
Write a commentary on Immram Brain (The Voyage of Bran), preferably using the translation by Kuno Meyer provided. Refer to the text in detail, noting historical and literary peculiarities and possible parallels with other texts.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The translation of the late seventh century Voyage of  Bran, son of Febal,  ‘Immram Brain’, derives from six  tenth to fifteenth century manuscripts.[footnoteRef:1]   This immram, one of the earliest, has borrowings from previous sources, and certain  imagery is in similar  texts like the Immram Maele Dúin. [footnoteRef:2]  Proinsais McCana suggests that the likely location of this story is Lough Foyle, and the nearby ocean, which implies its origins may be connected to the monastery at Bangor.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  K. Meyer,  1895. The voyage of Bran, son of Febal, to the Land of the Living , London: Nutt. p.xi.
“]  [2:  P. Mac Cana, 1975. 'On The 'Prehistory' Of "Immram Brain “‘, Ériu .Dublin.                                                                    Mac Cana gives an analysis of the Immram Brain in relation to earlier texts;  in particular the Echtrae Connlae and the Immrram Snedgusa ocus Maic Rialga.
]  [3:  Lough Foyle, originally Lough Febal,  is named after Bran’s father. In  local folklore the lough is also the location of Manannan’s castle. The sea between Lough Foyle and Iona in local folklore is repeatedly associated with Manannan, as well as Column Cille’s  voyage to Iona.  P. Mac Cana 1975,  'On The Prehistory Of ‘Immram Brain’.   
] 


Ireland’s monasteries, from the sixth to the ninth centuries, were considered to be major centres of learning, where  monks were encouraged to study a wide range of subjects.  It has been suggested that Virgil’s writings could have influenced the immrama.[footnoteRef:4] Certainly, the  seventh century hagiographers of Columbanus and Columb Cille both mention Virgil in their writings.[footnoteRef:5]   [4:  Eldevik argues against influence from the Iliad within the Immram Curaig Máele Dúin, proposed by Whitley Stokes, but does give evidence for textual  influence from the Aeneid.  Eldevik, R. 1984. 'A Vergilian Model for the "Immrama"?', Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 4: 1

R. Eldevik, R. 1984. 'A Vergilian Model for the "Immrama"?', Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 4(1). ]  [5: .  Columbanus’s hagiographer,  Jonus of Bobbio, included  phrases from Virgil in Columbanus’ hagiography. Colombanus was  educated and taught, at the monastery at Bangor, before going to Europe .   Aidan Breen. 2011 Columbanus’ Monastic Life and Education in Ireland.  Cumann Seanchas Ardmhacha Journal of the Armagh Diocesan Historical Society, Vol. 23 ( 2).  Adamnan,  Columb Cille’s hagiographer, and  a Bishop of Iona, wrote a commentary on Virgil’s work.   Both  7th century  hagiographers wrote the hagiographies within a generation of the deaths of Columbanus and Colum Cille .   M Deanesly, 1956. A History of Early Medieval Europe. Oxford, Routledge.] 


Current views are that immrama, (meaning ’rowing about’) do have influence from early eighth century hagiographies like the Vita Sancti Albei’s magical voyage, or the Vita Columbae’s  peregrination.[footnoteRef:6]  Irish monks practiced a form of peregrination which involved leaving their monasteries to voyage in flimsy coracles on a pilgrimage as  penance. Their hope being that through the will of God, they would find an island and   become  anchorites, or establish small religious communities.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Columb Cille , one of the honoured twelve saints of Ireland,  sets out to sea with his monks as a peregrini from Ireland, in penance for  either stealing  or copying  an important manuscript from another monastery.  The result  was the foundation of his monastic order on  Iona
]  [7:  This harsh penance came from the ideals of the  early Syriac church fathers, who sought solitude as anchorites in the desert.  Ireland having no desert, treated the ocean with its many solitary islands as a parallel .  
] 


