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Write a brief commentary on Immram Curraig Máele Dúin (The Voyage of Máel Dúin’s Coracle), preferably using the edition and translation by Whitley Stokes, working closely with the text. Note parallels with other texts, points raised in studies and historical and literary peculiarities

Tales about voyages can be found in many different cultures, both ancient and modern. Irish medieval literature however can lay claim to one particular type of voyage genre: the immram or ‘rowing about’.[footnoteRef:1] This genre focuses on a prolonged journey and it has been suggested that ‘they grew out of stories of the actual experiences of fishermen and hermits, blended with the pagan traditions of the Otherworld and borrowings from Vergil and from Ovid’s Metamorpohoses’.[footnoteRef:2] Immram Maíle Dúin is known in English as The Voyage of Máel Dúin’s Coracle or Immram Maíle Dúin or The Voyage of Máel Dúin. Some argue that the work was composed in the eighth century and ‘the story survives in tenth century fragments in the Book of the Dun Cow, the Yellow Book of Lecan, Egerton MS1782, and Harley MS5280’.[footnoteRef:3] Dillon believed that of all the immrama, Maíle Dúin is ‘the oldest and most successful as a story’.[footnoteRef:4] Maíle Dúin is ‘in many ways the clearest in morals and in narrative, as well as being the earliest linguistically, as early as the eighth century or the ninth. Its numerous biblical quotations and references, as well as one quote from Vergil and its use of medieval bestiary literature, mark it out as a literary, monastic product.’[footnoteRef:5] Critical investigation has been hampered for a number of reasons.[footnoteRef:6] Some authors, for example, have given their attention solely to examining religious aspects of the text, such as Christian and Muslim eschatology.[footnoteRef:7] Other preoccupations have included ‘a desire to discover ‘pre-Christian’ immrama’ and the temptation to see them as either secular or ecclesiastical.[footnoteRef:8] It would seem that there is still much to be done to fully understand its impact on the genre. [1:  T. Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea: Structure, Style and Intent in the Immrama’, in J. Wooding, ed, The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature: An Anthology of Criticism (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000), 194–225, p. 195.]  [2:  M. Dillon, Early Irish literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1948), p. 124; The Voyage of Mael Duin [part 1], ed. and trans. W. Stokes, in Revue Celtique 9 (1888), 447-495, available at http://archive.org/stream/revueceltique09pari#page/446/mode/2up <Accessed: 1st March 2018>, p. 447.]  [3:  J. MacKillop, A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), available at http://www.oxfordreference.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-2561# <Accessed: 3rd March 2018>.]  [4:  Dillon, Early Irish literature, p. 124.]  [5:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 203.]  [6:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 196.]  [7:  C. Braga, ‘Fisi vs. Journeys into St. Patrick’s Purgatory Irish Psychanodias and Somanodias’, Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, 12:36 (2013), 180-227, p. 189, available at https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/1470800734/fulltextPDF/C733F3338DE74152PQ/1?accountid=130472  <Accessed: 3rd March 2018>.]  [8:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 196.] 


The hero, Maél Dúin ‘is conceived in violence’[footnoteRef:9] and is the child of a warrior and a raped nun. This beginning reveals the potential for his end, somewhat archetypally, because ‘born in him there are two potential futures, a holy one and a violent one’.[footnoteRef:10] This tension is mirrored throughout the text.[footnoteRef:11] Clancy argues that ‘the fostered hero, born in odd circumstances, going off to avenge his father and reclaim his heritage are well known narrative circumstances in early Ireland’.[footnoteRef:12] Before the start of his journey, Maél Dúin sought ‘a charm and omen’ from a druid or wizard who has the ability to guarantee success.[footnoteRef:13] Clancy argues, everything appears to ensure that Maél Dúin will be successful in seeking revenge.[footnoteRef:14] Yet Maél Dúin ignores the guidance and allows his three well-intentioned but drowning foster brothers into the boat. This has serious consequences and Maél Dúin does not hesitate to blame others.[footnoteRef:15] Clancy suggests that ‘we may discern in the hero of the tale his dual propensity to both right action and wrongdoing’. [footnoteRef:16] What appears to be the early failure of the mission, reveals a deeper layer within the narrative. The technique is consistent with Medieval Irish writing which is ‘fond of certain chiasmus … often involving a shaded parallelism or opposition of character or events’.[footnoteRef:17] The druid, for example, stands in complete contrast to the later hermit of Tory.[footnoteRef:18] The druid points the way to confrontation and battle, the hermit shows the way to reconciliation, peace and a ‘second baptism’.[footnoteRef:19] [9:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 204.]  [10:  ibid.]  [11:  Navigatio sancti Brendani Abbatis ed. J. Carney, in Medium Aevum 32 (1963), 37-44, available at https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/1293315712/fulltextPDF/1D0006CB1F074BC6PQ/1?accountid=130472
<Accessed: 3rd March 2018>, p. 41.]  [12:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 204.]  [13:  H.P.A. Oskamp, The voyage of Mael Duin : a study in early Irish voyage literature. Followed by an edition of Immram curaig Maele Duin from the Yellow book of Lecan in Trinity College, Dublin (Groningen: Wolters-Noordhoff, 1970), p. 150; The Voyage of Mael Duin [part 1], p. 459; Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 204.]  [14:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 204.]  [15:  S.I. Sobecki, ‘From the Désert Liquide to the Sea of Romance: Benedeit's Le Voyage de Saint Brendan and the Irish Immrama’, Neophilologus, 87:2 (2003), 193-207, available at https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/docview/196321373/fulltextPDF/89887AC3AC424105PQ/1?accountid=130472 <Accessed: 3rd March 2018>, p. 197.]  [16:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 205.]  [17:  ibid., p. 206.]  [18:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 206; Stokes RC 2 81-91; MacKillop, A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology.]  [19:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 204.] 


