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Chapter 1: The Origins of Ys - A Historical Overview
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The Edge of the World

Stand on the western coast of Brittany on a clear day and look out toward the Atlantic and you will understand immediately why this peninsula became the birthplace of one of Europe's most enduring legends. The land ends abruptly here - not gradually, not gently, but with the specific finality of a continent that has run out of room. The sea does not simply begin where the land ends. It asserts itself - crashing against granite cliffs, swallowing headlands, retreating and advancing with the rhythm of a force that has been reshaping this coastline for ten thousand years.

The Bay of Douarnenez lies on Brittany's western coast, a broad curved inlet whose waters are deep and whose tides are among the most dramatic in Europe. On a stormy day the bay is a spectacle of raw power - waves that build across the full fetch of the Atlantic before breaking against the bay's southern shore with a force that shakes the ground. On a calm day the bay is something else entirely - a mirror of grey-green water so still and so clear that the fishermen who have worked these waters for generations speak of seeing things beneath the surface, shapes that do not belong to the living world.

It is here, in these waters, that the city of Ys is said to lie.

The legend of Ys - Ker-Ys in Breton, the City of Ys - is the central legend of the Breton cultural tradition. It is the legend that Breton children have grown up with for centuries, the legend that Breton poets and musicians have returned to across generations, the legend that defines Brittany's relationship to its own past and to the sea that surrounds it on three sides. It is a legend about a city of extraordinary beauty and wealth that was swallowed by the sea through an act of human transgression - a legend that carries within it the anxieties and hopes of a people who have always lived at the edge of the world, always aware of the sea's capacity to take back what the land has claimed.

The legend's geographical setting is not incidental. The Bay of Douarnenez is one of the most dramatically beautiful and most historically significant bodies of water on the Breton coast. Its shores have been inhabited since the Neolithic period - the great megalithic monuments of the Breton interior, the dolmens and menhirs and passage graves that dot the landscape of the Finistère department, testify to the antiquity of human settlement in this region. The Romans established a significant presence on the bay's shores - the ruins of Roman fish-salting installations have been found at multiple sites around the bay, evidence of the economic activity that made this coastline valuable to the Roman world. The early medieval period saw the establishment of monastic communities on the bay's islands and headlands - communities that preserved the cultural and religious traditions of the Celtic world in the face of the broader transformations of the post-Roman period.

The convergence of these multiple historical layers around a single geographical location is characteristic of the Celtic mythological imagination - the imagination that sees the landscape not simply as a physical environment but as a palimpsest of human memory, each layer of historical and legendary association adding depth and resonance to the places where the human world and the mythological world intersect.

But the legend of Ys is not simply a Breton legend. It is one of the most significant legends in the broader Celtic tradition - a tradition that stretches from Brittany across the English Channel to Cornwall, Wales, Ireland, and Scotland, and that has preserved in its myths and legends a specific understanding of the relationship between the human world and the natural world that is unlike anything in the mainstream European tradition. To understand the legend of Ys is to understand something fundamental about the Celtic imagination - its engagement with the sea, its understanding of the past, and its way of holding together the historical and the mythological in a single narrative tradition.

Brittany and Its People

Before the legend can be understood, the land that produced it needs to be understood. Brittany - Breizh in Breton, Bretagne in French - is the westernmost peninsula of continental Europe, a granite finger pointing into the Atlantic between the English Channel to the north and the Bay of Biscay to the south. Its coastline stretches for more than 2,700 kilometers - more coastline per unit of land area than almost any other region of Europe - a geographical fact that shaped every dimension of Breton culture, from its economy to its mythology to its understanding of the boundary between the known world and the unknown.

The Bretons are a Celtic people. Their ancestors came not from Gaul - the ancient Celtic culture of continental Europe that the Romans conquered in the first century BCE - but from Britain. Between the fifth and seventh centuries CE, waves of migrants crossed the English Channel from southwestern Britain - from Cornwall and Devon and Wales - fleeing the Anglo-Saxon invasions that were transforming Britain from a Romano-British culture into an Anglo-Saxon one. These migrants brought with them their language, their culture, their saints, and their stories. The Breton language is more closely related to Welsh and Cornish than it is to Irish or Scottish Gaelic - a linguistic fact that reflects the historical reality of Brittany's origins as a colony of British Celtic culture transplanted to the continent.

