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ou could be forgiven for a flash of surprise 
when arriving at La Vallée des Saints in 
Carnoët, Brittany, to find that the site is 

actually on the top of a hill. A beautiful rounded 
hill like an island among undulating waves of 
green, covered in wild flowers during spring time 
and dotted with over 50 striking granite sculptures. 

Every figure is at least three to four metres high, its 
face gazing out at the countryside below and far 
into the distance beyond.

There will be more, for the plan is to bring 
the number of sculptures up to one thousand by 
the end of the century. Then there will be a statue 
representing every known Breton saint, whether 
recognised by Rome or not — a monumental 
undertaking described by Philippe Abjean, at the 
heart of the initiative, “like building a cathedral”: a 
long-term project lasting for generations. 
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Above: The statue of Saint Ronan at the Vallée des Saints in 
Carnoët, Brittany. The statue is the work of sculptor Philippe 
Leost. Saint Ronan is shown with his characteristic emblems: 
a bell and staff (photo by Patricia Stoughton).
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Tides of Celtic monks fleeing 
persecution by the Angles and Saxons 
in the British Isles, flowed across the 
Channel, bringing Christianity to 
Brittany and indelibly marking both 
history and legend in the area. Most 
settled in the fifth and sixth centuries, setting 
up communities which adopted and unofficially 
sanctified their names. Many of these can be still 
traced today in the names of villages and hamlets 
as well as in larger towns such as Saint-Malo, 
Saint-Brieuc and Saint-Pol-de-Léon. And over the 
years edifying stories of their lives 
were passed from generation to 
generation in time-honoured oral 
tradition. “They are the core of 
our Breton mythology,” explains 
Abjean “and by creating the Vallée 
des Saints we’re saving our popular 
culture.”

Talking in the kitchen of one 
of the several stone outbuildings 
belonging to the farm just below 
the hill, I can see that saving Breton 
culture is very close to Abjean’s heart, particularly 
its religious heritage. He’s no separatist but aware 
that Breton religious traditions had gradually 
been subsumed by the French after the Duchy of 
Brittany became part of France in 1532, and par-
ticularly after the Revolution in the late eighteenth 

century, Abjean was determined to do something 
about it. In 1990 he organized a sym posium and an 
exhibition of church banners to mark the 1500th 
anniversary of Saint Pol Aurélian in the town of 
Saint-Pol-de-Léon. In 1994 he turned his attention 
to the seven saints credited with the founding of 

Brittany — Brieuc, Malo, Samson, 
Patern, Corentin, Pol Aurélien, 
and Tugdual — by reviving a 
pilgrimage known in the Middle 
Ages as the Pèlerinage des Sept-
Saints de Bretagne.

This ancient pilgrimage route 
is about 600 kilometres long. It 
follows traces of old Roman roads 
and mediaeval pathways linking 
the cathedrals where the saints were 
buried. According to documents 

in Rennes Cathedral, it was once as important 
locally as the established pilgrimages made to 
Rome or Santiago de Compostela. First disrupted 
in the sixteenth century by successive plagues, 
wars of religion and influenced by the Counter-
Reformation, the pilgrimage was gradually 

Right: Our map shows the northern part of 
Brittany — the location of Carnoët is marked 
by a green star (scale 1:2m).

Tides of Celtic monks fleeing 
persecution by the Angles and 

Saxons in the British Isles, 
flowed across the Channel, 
bringing Christianity to 
Brittany and indelibly 

marking both history and 
legend in the area.


Brest

Morlaix

Carhaix

Guingamp

Saint-Brieuc

Quimper Rennes

Carnoët

Golfe de St-Malo

Mer
d’Iroise

Brittany

N Saint-Pol-de-Léon

Saint-Malo

There is a saint sleeping within this stone just waiting 
to be woken.

Philippe Abjean, founder of the Vallée des Saints project
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supplanted by the Marian cult of the Catholic 
Church. It is also said to have been discouraged on 
orders from Rome to suppress some of the more 
unorthodox Celtic Christian beliefs too close to 
the paganism it had displaced.

Towards the end of the nineteenth century 
there was a revival of interest, though not of the 
pilgrimage itself, and historian Abbé Luco coined 
the term ‘Tro Breiz’, meaning tour of Brittany, by 
which the pilgrimage is now known. Instead of 
walking the whole route four times a year, which 
took over a month on each occasion, pilgrims visit 
just one of the tombs of the founding saints a year, 
taking seven years to complete the circuit. And 
from this revival in interest the Vallée des Saints 
project began. But it wasn’t easy.

