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This piece of Irish literature falls into the category of Immrama, or Voyage Tales.  It is quite a short piece compared to some of the other tales in the genre.  Composed of a mixture of prose and poetry, the prose indicates third-person narrative and the characters’ words are voiced in poetry.  According to Meyer, it was first written down in the seventh century, and a copy was made during the tenth century.[footnoteRef:1]    This may partly explain the difference in register between poetry and prose.  The poetry, [1:  K. Meyer, The Voyage of Bran (Felinfach: Llanerch Publishers, 1994) p. xvi] 

protected by the laws of metre and assonance, was left almost intact, while the prose was subjected to a process of partial modernisation [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid. p. xvi] 

The story commences without preamble or introduction of the characters.  Bran is abroad, alone and hears music which lulls him to sleep.  Waking, he sees a silver branch of white blossoms.  He takes the branch back to his Royal House where a ‘woman in strange raiment’ appears from nowhere and sings to the gathering.  This suggests a supernatural encounter, similar to those in the Welsh Mabinogi tales.  She shares a long story with the gathering, sung in verses, quatrains with the AABB rhyming scheme.  She sings of a beautiful place, an island near which ‘seahorses glisten’.  Oftentimes encounters with Otherworld beings are accompanied by music and associated with white and silver colours and ‘shining’ objects.  This type of vocabulary, and silver, white colours are repeated throughout this section of the tale.   Other images include crystals, treasures and bronze, with a strong musical theme of ‘sweet music’ are evident through her words.  The story references ‘games on a plain’ where a ‘coracle contends against chariot’ a rather fanciful idea mixing land and sea that will be echoed later in the text.  An image of a paradise where birds call, joy abounds, with ‘sweet music’ and significantly, there is no ‘grief’, ‘sorrow’ or ‘death’.  This refers to some Otherworld.  The words to me, having sung sacred works in choirs, remind me of biblical themes such as Revelations 21:4. ‘He will wipe away all tears from their eyes.  There will be no more death, no more grief or crying or pain.’ [footnoteRef:3]  The similarity of vocabulary between the biblical and voyage texts is striking and it is difficult to assume a coincidence.  The woman’s song describes an island of joy, echoing the feel of the paradise mentioned earlier - crystals, treasures, sweet music, gold, silver and bronze and introducing the colours - yellow, crimson and blue.  She revisits the image of the ‘games on the plain’ - predicting the future encounter between Bran and Manannan Son of Ler.  The passage, littered with mentions of music, choruses, birdsong and the silver-white colours, is clearly still ‘Otherwordly’, mixing the sea with land and land animals with sea-creatures.  Mention of ‘thrice fifty distant isles’, is not developed any further at any point in this text. [3:  Good News Bible, (New York: Collins, 1976) p. 321] 

The next passage describes a birth which has to refer to that of Christ, and a baptism reference - ‘He will purify hosts under pure water’. [footnoteRef:4]  Suddenly the Otherworldly woman disappears, and Bran makes the decision to make the voyage as she foretold. [4:  Meyer, The Voyage of Bran, p. 14] 

The following prose passage describes Bran’s departure with his men - ‘three’ companies of nine’, reminiscent of ‘triads’ seen in Celtic art and texts, nine is three time three.  Then comes the encounter with a man on the plain, as foretold by the woman.  He also sings in quatrains, in language evoking the woman’s words; colours, ‘glistening’.  It is now his turn for a biblical reference; Adam and Eve at the beginning of creation, purity without sin.  An evil serpent brings decay, with salvation coming in the form of a ‘king who has created us’ and ‘besides being God he will be man’. [footnoteRef:5]  Manannan also has a gift for prophecy, foretelling the birth of his own son who will know another man as his father, reminiscent the relationship of Jesus and Joseph in the Bible.  The son is described in detail with imagery suggesting an Otherworldly being through shapeshifting into various creatures; stag, salmon, swan and seal yet ‘godly’ in wisdom.  Then comes a possible reference to the Ascension of Christ into Heaven, ‘The white host will take him under a wheel of clouds / To the gathering where there is no sorrow.’[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Meyer, The Voyage of Bran, p. 22]  [6:  Meyer, The Voyage of Bran, p. 28] 

When they arrive at the Island of joy - one member of the party stays on the Island, but Bran and the others continue on to the Land of the Women. The description of this island is quite unremarkable, apart from a magic thread accompanied by superhuman strength to pull the boat into port and the repetition of three times nine again.  A never-ending feast, plates do not empty, cups do not run dry is another Otherworldly motif seen here.  Quite abruptly this experience ends, and Bran decides to leave via the Island of Joy to collect their friend and return to Ireland.  On arrival in Ireland they realise how long they have been away as the son of Collbran turns to ash as he touches land.  This time-lapse is classic in Celtic tales.  Bran tells the story of his voyage to the people on the beach, writes the story in Ogham script and goes on his way, never to be seen again.
For me this Voyage story focusses more on the two encounters with the otherworldly beings foretelling the journey and the future of Manannan’s son than the experiences of Bran’s Voyage itself, and it is a little disappointing for a Voyage Tale to contain so little voyaging.  There is a clear mixture of Otherworldly and Biblical references but these do not necessarily sit naturally in the story line.  It seems to me that the tale ends rather unsatisfactorily.  With Bran visiting only two of 150 possible islands, the tale fees a little unfinished.  There is so much Otherworldly detail in the encounters, the ending seems harshly abrupt.  ‘And from that hour his wanderings are not known.’ [footnoteRef:7] feels like a lazy way to end the tale.  I wonder if this story was an introduction to a much longer saga, part of a longer tale including visits to some of the other 150 islands, that was never finished. [7:  Meyer, The Voyage of Bran, p. 34] 
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