ou non comme, par exemple, le français; pour cela, une saisie politique de l’existence d’un peuple breton est nécessaire, tout comme, dans la même situation, le poète noir qui écrit en français doit saisir qu’il est Noir pour cesser d’écrire dans la langue française, et parler enfin dans la langue noire, même si c’est avec des mots français. Ce changement est véritablement une révolution. Il s’accompagne forcément, et c’est la même démarche, d’une analyse radicale de la situation coloniale du pays, l’un et l’autre ne naissant que l’un par l’autre, pour finir par ne faire qu’une seule attitude combattante. On comprend donc qu’il est inutile d’ajouter le mot révolutionnaire à l’expression poésie bretonne de langue français qui signifie, par le caractère subversif de sa seule existence : poésie révolutionnaire.
 

This subversion entails violating the French language from within; he explains further in ‘Mise au point’:

Le peuple breton est bilingue, mais sa poésie est une, puisque sa source est unique. Lorsque les mots bretons la révèlent, même si elle crie de douleur et de révolte, elle est fondamentalement sereine, et souveraine : elle parle sa vraie langue. Mais les mots français la retournent comme un gant, lui jettent la tête en bas. La poésie bretonne de langue française – c’est par cette contra-diction qu’elle est politiquement révolutionnaire – entretient avec la langue française des rapports incestueux et meurtiers : née de cette langue étrangère, quoique sa source soit ailleurs, elle s’y marie afin de la mieux détruire.
 

So although this poetry takes colonial suffering as its main subject-matter, it is the subtle but radical linguistic achievement that makes it ‘decolonizing’ and revolutionary.

This appears to show a complete reversal in attitudes towards the borders. By the 1970s the linguistic border was a political one, and could be located, as in the work of the poets of decolonization, within the French language, whereas at the time of the birth of Francophone Breton writing, as we saw, it had been ignored. But this is less a revolution than an evolution, which can be traced in the gradual change in attitudes towards translation that came about from Romanticism onwards. This change is most readily observed in the reception histories of Breton writers in Paris. In the 1830s Brizeux was praised by the great critic Sainte-Beuve when he kept the language and orthography of his poetry reassuringly Gallicized, and La Villemarqué was at pains to package his ballads as necessarily of French interest and so much more than some Celtic curiosity. But by the 1860s this same critic was expressing a preference for a more disrupted - or to use today’s parlance, ‘foreignizing’ – type of French; he was more interested in the disturbed French that ‘allowed something of the original through’ that he found in another Breton writer Luzel; he enthuses about Luzel’s: ‘accents qui nous atteignent même à travers la traduction et qui doivent mordre deux fois dans la langue natale’.
 It would seem that Sainte-Beuve, and others, had come to associate a degree of alienation with authenticity. This attitude reached its apogee in the 1880s, and is seen in the case of Tristan Corbière, the Breton member of the poètes maudits. His notoriety in the capital can in large part be accounted for by the non-Frenchness of his French: his language was troubled and tortured, but assumed  to be authentic. For Verlaine, the author of the essays Les Poètes maudits (1883-84), and thus the one responsible for bringing Corbière to the attention of a wider readership, this was explained by the fact that he was a real Breton-speaking Breton: ‘Quel Breton bretonnant de la bonne manière’ (though as far as we know he was not).
 

So with the gradual valorization of verbal disruptiveness as proof of authenticity in the French capital, the Francophone Bretons themselves come to see translation as so much more than a shifting of information from one language to another. The result is a corpus of literature that has not so far received much attention. For Celtic specialists it is in the wrong language, but for French Studies what I have been calling ‘Francophone Breton literature’ is not Francophone enough, and the political and cultural situation in Brittany have not been thought relevant to postcolonial studies. Recent criticism, though, has begun to address this: readings of the work of twentieth-century figures such as Pierre-Jakez Hélias, who published widely in both Breton and French, have adapted the framework of postcolonial criticism to the particular bicultural situation in modern Brittany. Important definitional work can be found in the journal of the Centre d’Études des Littératures et Civilisations Francophones at the University of Rennes: Plurial, most notably in two articles: Pascal Rannou’s ‘Approche du concept de littérature bretonne de langue française’,
 and Marc Gontard’s ‘Pour une littérature bretonne de langue française’,
 which provides a survey of primary texts These same critics are responsible for important re-readings of key figures; for instance Rannou’s close analysis of Hélias’s language, which discusses bilingualism and issues of translation, and his work on Corbière, which focuses on the métissage, or hybridity of the text.
 I hope to have suggested, by this brief overview, how analysis of French-language Breton writing will not only provide a fuller and more complex picture of the French literary tradition, but that in exposing France’s well-concealed internal differences, it can also allow new insight into biculturality. 
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