“I first had the idea in 1999 after the revival 
of the Tro Breiz but the reaction was negative. 
No-one cared; we live in a sound bite, throwaway 

society; and there’s little interest in the religion of 
the past.” But Abjean’s ambition remained and in 
2008 he created a non-profit voluntary association 
which, inspired by the Valley of the Kings in Egypt, 
he named La Vallée des Saints. Yet his ‘valley’, deep 
in the countryside is on a hill, known in Breton 
as Tossen Sant-Gweltaz, topped by a prehistoric 
mound with an all-round view and on its lower 
slopes an early sixteenth-century chapel dedicated 
to Saint Gildas. Back through history and beyond, 
this dominant hill has been the strategic site of a 
feudal motte, the defeat of Richard the Lionheart 
by the Bretons in 1196, a Roman camp, an Iron Age 
settlement and an Armorican tumulus. Yet this 
was not Abjean’s first choice for his project. He 
began by looking for a valley.

 
La Vallée des saints
Abjean never found the valley, but luck was on his 
side. Unbeknownst to him, Rémi Lorinquer, maire 
of Carnoët, had bought the hill for his commune 
in 1997 to save what remained of the feudal motte, 
already partly levelled. When Abjean arrived 
there with his idea in 2009, it was his last hope to 
find a place for the Vallée des Saints. Fortunately 
both he and the maire shared a passion for the 
preservation of Breton culture, and the 37-hectare 
site was transferred to the Vallée des Saints for a 
peppercorn rent. 

The first seven statues, each carved from 
Breton granite, were set up in Saint-Pol-de-Léon 
in 2009 and moved to their hilltop home the 
following year. Placed around the motte they 
each look towards the town with which they are 
associated. Six years later, thanks to a committed 
group of sculptors, there are now 51 sculptures 
spread around the hill.

The group came into being through a friend 
of Abjean who shared his vision, sculptor Patrice 
Le Guen. He recruited friends, some of whom 
occasionally take on apprentices, effectively creat-
ing a school for monumental sculpture. Initially 
apprentices help an experienced sculptor and 
when ready, they are given a statue of their own to 
work on the following year. Among them is Inès 
Ferreira, born in Lisbon, who trained working with 
marble. She fell in love with Brittany and, keen to 
work with granite, she was taken on by Le Guen in 

Statue of Saint Edern at the Vallée des Saints, crafted by 
Inès Ferreira (photo by Patricia Stoughton).
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2011 and by Goulven Jaouen in 2012. 
She has since created her own statues 
of Saint Edern and Saint Tujen.

The sculptors gather once a 
year, all living on the site at the 
side of the hill, and for a month the 
air is filled with dust and piercing 
sounds of drilling. For, amazingly, 
the statues are completed in just one 
month. Ferreira describes how the 
hard physical work at the beginning 
using “high performance pneumatic 
grinders and jackhammers” demands 
“technique, experience and perseverance.” The 
finishing touches require concentration and a 
steady hand. 

As we look at the latest delivery of granite, 
Philippe Abjean smiles, touching one of the great 
blocks: “There is a saint sleeping within this stone 
just waiting to be woken.” Pointing towards the 
summit of the hill he adds “nothing is roped off: 
The statues are there to be touched.”

The project is financed by donors, ranging 
from individuals to local businesses, who can 
choose the saint they would like to have re-
presented. They can also have a say in which 
granite is used, provided it comes from one of 
the Breton quarries such as Huelgoat, Louvigné, 
Lanhélin or the Cléder granite used by Ferreira 
for her statue of Saint Edern. But the sculptors 
have the final word. With about forty quarries 

in Brittany, an interesting variety of colour and 
texture adds subtlety to the hillside. Once the 
granite is chosen, a small-scale model is carved. 

Creating the sculptures
We come across sculptor Goulven Jaouen who 
explains that “there is much more freedom in the 
design here than for traditional memorial pieces.” 
There is no obligation to follow an accepted 
religious style of the past or present, which gives 
the site a joyous anarchic feel. But there are three 
rules: each saint must have a face; each must be 
recognizable by his or her attribute, so that Saint 
Corentin strokes his fish, Saint Brieuc reaches 
down to his tame wolf, Saint Malo cradles a boat, 
and Saint Yves holds his purse and parchment; and 
each must be three-and-a-half to five or six metres 
high. They weigh on average between seven and 

Right: Visitors to the Vallée des Saints, 
standing in front of Saint Riom. The sculpture 
was created by Christophe Antoine, who is 
known as Kito (photo by Patricia Stoughton).

La Vallée des Saints (Traonienn ar Sant in Breton) is 
near the village of Carnoët, which lies just off the 
D787 Guingamp to Carhaix road. Carnoët is not to be 
confused with the much larger community of Clohars-
Carnoët on the coast.

