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The Birth of National Literature in Brittany through Barzas-Breiz
: Against the Backdrop of the Concept of Nation and Romanticism in France
in the Nineteenth Century

Shizue OBA

When considering the origins of nationalism, in Europe in the 19th century, the issue of the nation or ethnicity
was almost exclusively taken up with language. In general, language was understood as identifying ethnicity: the
language peculiar to an ethnicity gained the status of a national language and became the basis for promoting political
nationalism by bringing individuals from an ethnic group together as a community.

In Europe during the 19th century, the idea that language and ethnicity were basically inseparable was reflected
in the ideas of Herder, Fichte and the tide of romanticism. For many ethnic groups at that time the mission in forming
a nation or an independent country was to create a history and literature written in their own language. Folk songs
and folklore, which are traditions transmitted via the languages of local ethnic people, especially farmers, attracted
attention as the basis for the formation of national history and literature. That is why their collection and publication
were vigorously conducted.

In 1839, Hersart de la Villemarqué’s Barzas-Breiz Chants populaires de la Bretagne was published in that
context. This collection, considered as an ethnic epic, has been evaluated as having greatly influenced the birth of the
ethnic movement in Brittany. The aim of this paper is to examine the relationship between nationalism and literature,
especially popular poetry and folk songs, to trace the discourses about Barzas-Breiz, by literary figures who were
more or less actively involved in this movement, and to clarify how this collection contributed to the birth of ethnic

nationalism in Brittany.
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