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Part of the 8,000 crowd at the climax  

of the Yaouank fest-noz in Rennes
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Strictly  
Breton dancing

The fest-noz is a vibrant celebration of 
Brittany’s musical heritage and anyone can  

join in, as Rudolf Abraham discovers
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O
n the huge wooden dance floor of MusikHall 9, 
bathed in red and blue lighting worthy of a rock 
concert, traditional Breton musicians Fabrice 
Lothodé and Hubert Raud step into an open space 

and erupt into song. Within seconds, they are surrounded by  
a swelling sea of several hundred dancers, arms linked, feet 
stamping, legs swinging in unison to the infectious melody from 
the pared-down combination of bagpipe and the oboe-like 
bombard. Welcome to the closing night of the annual Yaouank 
festival, Brittany’s largest fest-noz gathering.

Fest-noz (Breton for ‘night festival’, plural festoù-noz) is 
a celebration of the region’s dance, music and song. The dances 
– many hundreds of years old – are generally communal, with 
participants holding hands in a circle or concentric circles while 
performing steps including stamping movements. The fest-noz 
was boosted by the huge Breton cultural revival during the 
1970s and was added to the Unesco list of Intangible Cultural 
Heritage in 2012. 

Yaouank takes place during November and draws a crowd 
of around 8,000 on the closing night, which is staged in the 
massive Parc Expo on the outskirts of Rennes, capital of 
Brittany. More than two dozen traditional Breton bands play in 
two halls and are joined by artists from further afield sharing 
similar Celtic roots. In 2014, for example, Irish folk music 
legend Dónal Lunny performed with Breton musicians Fred 
Guichen and Sylvain Barou. There are seating areas, of course, 
but most people come to dance.

The festival began in 1999 and just before the start of the 
latest show, the artistic director Glenn Jegou said: “2014 looks 
set to be our biggest yet.” While it can easily lay claim to being 
the largest fest-noz event in Brittany, if not the world, and 
remains deeply conscious of its roots, the festival is not afraid to 
push boundaries, with some bands adding elements of other 
styles such as jazz and hip-hop. 

The dance floor is a shifting 
web of circles with feet 
stamping and dresses flying

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Fabrice Lothodé (bombard) and Hubert Raud 

(bagpipes) at the Yaouank festival’s last night; Costumed dancers in the 

[R]ÉvolutionS sequence; The audience at the TiTom concert and the band’s 

violinist Raphaël Chevalier

Following an opportunity in the afternoon to learn Breton 
dances from professional teachers, the evening starts with  
[R]ÉvolutionS on the main stage in MusikHall 9 – an 
elaborately choreographed presentation of Breton culture and 
history through traditional and modern dance, costume and 
song. Later, an invitation to dance is provided by a long 
succession of acts, from the soft voice of Faustine Audebert to 
the virtuoso accordion of Fred Guichen, and the infectious 
rhythms and melodies of the band TiTom.

For most of the evening, at least when the bands are playing, 
the dance floor is packed, even after midnight – a constantly 
shifting web of concentric circles, with feet stamping, dresses 
(and a good few kilts) flying. The whole thing goes on until 
5am, by which time I have to admit to having crawled off to 
my hotel exhausted. 

Brittany provides plenty of other opportunities to dance 
throughout the year, from large summer festivals to smaller 
gatherings: Mardis de la Dañs in Brec’h, Festival Plinn in the P
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village of Le Danouët, La Nuit de la Gavotte in Poullaouen, are 
just a few examples. Traditionally there were also dances at  
a pardon (a religious procession or pilgrimage on the feast of 
a patron saint) and at harvest time, after threshing. 

Fest-noz gatherings are fairly open affairs, and anyone is 
welcome to participate, even if they don’t know the steps (or as 
a leaflet on the ins-and-outs of fest-noz gently puts it, you will 
probably feel a little awkward at first, but that will soon pass). 
To join in, simply step forward and join the line or circle 
between two other dancers. There’s no need to ask, a space will 
simply appear, and you link hands (or just your little finger, 
depending on what everyone else is doing) with those on either 

side of you. So come on, don’t be shy – and don’t ask about the 
correct steps while dancing, just do your best to imitate. The 
concentric circles and snaking lines of dancers metamorphose  
as more people join in, and new circles are formed around or 
within existing ones, with no discernible break in the rhythm of 
the dance. When you’ve had enough, you simply step out of the 
dance and the gap in the line will close behind you. 

There are literally hundreds of dances and variations – the 
fisel, the gavotte and the plinn are some of the most popular 
– many of them specific to one or more regions of Brittany.  
The stamping movements often involved are thought to have 
originated in the communal practice of trampling the earth  

All that dancing can be hungry and thirsty 

work, but fortunately Brittany’s distinctive 

cuisine is one of the great pleasures of 

travelling in the region. The region is famed for 

its seafood, especially its oysters, the best of 

which come from the fishing town of Cancale 

overlooking the Baie du Mont-Saint-Michel 

(Louis XIV is said to have had Cancale’s oysters 

sent to the Palais of Versailles). The local 

moules are excellent, too, and there are also 

lobster, crabs, scallops, cockles and more. 

