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: _Hlk34309643]Very little concerning Immram Brain, a short tale in Old Irish consisting of 57 quatrains of poetry[footnoteRef:1] and short connecting prose passages, is undisputed. It survives in eight manuscripts dating from the 11th to the early 16th century, the earliest being Lebor na hUidre.[footnoteRef:2] Generally dated on linguistic grounds to the early 8th century,[footnoteRef:3] the text is regarded by many scholars to be derived from the lost manuscript collection known as CÍn Dromma Snechtai, a codex also considered to have contained texts having links with Immram Brain:  Echtrae Chonlai and four tales concerning Mongán mac Fiachna.[footnoteRef:4]  Similarities between Immram Brain and two other texts also attributed to the same codex known as the Lough Foyle Colloquies concerning the origins of Lough Foyle and assigned to early seventh century have led to the argument that the latter represents an earlier version of the tale.[footnoteRef:5] However, the extant text was undoubtedly written when Ireland had for several centuries been Christianised and in an ecclesiastical scribal setting, whatever the identity of the author.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  Although the extant work contains only 57 quatrains, the prose narrative refers to 91 quatrains in total, a discrepancy discussed by Mac Cana, as well as the extent to which the surviving text reflects pre-existing oral material. See: P. Mac Cana, ‘Mongán Mac Fiachna and Immram Brain’, Ériu 23 (1972), 102-42, p.118-9. ]  [2:  See D.N. Dumville, ‘Echtrae and Immram: Some Problems of Definition’, Ériu 27(1976), 73-94, p.84 regarding text-history and, for greater detail on the manuscript tradition, Immram Brain: Bran’s Journey to the Land of the Women, ed. and trans. S. Mac Mathúna (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1985), pp.1-27.]  [3:  In Echtrae Chonnlai and the Beginnings of Vernacular Narrative Writing in Ireland, ed. and trans. K. McCone (Maynooth: National University of Ireland, 2000) McCone assigns a date of more likely than not before c.750 AD to the Immram Brain. Carey Interrelationships concurs, disagreeing with arguments put forward by Mac Mathúna in his edition of the tale for a date no earlier than the tenth century. J. Carey, ‘On the Interrelationships of Some CÍn Dromma Snechtai Texts’. Ériu 46 (1995), 71-92, p.72]  [4:  Carey, ‘On the Interrelationships’, pp.71-2.  It has been suggested that death of Nechtan which prompt the final quatrain the tale from Bran himself may be related to anther lost echtrae mentioned in the medieval Irish tale-lists, Echtra Nechtain: see Mac Mathúna, Immram Brain, p.254.  ]  [5:  See J. Carney, ‘The Earliest Bran Material’, in Wooding, J. M. (ed.), The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000),73-90.The case is summarised by Carey who gives a résumé of the lost tale: ‘Carney suggested these stories reflect a lost tale (for which he suggested the title Echtrae Brain) in which Bran was incited by his druid to seize the treasures kept by Otherworld women in a well or spring; in revenge the waters burst forth and inundated his kingdom, which became the present Lough Foyle’, Carey, ‘On the Interrelationships’, p.80. While both Immacaldam Choluim Chille and Immram Bran figure a mortal who sees only water is confronted by a supernatural being who speaks of a  beautiful country occupying the same space, both the youth in the dialogue and Mongán in the immram undergo a series of animal metamorphoses, in Immacallam in Druad, Bran’s druid speaks of a ‘well in which is the snare of a troop of hundreds of women’ and of their treasures and a prophetess responds that the prosperous kingdom across which she used to ride is now a grey stony sea: see ‘The Lough Foyle Colloquy Texts: Immacaldam Choluim Chille 7 ind Óclaig oc Carraic Eolairg and Immacaldam in Druad Brain 7 Inna Banḟátho Febuil Ós Loch Ḟebuil’, ed. and trans. J. Carey, Ériu 52 (2002), 53-87.]  [6:  A point on which Carney and Mac Cana are in agreement: see Mac Cana, ‘Mongán Mac Fiachna, p.119.] 

Immram Brain has been variously described as by reference to genre – as an echtrae (lit. an outing, a journey to a supernatural territory on which immortals with superhuman qualities are encountered) or an immram (lit. a rowing about, a voyage to various islands involving religious figures) or in terms of ideological background – as a native mythological tale or as a Christian allegory.[footnoteRef:7] Starting with Myles Dillon’s distinction between echtrai and immrama,[footnoteRef:8] the two sets of alternatives have tended to be regarded in tandem, arguments over the classification of the text matching those over its interpretation.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  An overview of the classificatory and interpretative arguments is given by Hillers in B. Hillers, ‘Voyages between Heaven and Hell: Navigating the Early Irish Immram Tales, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 13 (1993), 66-81.]  [8:  M. Dillon, Early Irish Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1948), pp.101-130.]  [9:  David Dumville contends there is a clear distinction between the two types of tale and while regarding Immram Brain as problematic, assigns it to the category of early echtrai: Dumville, ‘Echtrae and Immram, p.87.] 