This migration history is fundamental to understanding the legend of Ys. The legend did not emerge from a culture that had always lived in Brittany. It emerged from a culture that had arrived in Brittany carrying the memories and mythological traditions of another place - a culture that was in the process of establishing itself in a new landscape while maintaining its connection to the cultural traditions of the old one. The legend of Ys expressed this historical situation with particular force - the situation of a people who were simultaneously rooted in a new place and haunted by the memory of what had been left behind.

The Breton migrants who crossed the English Channel in the fifth and sixth centuries were not simply refugees fleeing the Anglo-Saxon advance. They were a culturally sophisticated people who brought with them a specific intellectual and spiritual tradition - the tradition of the Celtic church, with its distinctive approach to Christian practice, its emphasis on monastic community, and its engagement with the pre-Christian mythological tradition of the Celtic world. The Celtic church that the Breton migrants established in their new homeland was not simply a transplant of the British Celtic church. It was a new institution that developed in response to the conditions of the Breton peninsula - the geography, the pre-existing Gallo-Roman population, and the political circumstances of the post-Roman world.

The pre-existing population of Brittany - the Gallo-Roman population that the Celtic migrants encountered when they arrived - was itself a complex cultural mixture. The Romans had governed the Armorican peninsula, as Brittany was known in the ancient world, for five centuries, and the Gallo-Roman culture that had developed during that period was a synthesis of Roman and Celtic elements. The Celtic migrants who arrived in the fifth and sixth centuries did not encounter a blank cultural landscape. They encountered a landscape already rich with its own traditions, its own sacred places, and its own mythological associations - traditions and places and associations that the incoming Celtic culture absorbed, transformed, and incorporated into its own developing mythological tradition.

The sea was never far from any Breton community. It was the source of food, the medium of trade, the route of communication with the wider Celtic world, and the boundary between the known world and the unknown. It was also, as the Breton tradition understood with particular clarity, the force that could take back what it had given - that could swallow coastlines, flood valleys, and reclaim the land that human communities had built their lives upon. This understanding was not simply mythological. It was grounded in the lived experience of a people whose coastline had been shaped and reshaped by the sea across the full span of human memory.

The Historical Context of the Legend's Origins

The legend of Ys is set in the period of Brittany's earliest history as a distinct cultural and political entity - the fifth and sixth centuries CE, the period of the migration from Britain and the establishment of the first Breton kingdoms. This was a period of extraordinary historical complexity - a period in which the Roman world was collapsing, the Christian church was establishing itself as the dominant institutional form of the western European religious tradition, and the Celtic peoples of the Atlantic fringe were navigating the challenges of maintaining their cultural identity in the face of these transformations.

King Gradlon - Gralon in Breton - is the legend's central historical figure. He appears in the early medieval Breton tradition as the first great king of Cornouaille - the southwestern region of Brittany whose name preserves the memory of the Cornish migrants who settled it. The historical Gradlon is a shadowy figure - he appears in the hagiographical tradition, the lives of the Breton saints, as a king who was converted to Christianity by Saint Corentin and who established the city of Quimper as the capital of his kingdom. The cathedral of Quimper is dedicated to Saint Corentin and a statue of King Gradlon on horseback stands between the cathedral's two towers - a physical expression of the legend's persistence in the living culture of Brittany that has endured to the present day.

The hagiographical tradition is the earliest textual source for the Gradlon legend. The lives of the Breton saints - written in Latin by monastic scholars between the eighth and twelfth centuries - preserve the earliest versions of the stories about Gradlon and his kingdom. These texts are not straightforward historical documents. They are hagiographical texts - texts whose primary purpose was to establish the sanctity of the saints they described and the authority of the monastic communities that preserved their memory. The historical information they contain is embedded in a narrative framework that is primarily theological rather than historical.