Crêpes and galettes are the dishes most 

obviously associated with Brittany – crisp, thin 

‘pancakes’, made from buckwheat flour 

(galettes, with a savoury filling) or wheatflour 

(crêpes, usually served with a sweet filling). 

Standout places to indulge in galettes 

Bretonnes include La Gavotte in Rennes and 

Kalon Breiz in Vannes.

While in Rennes visit the bustling Saturday 

market that sprawls across Place des Lices, 

where stalls almost overflow with seafood, 

vegetables, flowers and crêpes (pictured). Join 

the stream of shoppers queuing for their 

morning fix of galette-saucisse, a hot sausage 

wrapped in pancake. Lovers of fine chocolate 

should head for Durand at 5 Quai 

Chateaubriand (tel: (Fr) 2 99 78 10 00,  

www.durandchocolatier.fr). 

Bretons make unfussy dishes prepared from 

the freshest local ingredients. Cotriade is 

a fish stew with potatoes; kig ha farz is a rustic 

stew of beef or salt pork with vegetables and 

buckwheat dumplings. The quintessential Breton 

dessert is kouign-amann, a flaky cake or pastry 

made with bread dough, butter and sugar. 

When it comes to drink, Brittany is famous 

for its cider and also produces an apple brandy 

called lambig, the equivalent of Normandy’s 

calvados. If you fancy a change, the region has 

a long tradition of beer-making.

Take a step back and tuck 
into tasty Breton cuisine

SAME 
PLACE, 

DIFFERENT 
PACE
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floor in a house or other building. Another popular dance, the 
Scottish, is as its name implies not really Breton at all, but is 
often danced at festoù-noz anyway. Dances often last a long 
time, and a whole evening (12 hours in the case of Yaouank) 
requires considerable stamina. 

Earlier in the festival, in the small back room of the Ty Anna 
tavern in Rennes, traditional Breton musicians Étienne 
Grandjean (accordion) and Soïg Sibéril (guitar) settle down to 
play in front of a small audience. The performance is part of the 
Yaouank BisTRO programme, which takes place in bars and 
other venues in Rennes in the week running up to the main 
event at Parc Expo. The atmosphere is relaxed and informal, as 
if they’re playing for friends. After a brief introduction – the 
evening marks 20 years that the two have been performing 

together – they slip into soft melodies. Later, as chairs are 
moved to clear some space for dancing, members of the 
audience link hands and begin a traditional dance step.

The two musical instruments associated most closely  
with the fest-noz, and with Breton music and culture more 
broadly, are the bombarde and the binioù. The bombarde 
(bombard in English, talabard in Breton) is a double-reed 
woodwind instrument related to the oboe and producing  
a powerful sound. The binioù is a form of bagpipe, of which 
there are two variants – the small binioù kozh (‘old biniou’) 
and the larger binioù braz (‘large biniou’), the former being 
the more traditional of the two, the latter imported from 
Scotland in the 19th century. 

The binioù kozh has a single drone and produces a high-
pitched tone (it is tuned to play an octave higher than the 
bombarde). It is probably derived from the veuze, an even older 
form of Breton bagpipe. The bombarde and binioù traditionally 
play a call and response form, similar to that used in traditional 
Breton kan ha diskan singing – the bombarde plays a line from 
the melody, then alternates with the binioù, with the two 
sometimes intersecting and overlapping at the beginning or end 
of a line. Pairs of musicians are called sonneurs (sonerien in 
Breton). The accordion is another popular accompaniment, 
although it was only introduced towards the end of the  
19th century. 

Members of the audience  
link hands and begin 
a traditional dance step

TOP: Faustine Audebert and Yann le Corre perform at the Yaouank 

Festival; LEFT: A fest-deiz in the town of La Trinité-sur-Mer 

The day after Yaouank’s grand finale, I travel to Vannes, 
and from there south-west to the sleepy seaside town of  
La Trinité-sur-Mer, to see a smaller, more intimate dance 
gathering. A diminutive sign on a lamppost points off the 
waterfront with the words fest-deiz – meaning simply the 
daytime version of fest-noz. Following the direction I arrive at 
a door on one side of a car park, leading to a flight of steps. 
Upstairs, a healthy-sized gathering of local people are  
arriving and chatting in an open, light-flooded hall, while 
musicians on a low stage tune their instruments and  
tap-tap-tap on their microphones to check the sound levels. 
Then to the accompaniment of traditional Breton music played 
on a bombard and an accordion, people link arms to form the 
beginnings of a line, which snakes its way unhurriedly around 
the hall before forming a circle.

There are no obvious age barriers at a fest-noz – at a festival 
such as Yaouank, the audience ranges from young children to 
pensioners, all of them dancing and seemingly possessed of  
a limitless energy once the music gets under way. This 
intergenerational appeal is impressive. When I ask people why 
they enjoy the fest-noz, most give the same answer: it’s not only 
the dances themselves, but also the social gathering, the 
camaraderie and the sense of a shared Breton culture.
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Accept an invitation and dance in BrittanyFrancofile
GETTING THERE
By rail: Rudolf travelled 
from London to Paris on 
Eurostar (tel: 03448 118 
444, www.eurostar.com, 
returns from £72) and then 
on to Rennes and Vannes 
(tel: 0844 848 5848, www.
voyages-sncf.com). See page 
23 for more travel details.

