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The Music of Brittany





Around 500 AD Celtic raiders from the British Isles landed in Brittany and settled throughout the region. Today the Celtic language of Breton is spoken by more people than any other Celtic tongue. Following the French revolution there was a concerted effort from the government in Paris to develop a homogenous French culture and sense of nationhood. The "exceptionalism" enjoyed by Celtic Bretons had come to an end. For over 200 years any Breton patriotism was quickly quashed if it seemed to exhibit the slightest political tinge. This led many Bretons to focus on exploring their cultural past - specifically dance and music. Today, the cultural activism of numerous grandparents has created a widely diverse and extremely rich pallet from which today's musicians and dancers can chose. Brittany can proudly boast of the one of the richest traditional music scenes in the world.





The successful revival of traditional music in Brittany is due in large part to the popularity of kan ha diskan - a type of call and response style of singing used at the large, free-wheeling dance parties, or Fest-Noz, of which Bretons are quite fond. There are two singers in this type of music. The lead singer (the kaner) trades phrases and rhythms with the second singer (the diskaner), creating a song that weaves in and out almost as rapidly as the dancers. During the early and mid-20th Century singers such as the Goadec sisters, the Morvan brothers, and Loeiz Ropars kept this tradition alive, and in the process created fertile ground for the next generation of musicians, singers, and dancers. Today, a wide variety of singing, from sea shanties to hymns, is to be found at the many outstanding music festivals of Brittany.





In addition to the human voice, a wide variety of instruments have played a significant role in the evolution of Brittany's Celtic sound. Two different types of bagpipes are native to the region: the veuze, which is similar to most of the other bagpipes that originated on the European continent, and the biniou, a much smaller instrument that is usually paired with the bombarde, a common Breton woodwind similar to an oboe. The biniou braz, a version of the Highland bagpipes, is a relative newcomer, having become popular among Breton soldiers during World War Two when they served alongside Scottish regiments.





During the medieval era Breton harpists were in great demand, and were even invited to play at the courts of the Irish kings. Sadly, the tradition died out and the Breton harp passed into history. In the middle of the 20th Century two Bretons found inspiration in the design of Ireland's "Brian Boru" harp (the harp found on the Guinness logo) and they began fashioning a new harp for Breton musicians - a harp that became known as the telenn. The first person to play this instrument in public was the nine-year-old son of one of the men - a lad named Alan Stivell. He has since gone on to become one of the most popular musicians in Brittany and an inspiration to a whole new crop of young talent. In addition to being an outstanding harpist, Stivell has mastered several other traditional instruments and has also encouraged the development of new traditional music bands in Brittany. Two bands that have garnered a lot of international interest are Kornog and Gwerz. (Kornog is currently being carried by Green Linnet [http://www.greenlinnet.com/] and is therefore a bit easier for US listeners to find.) Another band that has been getting audiences to their feet since the early 1970's is Tri Yann, a traditional music/rock band whose popularity never seems to wane.





If you have problems finding any of these musicians, an easy place to start your exploration of Breton music is with the Chieftains. Their album "Celtic Wedding" sounds like it is going to contain a jig-version of Here Comes the Bride, but in fact is a lovely introduction to the Celtic music tradition of Brittany. 
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Check out the Thistle and Shamrock website  for more information on Celtic mus ic.   http://www.npr.org/programs/thistle/      

[image: image4.emf] 

Check out  the Thistle and Shamrock website  for more information on Celtic music.   http://www.npr.org/programs/thistle/    