The Immram Brain is a monastic ‘frame tale’; the journey and return, frames visits to various islands which portray stages of  allegorical spiritual journeys.  Bran is not a monk, but a man of royal lineage, which resonates much more with the heroic tales from the fili[footnoteRef:8].[footnoteRef:9]  The enticement of the Women in Bran’s court and the various stages of Bran’s journey seem to represent the  monk’s ‘calling  to vocation’,  and ultimate stages of realisation.  [8:  Some  men in the Voyage of Snedgus and Mac Ríagla were for instance  corrupt monks, whereas in the Immram Curaig Máele Dúin, the Voyage of Máele Dúin, similar to the  Voyage of Bran ,are laity, although the journey helps  Máele Dúin overcome his need for revenge. The  Voyage of Bran does not suggest any wrongdoing from  the outset, although the impetus of the other two voyages both begin with wrongdoing, and murder. Thus , giving some form of reason for a penance. 
]  [9:  Verse 1. makes clear Bran is the son of important royalty and  owns a stronghold, where  he entertains kings.  
] 


Only two islands are visited within a three and fourfold structure. The first section being the appearance of the Woman of mystery singing quatrains in Bran’s stronghold; the second describes Bran’s voyage and meetings with Manannan who sings of his kingdom and the Island of Laughter, or Joy. The third concerns the sojourn on the Island of Women and Bran’s company’s return to Ireland.[footnoteRef:10] These three divisions reveal Bran’s world on ‘earth’, where the otherworld intrudes through dreams and visitations. Bran cannot see the otherworld ‘sea’ kingdom of Manannan, so Manannan explains through  challenging Bran’s perception of the ocean.[footnoteRef:11] The Island of women, uplifted upon four feet above the sea, suggests a ‘sky’ world with Christian imagery.[footnoteRef:12] [footnoteRef:13] Bran can see it but cannot reach it without the assistance of the Woman who entices him there. A  journey through levels of Earth, Ocean and Sky.   [10:  Both Manannan’s and the Woman’s songs respectively stated to  be fifty and thirty quatrains long, yet only twenty-eight quatrains  are sung by both characters.  Is this an indication that something has been lost, edited  or deliberately redacted in the copying?  Alternatively, but not so likely,  by stating an  obvious anomaly,  are they alerting the reader that  that there is some form of meaning in missing out the respective verses? 
]  [11:  Manannan’s role in many tales is almost like a psychopomp, where  he appears and draws a warrior, or human to the Land of Promise. .  B. Spaan, 1965, The Place of Manannan Mac Lir in Irish Mythology. Folklore,Vol76(3) p,179.  Here  his musical branch accompanies the woman, and he is the one to direct Bran to the Island of women
,]  [12:  A place  described as the ‘Four Cornered Castle’ or  the ‘Four-Peaked Fortress’ also appears as one of seven fortresses associated with Arthur’s voyage to Annwn, in  the Welsh Preddiieu Annwn. ]  [13: 
  The vision of Ezekiel 1.,  and Revelations,  speaks of four creatures, with the legs of bronze calves, upholding the Four Holy Creatures that upheld   the  throne of God, including  a vision of fire.  There are similarities in these visions to imagery in this immram, including the mention of  euphemistic, ‘chariots racing  against coracles’. Perhaps, similar to  exchanging   desert for sea for he anchorite, the  coracle is equated with a chariot. Merkavah mysticism,  a  Jewish school of mysticism 100- 1000 AD, studied the Merkavah ( מרכבה), or ‘Chariot’ mysticism, based on Ezekiel’s vision, which entailed visiting seven rooms, or palaces  (heikhalot),  to obtain a vision of the throne of God.    I. Grinṿald, 2014. Apocalyptic and Merkavah mysticism. Netherlands:University of Leiden: Brill)  Even if this sect has no direct connection, these practices  illustrate  that ideas of allegorical stages of a  journey, was not unique to  Christianity at this time ] 