The hagiographical text most relevant to the Ys legend is the Life of Saint Guénolé - Gwenolé in Breton - the founder of the monastery of Landévennec, which was the most important monastic community in early medieval Brittany. Saint Guénolé appears in the Ys legend as the figure who warned King Gradlon of the flooding - the saint whose prophetic authority expressed the Christian tradition's judgment on the pagan city and its transgressive princess. The Life of Saint Guénolé preserves the earliest version of the connection between the saint and the king, though the narrative of the flooding of Ys is not present in the earliest versions of the text.

The monastery of Landévennec itself occupies a significant place in the geography of the Ys legend. It stands on a peninsula in the Aulne estuary, not far from the Bay of Douarnenez - close enough to the legendary site of Ys that the monastic community would have been intimately familiar with the local traditions about the submerged city. The monastery was founded in the late fifth century, according to tradition by Saint Guénolé himself, and it became the most important center of learning and manuscript production in early medieval Brittany. The manuscripts produced at Landévennec preserved the textual tradition of the Breton saints' lives and provided the earliest written record of the traditions that would eventually coalesce into the legend of Ys.

The Christianization of Brittany that the hagiographical tradition documents was not a simple or straightforward process. The Celtic migrants who arrived in Brittany in the fifth and sixth centuries brought with them a form of Christianity already deeply influenced by the pre-Christian Celtic tradition - a Christianity that had developed in the cultural context of Roman Britain and that had absorbed elements of the pre-Christian mythological tradition into its own developing theological framework. The saints who appear in the Breton hagiographical tradition - Guénolé, Corentin, Ronan, Pol Aurélien - were not simply Christian missionaries. They were figures who stood at the intersection of the Christian and the pre-Christian traditions, whose sanctity was expressed through the narrative conventions of both traditions simultaneously.

The Problem of Origins

The question of the Ys legend's origins is one of the most debated questions in the study of Breton mythology. The legend as it is known today - the magnificent city below sea level, the bronze gate, King Gradlon, the princess Dahut, the demon lover, the flooding, the escape on the magical horse - is not attested in any single early medieval text. It is a composite legend, assembled from multiple narrative traditions across a long period of development, and the question of which elements are oldest and which are later additions is one that scholarship has not definitively resolved.

The oldest element of the legend is almost certainly the geographical tradition - the tradition that a city or a fertile plain once existed in the Bay of Douarnenez and was swallowed by the sea. Recent scientific research has given this tradition a significance that earlier scholarship could not have anticipated. A 2022 study by Nunn and colleagues, published in the journal Geoarchaeology, examined fifteen northwest European traditions of submerged lands and argued that they plausibly encode memories of postglacial sea-level rise - memories that in some cases may have endured for five thousand to fifteen thousand years. The Ys legend is Story 14 in the study's dataset. The paper argues that it is plausible to suppose that Ys was a walled or protected settlement that lay on the coast at some point in the distant past but was overwhelmed by the rising ocean, recollections of its existence and associations passing slowly from fact to narrativized memory to myth.

The scientific framework the paper provides is directly relevant to understanding why the Ys legend takes the specific narrative form it does. The paper notes that Brittany is one of the areas of northwest Europe where land subsidence has been fastest in the postglacial period - the region around Brest is currently being submerged at a rate of 0.7 millimeters per year as a result of the collapse of peripheral crustal bulges formed during the last glaciation. The paper also notes that submergence stories are most common precisely in the areas where land subsidence has been most significant - a geographical correlation that strongly suggests these stories represent genuine memories of coastal change rather than purely cultural inventions. The Ys legend's specific location in the Bay of Douarnenez - an area of documented postglacial subsidence - is consistent with this argument.