WHERE TO STAY
Rudolf stayed at: 
Hôtel Mercure Centre 
Parlement
1 Rue Paul Louis Courier
35000 Rennes
Tel: (Fr) 2 99 78 82 20 
www.mercure.com/Rennes  
Smart, modern hotel in the 
centre of town. Doubles 
from €84.

Hôtel La Marébaudière
4 Rue Aristide Briand
Tel: (Fr) 2 97 47 34 29
56000 Vannes
www.marebaudiere.com 
Renovated historic inn  
a short walk from the old 
town. Doubles from €89.

Also try: In Rennes, the 
upmarket Balthazar Hôtel 
and Spa (19 Rue du 
Maréchal Joffre, tel: (Fr) 2 
99 32 32 32, www.hotel- 
balthazar.com) or the 
homely Maison de Bertrand 
(8 Rue de Bertrand, tel: 
(Fr) 6 77 68 49 64, www.
lamaisondebertrand.com). 

FOR AN APÉRO
Ty Anna Tavarn
19 Place Sainte-Anne
Tel: (Fr) 2 99 79 05 64
35000 Rennes
Café-bar and music venue 
with an unpretentious 
wooden interior.

WHERE TO EAT
Rudolf ate at:
Le Presse Purée
34 Rue Vasselot
35000 Rennes
Tel: (Fr) 2 99 79 48 10
Lovely little restaurant just 
around the corner from  
the Hôtel Mercure, with 
friendly service and 
delicious food, including 
moules laced with cognac. 
Mains from €13.

Kalon Breiz 
6 Rue du Bienheureux 
Pierre-René Rogue
56000 Vannes
Tel: (Fr) 2 97 54 27 20
Inviting crêperie off Place 
des Lices, serving 
impeccable crêpes and 
galettes and excellent 
cider. Prices from €8.

Also try:  
In Rennes: Chez Régi, 
33 Rue Saint-Melaine,  
tel: (Fr) 2 99 87 50 25); 
Café Breton (14 Rue 
Nantaise, tel: (Fr) 2 99 30 

74 95, www.cafe-breton.fr); 
La Gavotte (41 Rue 
Saint-Georges, tel: (Fr)  
2 99 36 29 38, www.
creperie-rennes.fr).
In Vannes: Brasserie des 
Halles (9 Rue des Halles, 
tel: (Fr) 2 97 54 08 34, 
www.brasseriedes 
hallesvannes.com).

FEST-NOZ ARTISTS
Fred Guichen, www.
fredguichen.com; Kendirvi, 
www.kendirvi.fr; TiTom, 
www.titom.fr. See the 
Tamm Kreiz website  
www.tamm-kreiz.com for 
other performers including 
Fabrice Lothodé and  
Hubert Raud.

FEST-NOZ DATES
Yaouank, 4-21 November 
– The festival is held at 
small venues in Rennes and 
at Parc Expo (bus 57 from 
the city centre). Tickets for 
the finale at Parc Expo  
cost around €15  
(www.yaouank.com).

Fête de la Bretagne, May 
– One of Brittany’s largest 
festivals, featuring more 
than 150 events throughout 
the region, including 
festoù-noz (www.
fetedelabretagne.bzh). 

La Nuit Bretonne, July 
– Annual concert held at 
the Château des Ducs de 
Bretagne in Nantes  
(www.chateaunantes.fr).

Mardis de la Dañs, July/
August – Free dance 
lessons in the village of 
Brech at 8pm on Tuesdays 

(www.tidouaralre.com/
mardis-de-la-dans-brec-h-
aout-2014/e330.html).

Festival Fisel, August – 
Concerts and festoù-noz in 
the town of Rostrenen 
(www.fisel.org).

Festival Plinn, August – 
Festival of music and dance 
in the village of Le Danouët 
(http://danouet.free.fr). 

La Nuit de la Gavotte, 
third weekend of September 
– A festival in Poullaouën 
that began in 1989 with the 
aim of dancing the gavotte 
for 12 hours has now 
expanded to a three-day 
celebration (http://danstro.
com/la-nuit-de-la-gavotte). 

TOURIST INFORMATION: Tourisme Bretagne, www.brittanytourism.com; Rennes tourist office, tel (Fr) 2 99 67 11 11, 
www.tourisme-rennes.com; Vannes tourist office, tel: (Fr) 2 97 47 24 34, www.tourisme-vannes.com;  

FEST-NOZ: Tamm Kreiz, www.tamm-kreiz.com; La Confédération Kendalc’h, tel: (Fr) 2 97 58 10 50, www.kendalch.com; 
dance lessons, L’Association Ti Douar Alre, tel: (Fr) 2 97 31 87 59, www.tidouaralre.com

LEFT: Medieval 

timber-framed 

houses in Place du 

Champ-Jacquet, 

Rennes; BELOW: 

Dancers link arms in 

La Trinité-sur-Mer