The Island of Joy, but as a fourth division it could represent a test of the denial of joy and passion, the emotions of the classical element of Fire.[footnoteRef:14] The final aborted return to Ireland as Earth. Maybe a circular spiritual journey through the elements, means Bran and his surviving men no longer can live upon Earth having experienced immortality. Turning to ash upon touching land, is a residue of fire; this sounds almost alchemical; transcending earth  and achieving a vision of heaven, a secular life upon earth would now be like ashes.  [14:  The sanguine personality associated  with qualities of the fire element has the characteristics of  joy, playing and laughter.      J. Jouanna 2015. The Legacy of the Hippocratic Treatise ‘The Nature of Man’: The Theory of the Four Humours, in Anonymous Greek Medicine from Hippocrates to Galen, Leiden, Netherlands: University of Leiden.  Brill), pp. 335-359       There is an Island of Fire in the Voyage of Voyage of Máele Dúin where a man is similarly lost.  The description of an island of fire and the silvery white colours associated with the Island of Women  with four feet holding it up,  could describe an Icelandic scene with  volcanic islands and icebergs. ] 


The story’s pagan imagery reinforces the Christian allegory of ‘original sin’.  A paradisiacal Garden of Eden equates to Manannan’s ‘otherworld’ sea kingdom,  illustrating wild nature, with ‘a flowery plane’, ‘rivers of honey’ full of non-predatory creatures, and  salmon equating to  ‘calves, and lambs’.[footnoteRef:15] Much of which can have an Old Testament   interpretation. The sexual innocence of the man and woman ‘under a bush’  exemplifies the  innocence of Adam and Eve before the ‘Fall’. Monastic practices encouraged observation of the natural world as a contemplation of God’s creation.[footnoteRef:16]  From a pagan point of view this could portray an otherworld superimposed upon the human world, with creatures and humans exhibiting a  wild amoral innocence.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  The coming of the Lamb before the throne of God is  mentioned in Revelations 2 and perhaps reinforcing the  reference to the ‘Second Coming’. Salmon are equated with wisdom in Irish Mythology]  [16: 
 Richter, M. 2014. Medieval Ireland : the enduring tradition,  Dublin,  Gill & Macmillan. Chapter 6.]  [17:  Manannan gives no moral view about his plan to sleep  with a married woman in order to engender  a son.  Neither do the humans within his kingdom who are unaware of the human morals regarding sexuality. He similarly in the ‘Sickbed of Cuchulain’ holds no possessiveness over Fand, his wife when she becomes Cuchulain’s lover.
.  ] 


The immram’s metaphorical pagan, yet Christian imagery, fed the anti-nativist Nativist debate.  J. Carney's purist view is that this is essentially a Christian poem of monastic provenance. Proinsias Mac Cana, alternatively observes that pagan influence is incorporated  into  Christian imagery; creating 'an aesthetic rapport' between 'the pagan concept of the Otherworld and  Christian Paradise'.  He suggested  the pagan ‘Birth of the Hero myth', resonates  with Mannanan’s foretelling of the future conception of  his half human son, Mongan, which  mirrors the Woman’s Christian prophecy of the birth of Christ  and the second coming.[footnoteRef:18] [18: 
 J.M. Wooding,  2000. The Otherworld Voyage In Early Irish literature : An Anthology Of Criticism. Dublin: Dublin : Four Courts 
] 


There are many hidden ecclesiastical references.  The tree at the centre of the Island of Women is filled with birds, who sing  hourly.  Celtic monks and saints are often symbolised as doves, and their liturgy requires singing the ‘hours’ throughout the day; birds are also symbolic of the soul.[footnoteRef:19]  Revelations mentions a Tree of Life at the centre of Paradise. [footnoteRef:20]    [19:  Both Columbanus and Colum Cille’s name contains ‘dove’ .  The Welsh Saint David, whose teachings influenced Colum Cille,  is depicted with a dove on his shoulder.  
]  [20:  Revelations 22:3.  mentions the The Tree of Life at the Centre of paradise 
] 