The paper makes a further observation that is directly relevant to the legend's moral framework. It notes that people's memories of submergence became readily incorporated into oral stories about the past, ascribed to the actions of the deities in which the people believed, and frequently explained by divine punishment of human transgressions. The Ys legend's explanation of the flooding as the consequence of Dahut's transgression - her theft of the gate key and her surrender of it to a demon lover - is precisely the kind of moral narrative that the paper identifies as the characteristic form in which memories of coastal submergence were encoded and preserved across generations.

The figure of Dahut herself is one of the legend's most complex and most debated elements. She appears in the tradition under multiple names - Dahut, Dahud, Ahès, Ahé, Keben - a multiplicity that suggests a figure whose identity was contested and transformed across the centuries of the legend's development. One proposed etymology derives the name from the Breton words da and hud - meaning good magic or good enchantment - connecting Dahut to the tradition of the Celtic enchantress whose powers were associated with the pre-Christian world. But this etymology is one of several proposed and none has been definitively established.

What is clear is that Dahut was not simply a villain. The encyclopaedic tradition of the legend describes her as a figure who lived at one with nature and the elemental spirits - a princess who built her city with the help of the Korrigans, the sea magicians of the Breton tradition, and who harnessed sea dragons to bring her wealth from abroad. Her palace had marble stables whose floors matched the colors of the horses they housed. Her city rang day and night with music and song. She received princes and nobles from around the world. The darkness in her character - the death mask that killed her lovers, the bodies thrown into the Abyss of Ahéz between Huelgoat and Pualoauen - was inseparable from the magnificence that made her city the wonder of the known world.

The scholarly tradition has interpreted Dahut as a survival of a pre-Christian goddess tradition - a figure associated with the sea and with the powers of the pagan world that the Christian tradition sought to suppress. The legend's account of her transformation after the flooding - her survival as a mermaid floating above the submerged city, still luring men to their doom, with some traditions claiming that all mermaids are daughters of Dahut - supports this interpretation. A figure who cannot be killed, who persists in a transformed state beneath the surface of the present world, who continues to exercise her power over those who venture into her domain, is not simply a cautionary tale about human transgression. She is the memory of a religious tradition that the Christian world could suppress but not entirely destroy.

The second oldest element of the legend is likely the figure of King Gradlon himself - the historical king whose memory was preserved in the hagiographical tradition and who provided the legend with its historical anchor. The association of a historical king with a legendary city is a common feature of the Celtic mythological tradition - the tradition that grounds mythological narratives in historical figures and historical periods, giving the mythology a relationship to the historical world that distinguishes it from purely mythological traditions of other cultures. Gradlon appears in several other tales from Brittany as a model of the Celtic regional king who made his land wealthy and who protected it by defeating the Vikings on the Loire river - a figure whose historical reputation provided the legend with the moral authority it needed to make the story of Ys's destruction carry the weight of genuine tragedy.

The Nineteenth Century and the Legend's Modern Form

The legend of Ys as it is known today owes its modern form largely to the work of the nineteenth century Breton nationalist tradition - the tradition of scholars, poets, and cultural activists who sought to recover and celebrate the cultural heritage of Brittany in the face of the French state's systematic suppression of the Breton language and culture.

The French state's integrationist policies of the last quarter of the nineteenth century - mandatory military conscription for French men and mandatory free secular education in French across the nation - forced Bretons to interact with mainstream French culture in ways that had not previously been required. Students were punished for speaking Breton in schools. A third of Bretons were monolingual in Breton at the end of the century, with the rest bilingual, and a large number were illiterate in French but could read Breton. This forced awareness of their own cultural difference sparked self-conscious Breton regionalist cultural and intellectual movements and a rethinking of what it meant to be Breton.

The most significant figure in this tradition was Théodore Hersart de la Villemarqué, whose Barzaz Breiz - the Poetry of Brittany - was published in 1839. The Barzaz Breiz was a collection of Breton folk songs and legends that Villemarqué claimed to have collected from oral tradition across the Breton countryside. The collection was targeted toward an urban French audience and became so popular that it was followed by an expanded edition in 1845 and a definitive edition in 1869. It included material related to the Ys legend and presented it in a form that emphasized its antiquity, its poetic beauty, and its significance as an expression of the Breton cultural identity.