The nearest railway station at Carnoët-Locarn is 
about four kilometres from the village. That station 
is served by TER trains from Carhaix and Guingamp 
— with five trains from each place to Carnoët-Locarn 
on Mondays to Fridays. On Saturdays, Sundays and 

public holidays, there are just three trains from Carhaix 
and Guingamp to Carnoët-Locarn.

If you are minded to visit La Vallée des Saints, bear 
in mind that the sculptures appear especially dramatic 
at low sun angles. Sunrise and sunset are particularly 
good. A visit on a cloud-free night by the light of a 
full moon is also something special (although you 
may find yourself in the company of the local Druid 
community). The site is open all day and night, 365 
days a year.

Travel information
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ten tonnes. There is another stipulation. Abjean 
says that visits to the site must remain free.

Buffeted by the elements, Saint Ronan leans 
forward holding his bell and stave as he beats the 
bounds of his church at Locronan, his rugged form 
reminiscent of one of the larger 
standing stones at Carnac. Saint 
Riom, with his enigmatic, rather 
strange, other-worldly smile, 
seems frail in comparison. Saint 
Corentin has an air of peace, 
nobility and gentle spirituality 
that is carried through to Saints 
Hern, Kireg, Efflamm, Caduan, 
Winoc and Armel, all works by 
an Indian sculptor now living in Brittany, Seenu 
Shanmugam.

Invited by Patrice Le Guen, whom he had 
met three years earlier, Seenu was part of the 
group to carve the first statues in 2009 and, won 
over by the project, he is now there every year. 

His enthusiasm is contagious: “It’s a marvellous 
adventure and I’m lucky to be able to create a 
sculpture of this magnitude each year.” Trained 
for eight years in a traditional Indian school of 
sculpture in Mamallapuram, Seenu has adapted 

well to the change: “I like Breton 
granites, they are beautiful and 
a pleasure to work with.” And he 
was immediately drawn to La Côte 
de Granit Rose, in the north of the 
Côtes-d’Armor department, “with 
its massive chaos of rocks, strangely 
resembling those of my village in 
India […] The Dice rock at Trégastel 
is strongly reminiscent of Krishna’s 

granite Butter Ball at Mamallapuram.” 
He enjoys the group camaraderie during 

their annual month’s work at the site: “We’re very 
supportive of each other while we’re working and 
as we share our knowledge and experience, we 
are also preserving Breton traditions.” In India, 
Seenu became familiar with Breton culture and 
Celtic design through the many Breton visitors, 
including his future wife Gabrielle, to his village. 

We watch in the pouring rain as his latest 
sculpture Saint Winoc, depicted with a hand 
mill, is carefully lifted onto a lorry and carried up 
the hill. Calmly directing the delicate operation, 
Seenu helps with the installation.

A special space
Curious as to what impression La Vallée des Saints 
is making on others I talk with Franco-Breton artist 
Jacques Godin. As a child he knew the area well but 
had not been back since 1976. He returned in the 
summer of 2014 to see the Vallée des Saints, alone 
at nightfall under a full moon. “I took the path 
leading to the summit between the oaks growing 
out of the walls that survived the re-parcelling 
of the land in the 1980s. There I came across the 
first granite figures, guardians of the site, quietly 
imposing a feeling of respect and silence.” Struck 
by the view from the motte and the vast, clear, 
star-filled sky above, he felt “an eerie similarity 
between La Vallée des Saints, Stonehenge and 

Left: Sculpture of Saint Malo by artist Patrice Le Guen who 
has been part of the project since its inception (photo by 
Patricia Stoughton).

“It’s a marvellous adventure 
and I’m lucky to be able to 
create a sculpture of this 

magnitude each year,” says 
Indian sculptor Seenu 

Shanmugam who enjoys 
working with Breton granites.
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Easter Island.” He was moved by the atmosphere 
and suggestive power of nature, adding: “The only 
visitor at this late hour, I wandered for a long time 
amongst these standing stones, sculpted by hand 
of man, their only companions, the wind and the 
moon.” 

Set against dramatic skies in constantly 
changing light these silent sentinels, their watchful 
stone eyes staring out across time, will doubtless 
soften and their granite forms be gradually clothed 
in lichen. Philippe Abjean would like La Vallée des 
Saints to be known across the world as a defining 
and recognizable emblem of Breton culture. But 
for now it is still far from the beaten track, waiting 
to be discovered and wondered at by travellers 
seeking to understand something of the soul of 
Brittany.

Patricia Stoughton is a journalist specializing 
in French culture and history, with a particular 
interest in France’s hidden treasures. Patricia 
divides her time between France and her 
London home.

Right: Saint Corentin by Indian sculptor Seenu Shanmugam 
(photo by Patricia Stoughton).