The text’s title itself might seem decisive of its identity as an immram,[footnoteRef:10] but this appears to have been a matter of confusion even in medieval period.[footnoteRef:11] Tales of this type involve a sea-voyage to miraculous islands beyond the inhabited world, which provide the framework for the adventures of secular characters with a religious motivation, either as penitents or seeking an ascetic refuge to come closer to God.[footnoteRef:12] The idea is already found in the Latin Navigatio Sancti Brendani,[footnoteRef:13] considered to be of Irish authorship and seen as origin of the immram genre.[footnoteRef:14] Indeed it has been suggested that ‘a plausible case could be made for the construction of Immram Brain from the Lough Foyle Colloquies on the basis of the Navigatio or an earlier Hiberno-Latin saint’s voyage.’[footnoteRef:15] The historical context of the immrama was the actual early medieval clerical practice of eremitic peregrinatio in the Atlantic,[footnoteRef:16] first recorded in the seventh century in texts such as the Adomnán’s Vita Columbae and Muirchύ’s Vita Patricii.[footnoteRef:17] [10:  The immram is a genre of which, besides Immram Brain only 3 survive and one other is known by title: see Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, p. xii.]  [11:  ibid. ]  [12:  The Irish background to the concept is considered in T. C. Charles-Edwards, ‘The Social Background to Irish Peregrinatio’, in Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, 94-108.]  [13:  Dumville gives a preferred date of c.790: D.N. Dumville, ‘Two Approaches to the Dating of Navigatio Sancti Brendani’, in Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, 120-312, p.131. ]  [14:  Wooding discusses the authorship of the text in J.J. O’Meara and J.M. Wooding, ‘The Latin Version’, in Barron, W.R.J. and Burgess, G.S. (eds.), The Voyage of Saint Brendan – Representative Versions of the Legend in English (Exeter, 2000), 13-25, p.15-18. ]  [15:  Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, p. xvi.]  [16:  Wooding gives dates c.560-800 AD: J M. Wooding, ‘Monastic Voyaging and the Navigatio’, in Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, 226-245, p.227. A connection between historical/hagiographical clerical sea-voyages and the theme of the immrama was first proposed by Thrall: W.H. Thrall, ‘Clerical Sea Voyages and the Imrama’, in Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, 15-21.]  [17:  See J.M. Wooding, ‘Monastic Voyaging and the Navigatio’, in Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, 226-245. for further examples of monastic attempts to find a ‘hermitage in the ocean’ (heriman in ociano). It is not clear where the idea of the ‘Land of Promise’ on which to await Domesday comes from but it is found in Vita Ailbe.at the beginning of the tenth century. The ‘Litany of Irish Pilgrim Saint indicates that there was the connection between hagiographic tradition and saints’ voyages in search of the Land of Promise was well established by c.900 AD: Dumville, ‘Echtrae and Immram, pp.78-9. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk34236535]While Immram Brain shares a number of motifs with the other immrama,[footnoteRef:18] it also exhibits features which are typical of an echtrae: only two islands are visited,[footnoteRef:19] Bran has no obvious religious motivation for his adventure and the Otherworld has immortal inhabitants: a supernatural being who can be interpreted as a sovereignty goddess[footnoteRef:20] and the sea-god Manannán (although he is not called a god in the text). A secular note is also struck by the story of Mongn, who was a real sixth-century king.[footnoteRef:21] Of several stories in the CÍn Dromma Snechtai manuscript of which he is the subject, Compert Mongáin is closely related in subject matter to the story of his birth in Immram Brain and contains no obvious references to the Incarnation.[footnoteRef:22]  [18:  Mac Mathúna identifies common elements of descriptions of the islands, the motif of foster brothers or variants of it, and the linkage of this motif with Inis Subai: Immram Brain, Mac Mathúna, pp.279-80.]  [19:  Emne, the Island of Women and Inis Subai, the Island of Joy, while the other islands mentioned in the text are largely undifferentiated.]  [20:  On the concept of the ‘sovereignty goddess’ see K. McCone, Pagan Past and Christian Present in Early Irish Literature (Maynooth: National University of Ireland, 1990), p.157.]  [21:  He died in AD 625/6: J. Carey, ‘Time Space and the Otherworld’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 7 (1987), 1-27, p.8.]  [22:  Mac Cana, ‘Mongán Mac Fiachna, p.126. ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk34129989]On the other hand, the clearly Christian elements in Immram Brain, such as the prophecies of the birth of Christ and allusions to the fall of Adam,[footnoteRef:23] have led to James Carney’s assessment that the tale is ‘a thoroughly Christian composition’ and ‘allegorical from beginning to end’.[footnoteRef:24] He accounted for Mongán’s prominence by taking Immram Brain to be composed as a commemoration of Mongán as a particular seeker after paradise, with Bran the general symbol of such a seeker.[footnoteRef:25] Kim McCone, arguing that the dichotomy between native echtrae and ecclesiastical immrama was anyway irrelevant, supported his contention by emphasising the extent of Christian allegory in another echtrae text from the CÍn Dromma Snechtai codex, Echtrae Chonlai. This tale shows some correspondences with Immram Brain[footnoteRef:26] and has been viewed as having influenced the composition of the latter. [footnoteRef:27] [23:  The ’mysterious woman prophesies the coming of Christ beginning with the quatrain:
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,
He will seize the rule of many thousands.