What gives the Barzaz Breiz a particular analytical significance for understanding the Ys legend's modern form is a detail that has only recently received the scholarly attention it deserves. In 1838 to 1839 - precisely the period during which Villemarqué was preparing the Barzaz Breiz for publication - he was commissioned by the French Government to visit Wales to study Welsh language and literature. This visit brought him into direct contact with the Welsh tradition of Cantre'r Gwaelod - the drowned kingdom of Cardigan Bay whose narrative structure is strikingly similar to the Ys legend. As the Nunn et al. study notes, the similarities between the two traditions may reflect not simply a shared Celtic mythological inheritance but the specific influence of Villemarqué's Welsh visit on the form in which he presented the Ys material in the Barzaz Breiz. The modern Ys legend and the modern Cantre'r Gwaelod legend may owe more to each other - and to Villemarqué's creative synthesis - than either owes to its independent medieval sources.

The Barzaz Breiz was enormously influential - not simply in Brittany but across Europe, where it was read as evidence of the richness and antiquity of the Celtic cultural tradition. But it was also controversial. Subsequent scholars questioned the authenticity of some of Villemarqué's material, arguing that he had embellished or even invented some of the texts he claimed to have collected from oral tradition. The Breton scholar François-Marie Luzel was the most persistent critic - his own fieldwork in Breton oral tradition produced material significantly different from Villemarqué's versions, and he argued that Villemarqué had systematically altered his sources to make them conform to his own romantic and nationalist vision of the Breton cultural tradition.

The debate about the Barzaz Breiz's authenticity has never been fully resolved. Subsequent scholarship has taken a more nuanced view of Villemarqué's methods - acknowledging that he worked from genuine oral sources while also recognizing that he subjected those sources to significant literary and ideological transformation. The Barzaz Breiz is now understood as a specific kind of cultural document - not a faithful transcription of oral tradition but a creative engagement with that tradition, shaped by the cultural and political concerns of the nineteenth century Breton nationalist movement.

The drowned city of Ys became, in this tradition, a metaphor for the drowned culture of Brittany - the culture that had been submerged beneath the dominant French culture but that persisted beneath the surface, waiting to be recovered and celebrated. This metaphorical dimension gave the legend a political resonance that it has never entirely lost. The legend of the drowned city - the city of extraordinary beauty and wealth that was destroyed by transgression and that persists beneath the surface of the present world - spoke directly to the experience of the Breton people in the nineteenth century and continues to speak to the concerns of the Breton cultural identity movement in the contemporary world.

Ys and the Broader Celtic Tradition

The legend of Ys does not exist in isolation. It is part of the broader Celtic mythological tradition - a tradition that stretches across the Atlantic fringe of Europe and that has preserved in its myths and legends an understanding of the relationship between the human world and the natural world that is unlike anything in the mainstream European tradition.

The most significant parallel to the Ys legend in the broader Celtic tradition is the Welsh legend of Cantre'r Gwaelod - the Lowland Hundred - the drowned kingdom of Cardigan Bay. Like Ys, Cantre'r Gwaelod was a fertile and prosperous kingdom protected from the sea by a system of embankments and sluice gates. Like Ys, it was destroyed by the negligence or transgression of a specific individual - in the Welsh tradition, the keeper of the sluice gates who was drunk at his post when the sea broke through. Like Ys, it left behind a tradition of submerged church bells that can be heard beneath the waves on quiet nights - an auditory image of the lost world that persists beneath the surface of the present one.

The parallel between Ys and Cantre'r Gwaelod reflects the historical connection between Brittany and Wales - the connection established by the migration of British Celtic peoples to the Breton peninsula in the fifth and sixth centuries. The migrants who brought their language and their saints to Brittany also brought their mythological traditions - including the tradition of the submerged kingdom that both the Welsh and the Breton traditions preserve in their distinct but related forms. The Nunn et al. study confirms that both traditions plausibly encode memories of postglacial sea-level rise and assigns them minimum ages of several thousand years - ages that place their origins long before the historical period in which the legends are set.