Zimmer argued that Máele Dúin was the immediate source of the famous Navigatio Brendani.[footnoteRef:20] Carney, on the other hand, argues that Máele Dúin is the ‘secular imitation’ of the Navigatio.[footnoteRef:21] His view is based on the idea that the text contains ‘substitutions’. Maél Dúin’s father was from the family of the Eoganacht, Brendan is from the territory of the Eoganacht.[footnoteRef:22] There are other parallels, both Brendan and Maél Dúin seek spiritual guidance, albeit from different sources. Although there is some fluctuation both have seventeen core travel companions. Clancy argues that ‘it has clearly taken some of its otherworld islands from the Navigatio Brendani, and perhaps taken some of its inspiration too’.[footnoteRef:23] There is an interesting contrast with the Navigatio because Brendan takes three monks aboard and pronounced that two of them will meet their doom during the voyage. It has been argued that this fails to make sense without an awareness of Maél Dúin’s prophecy. Sobecki questions, ‘Why does the saint predict doom to two of his surplus passengers? All this points to the possibility that the Navigatio was either composed after the Maél Dúin or that both stem from a now lost immram which featured a minatory prophecy as well as three unfortunate late-comers.’[footnoteRef:24] The figure of the druid may also suggest a connection between the Navigatio and Maéle Dúin. Whilst Dumville discards the presence of the druid as ‘literary commonplace in the Irish tradition’ Sobecki takes the view that the Navigatio rejected the ‘embarrassing presence of a pagan druid’ which eliminated ‘both the druid and the prophecy leaving the Navigatio with a causal gap that only the Maél Dúin can bridge’.[footnoteRef:25] This is replaced by a prayer in the Navigatio, perhaps to ensure it felt like a Christian text for readers. Strijbosch argues for the existence of a proto-Máel Dúin tale which was the source of a proto-Navigatio which was the source of the extant Navigatio. ‘The possible influence of the Navigatio on Máel Dúin, for example, does not exclude the prior existence of floating Máel Dúin-type material which also influenced the form and content of the Navigatio itself’.[footnoteRef:26] Such a view allows a saga ‘to come into being’, involving ‘the communal will’ until it is finally ‘domesticated’.[footnoteRef:27] [20:  Dillon, Early Irish literature, p. 124.]  [21:  Navigatio sancti Brendani Abbatis, p. 41.]  [22:  ibid., p. 42; Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 204.]  [23:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 203; Navigatio sancti Brendani Abbatis, p. 41. 
]  [24:  Sobecki, ‘From the Désert Liquide to the Sea of Romance’, p. 198.]  [25:  ibid.	]  [26:  S. Mac Mathúna, ‘The Seafaring Saint: Sources and Analogues of the Twelfth-Century Voyage of Saint Brendan (review)’, The Catholic Historical Review, 91:1 (2005), 138-139, available at https://doi.org/10.1353/cat.2005.0115 <Accessed: 3rd March 2018>, p. 139.]  [27:  Navigatio sancti Brendani Abbatis, p. 39.] 


Stokes commented that the story of Maél Duín is ‘full of fancy and even of imaginative power’.[footnoteRef:28] The use of the word power is interesting because whilst these stories were not necessarily theological they did have an efficacious power over the reader. Whilst Maél Duín is a very different protagonist to Brendan, they were both called to participate in the ancient ‘voyage on the sea as a means of redemption’.[footnoteRef:29] Their experience of journey was very different; the interpretations of those journeys reveal complex layers which reflect the wider debate within Celtic studies.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  The Voyage of Mael Duin [part 1], p. 448.]  [29:  Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea’, p. 197.]  [30:  J.M. Wooding, Reapproaching the Pagan Celtic Past – Anti-Nativism, Asterisk Reality and the Late-Antiquity Paradigm, Studia Celtica Fennica, 6 (2009), 61-74, p. 71.] 
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