Bran and his companions pairing  off with the women on the Island of Women has seemingly sexual content, but perhaps in denying the Island of Joy, they transcended their mortal desire, and ultimately, ‘original sin’.  A suggestion is that the women signify the church or esoterically Sophia, the Wisdom of God. Biblical references in Revelations gives mention to the ‘Bride’ as the new Jerusalem, and elsewhere the Bride of Christ.[footnoteRef:21]  Perhaps, becoming  immortal, singing the hours upon the Tree of Life; as a ‘wise’ holy one, they await in paradise for the ‘Second Coming’. All such imagery on the Island  speaks of the ‘New’ Testament.  Alternatively, the ‘pagan’ view of this sexual imagery is the familiar theme  of heroes becoming the lovers of immortal women of the sidhe.  A frequent motif in earlier Irish heroic stories, several of which involve  Manannan[footnoteRef:22]   [21:  Revelations (2:7);   the Bride,  is the Holy City Jerusalem, or the church as the Bride of Christ. 
]  [22:   Two stories tell of Culchulain and Fand, who is  Mananna’s wife in  ’Leahy, A.H., 1885, The Sickbed of Cuchulain rep 1974, USA; and of  Ciabban and Cliodna, Manannans daughter.  L.A. Gregory,  2012. Gods and Fighting Men. ;  both couples become lovers whose  relationship comes  an unfortunate end, and both women are associated with birds.  The story of Fand and  Cuchulain’s relationship  is said to have been copied  from the ‘Yellow Book Of Slane’ to the 11th century  Leabhar na h-Uidhr. Within this there are almost exact correspondences within the text  to some of the descriptions of  Bran’s arrival on the island of Women. This begs the question as to which story influenced the other,  or were they both  using a commonly used phrases and imagery from  oral tradition? ] 


Music is  common theme with the appearance of the sidhe.  Branches bearing blossom or apples are associated with Manannan’s in the echtrae connlae.[footnoteRef:23]  No mention is given to the nature of the tree, but the branch may give a revealing clue. In Christian terminology the tree is the ‘Tree of Life of the New Testament, and  no not just the ‘Tree of Knowledge’ of Eden where Eve committing  ‘original sin’ takes the fruit.  In Christianity this fruit is an apple. Traditionally,  Manannan’s island is  the ‘Island of Apples’.[footnoteRef:24] Cultivated apple trees are grafted onto another tree, often the native crab apple. Without this the apple’s fruit is bitter. Grafting,  introduced by the Romans into Ireland, was  practiced in the  monasteries.[footnoteRef:25] Could this be a double metaphor for grafting the new religion of Christianity onto ‘pagan’, as well as  Old Testament roots.  Implying that  it promotes sweeter fruit? With respect to this, the underlying older so called ‘pagan’ imagery would sit more comfortably with the story’s  Christian message.    [23: 
 Music sending the listener into a trancelike sleep,  or sending the sleeper into another world  is mentioned in a number of early Medieval Irish sources, such as the ‘Dream of Oengus’, the singing  fairy birds  of the ‘Metrical Dindshenchas’,  the musical net of the noble Sidhe woman’s fort in the Voyage of Mael Duin.  A musical branch belonging to Manannan also appears in the Echtrae Cormac. K. Ralls,  2000. Music and the Celtic Otherworld : from Ireland to Iona Edinburgh : Polygon at Edinburgh. pp. 62-65]  [24: 
 Manannan’s island of Emain Ablach , the Island of Apples appears in  ‘The Fosterage of the two Mathers ‘ (Altri  Tuge Dá Medar), see Máire MácNeill, 1949, Legends of the False Gods Daughter. The Journal of the Society of Antiquaries Ireland. Vol 79.2. pp 101-102. ]  [25:  Lindy Brady. 2011. 'Apples on Willow Trees: A Metaphor for Grafting and Spiritual Succession in the Early Irish Saints' "Lives" of Berach and Coemgen', Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 31: 56-73 ] 

	Comment by Helene Mcmurtrie (96000409): 
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