The Cornish tradition preserves its own version of the submerged land legend in the tradition of Lyonesse - the legendary land said to have connected Cornwall to the Isles of Scilly before being swallowed by the sea. The Lyonesse tradition shares with the Ys and Cantre'r Gwaelod traditions the narrative of a fertile and prosperous land destroyed by the sea's advance. In the Cornish tradition this narrative is associated with the Arthurian legend - Lyonesse being the kingdom of Tristan in some versions of the tradition - expressing the Celtic mythological imagination's characteristic capacity to hold multiple legendary traditions in a single geographical space.

The Irish tradition adds a further dimension to the comparative picture. The Irish mythological tradition preserves multiple accounts of submerged lands and underwater realms - Tír fo Thuinn, the Land Under the Wave, and the tradition of Lough Neagh, the great lake in Ulster said to have been formed when a sacred well was left uncovered and overflowed to swallow the surrounding land. These Irish traditions share with the Breton and Welsh traditions the understanding that the boundary between the land and the water was not fixed but permeable - that the sea could advance and the land could be lost, and that the lost land persisted in a transformed state beneath the water's surface.

The Nunn et al. study places all of these traditions within a single scientific framework - the framework of postglacial sea-level rise in northwest Europe. The study's analysis of fifteen northwest European submergence stories demonstrates that they cluster precisely in the areas where land subsidence has been most significant in the postglacial period - the coasts of Wales, Cornwall, Ireland, and Brittany. This geographical correlation is not coincidental. It reflects the specific experience of the Celtic peoples of the Atlantic fringe - peoples who lived on coastlines that were being slowly but inexorably reclaimed by the sea, and who encoded the memory of that reclamation in the mythological traditions that have come down to us as the legends of Ys, Cantre'r Gwaelod, Lyonesse, and Tír fo Thuinn.

The flood myth's broader Indo-European context provides the deepest comparative framework for the Ys legend. The narrative of a civilization destroyed by its own transgression - a civilization whose beauty and wealth were undone by a specific moral failure - connects the Ys legend to the tradition of the flood myth that appears across an extraordinary range of cultural traditions from the Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh to the biblical account of Noah. But the Ys legend participates in this broader tradition while expressing it in the cultural language of the Celtic Atlantic world. The flooding of Ys is not simply a natural catastrophe. It is a judgment - a judgment on a city that had grown hard and selfish, that would not endure beggars or working people within its walls, accepting only those who were wealthy and beautiful. The moral dimension of the legend connects it to the universal tradition of the flood myth while grounding it in the specific theological concerns of the Christianization narrative.

What the Origins Tell Us

The question of the Ys legend's origins does not have a single clean answer. The legend is a composite - assembled from multiple narrative traditions across a long period of development, shaped by the historical circumstances of Brittany's emergence as a distinct cultural entity, and given its modern form by the nineteenth century Breton nationalist tradition's creative engagement with the material.

But the composite character of the legend is not a weakness. It is the expression of the legend's vitality - its capacity to absorb new narrative elements, new historical contexts, and new cultural meanings across the centuries of its development while maintaining the core of geographical and cultural memory that gave it its original significance.

The geographical tradition - the memory of a land lost to the sea - is the legend's oldest and most fundamental element. Recent scientific research suggests this memory may be far older than the historical period in which the legend is set - that it may preserve, in narrativized form, the cultural memory of postglacial sea-level rise that transformed the coastlines of the Celtic Atlantic world thousands of years before the first Breton kingdoms were established. The historical tradition - the memory of King Gradlon and the Christianization of Brittany - gives the legend its human anchor and its moral framework. The mythological tradition - the figure of Dahut, the demon lover Cado, the magical horse Morvarc'h, the Rock of Garrec where the horse's hoofprint can still be seen - gives the legend its narrative power and its emotional resonance.
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