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Commentary on Immram Brain
The Irish tale, Immram Brain maic Febail, the Voyage of Bran, son of Febal, was probably first written down around the early eighth century, although only later versions survive. It is thought to have been included in the lost eighth century manuscript the  Cín Dromma Snechtai.
The structure of the tale shifts between prose and verse, with the longer verse sections spoken by the two otherworldly characters: the mysterious woman and sea god, Manannán mac Lir. The prose segments are short and undetailed.
Immram Brain is very close to the earlier tale form of the echtrae, based on travel to the otherworld. In Immrama the sea journey is the focus, associated with the monastic voyage. David Dumville has described Immram Brain as an imperfect version of an echtrae in comparison to the superior story structure, for example, of Immram Máele Dúin. 1. 
The name Brain appears to be connected to Bran or Bendigeidfran son of Llîr of the Mabinogi. At the end of the Second Branch, the Assembly of the Noble Head involves a place of contentment with no sorrow where men spend eighty years without ageing. 
There are close parallels between this tale and Echtrae Connlai, in that an alluring woman approaches the hero and talks of a heavenly island. The Navigatio Sancti Brendani also begins with the motivation to seek out a heavenly island. 2.
The silver apple tree branch bearing white blossoms, is comparable to the apple in Echtrae Connlai. In these tales the desire to follow the women can be interpreted as a pining for Christian heaven, the stories having emerged from a monastic background. It is interesting, however, that the apple is symbol of temptation in the Garden of Eden rather than an invitation to heaven. The name of the island Emain is possibly related to Emhain Abhlack, probably Emhain of the apples, in the medieval Irish poem Baile Suthain Sith Eamhna. Geoffrey de Monmouth’s Insula Avallonis and the Welsh Yns Afallach may have similar etymologies. 3. 
The verse sections are very descriptive and colourful. The woman wearing ‘strange raiment’ talks of crimson steeds, wool ‘of the hue of heaven all-blue', part 15. The man in the chariot, Manannán, tells how the sea is for him the plain of Mag Mell, a land of red- headed flowers and rivers of honey, part 36. This description could be approached as Christian allegory, but the author’s choices suggest a wider tradition.
Some words spoken by the otherworldly woman in part 26 are explicitly Christian: 
‘A great birth will come after ages, 
That will not be in a lofty place, 
The son of a woman whose mate will not be known.’ 
Manannán’s words parts 45 to 48, explicitly Christian, describe how the inhabitants of Mag Mell are exempt from old age and death because ‘sin has not come to us’ as ‘we are from the beginning of creation’ before the ‘evil day’ of the serpent, part 48 ‘Besides being God, He will be man.’ is a reference to Christ. Manannán’s world is untouched by the Fall and men and women play without sin. 4.
There are suggestions of a flooded kingdom in the tale of Colum Cille, at Loch Febail (Lough Foyle). 5. Furthermore, James Carney in the earliest Bran Material examines the short piece Dialogue (Imbaccaldum), which also suggests the inundation of Lough Foyle. The implication is that Bran travels through the well to reach jewel adorned women and the land is flooded in retaliation. 6. Possibly in the spatial warping of the otherworld a well could become a lake, or a lake a sea, in the same way as the Greek mythological river Oceanus was the source of all water.
Carney sees the otherworld over the sea as a development of the otherworld below water 7. and Immram Brain shows evidence of both. The Greek Elysian fields, plains on the banks of the river Oceanus are comparable, particularly as they developed into the myth of the Fortunate Isles, a place for the blessed dead.
Alongside the arrival of Christ, the birth of Mongán is predicted by Manannán who will travel to ‘thy parts’ and his ‘progeny’, Mongán, will be acknowledged by Fiachna as his son, parts 49-50. ‘He will delight the company of every fairy-knoll', part 52 suggests the supernatural, knoll being an English world for a mound, equivalent to the Irish word used in the text, síde.
Parts 53 to 54 predict changes of form for Mongán into the shape of creatures from both land and sea. This type of transformation is not a Christian tradition but may be used to embellish a Christian perspective. Carney has suggested that the insertion of Mongán into the tale is to commemorate the death of a historical Mongán recorded as 629AD and the idea of the sea god Manannán as his father and tutor stems from Mongán’s life as a seafarer. 8.
In the Immrama several island visits are the norm. Brain and his men visit two. The one man left behind on the Island of Joy recalls the theme in Navigatio Brendani and other tales of extra passengers who must be lost before the journey can continue. 9.
 In the Land of Women, a bed is provided for every couple and Mac Cana stated that in Immram Brain ‘sinlessness and chastity were far from being synonymous’ 10. An island can be compared to an area of sacred ground, its’ boundaries are clearly defined by the sea. It is possible that at festival times day to day rules on sexual freedom were suspended within a specific sacred area. 11. At festivals, time is likewise suspended and on the island many years passed for the men as one year. Time displacement is a recurring theme in tales of the otherworld. For example, in the Mabinogi Bendigeidfran’s group feasts for seven years then eighty and no time has passed.
To ignore a warning is always disaster in storytelling tradition and therefore Nechtan is turned into ashes. This homecoming, however, enables Brain to tell his story before sailing away, a type of origin myth for the tale. 
Immram Brain is an interesting work, produced in an Irish Christian setting and as Kim McCone has suggested, Irish monastic learning of the time had wide international links.12. Earlier influences, however, should not be completely ruled out.
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