Manannán recalls the Fall:
An evil day when the Serpent went
To the father to his city!
She has perverted the times in his world
So that there came decay which was not original
And goes on also to foretell the Incarnation:
A noble salvation will come 
From the King who has created us,
A white law will come over the sea,
Besides being God, He will be man.
(translations by Meyer, The Voyage of Bran son of Febal to the land of the living, ed. and trans. K. Meyer (London: David Nutt, 1895), Vol. 1, 2-34 Online website: Irish Sagas Online, University College, Cork. Available at: https://iso.ucc.ie/Immram-brain/Immram-brain-text.html <accessed 06.03.20>.)]  [24:  See J. Carney, ‘The Earliest Bran Material’, p.89. ]  [25:  Ibid. , p.90.]  [26:  They share the motif of an Otherworld woman luring the hero into her paradisiacal realm in a land beyond the sea by means of a supernatural object and both contain prophesies of the coming of Christ.]  [27:  Carey, ‘On the Interrelationships’, pp.83-86.This of course does not fit with Wooding’s suggestion for a plausible development of Immram Brain from earlier material: see note 15 above.] 

Borrowings from classical literature, such as Virgil’s Aeneid, have also been identified in Immram Brain,[footnoteRef:28] (such as the similarity between the description of appearance of Neptune in his chariot to calm a storm in the epic poem and the epiphany of Manannán to Bran) as well as motifs representing an Indo-European cultural inheritance and universal monomyths, such as the Otherworld Journey, the Golden Age and the Birth of the Hero.[footnoteRef:29] More recent scholarship has been wary both of too readily assuming the borrowing of analogues[footnoteRef:30] and of the reductive nature of seeking folkloristic archetypes. [28:  Thrall convincingly dismissed Zimmer’s view of the influence of Virgil on the immrama: W.H. Thrall, ‘Virgil’s Aeneid and The Irish Imrama: Zimmer’s Theory’, Modern Philology 15 (1917-18), 449-474 For a résumé of the most recent scholarship on the question, see M. Williams, Ireland’s Immortals A History of the Gods of Irish Myth (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), p.62, note 102. Homer’s Odyssey might seem the most obvious source for tales of voyage adventures,, but see B. Hillers, ‘In Fer Fíamach Fírglic: Ulysses in Medieval Irish Literature’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 16/17 (1996), 15–38 on the limited extent of medieval  Irish knowledge of Homer’s epic.]  [29:  See Immram Brain, Mac Mathúna, pp.238-247 and J. Carney, Studies in Irish History and Literature (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1955), 276-323, p.290.]  [30:  Mac Cana, ‘Mongán Mac Fiachna’, p.141] 

Arguments over the relative significance in Immram Brain of native, non-Christian traditions and Christian or classical elements by nativist scholars and their anti-nativist opponents [footnoteRef:31] have frequently focused on the nature of Otherworld as presented in the tale and whether it should be viewed as a ‘pagan’ Otherworld , a classical Elysium or a Christian Paradise. Carney argued for a conflation of the two last, seeing amongst the Otherworld’s inhabitants an equation of sinlessness and chastity[footnoteRef:32] and the Land of Women as inspired by Greek material.[footnoteRef:33] Although the case made by Mac Cana for seeing the pagan Otherworld as made into a continuation of man’s primitive condition, before he tasted the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, could be regarded as representing a compromise position, McCone countered that the ‘whiff of sex surrounding the Otherworld’ would not prevent a medieval monk seeing it as a Christian ‘paradise regained’.[footnoteRef:34]  Carey, although of the view that an overseas Otherworld was not part of native tradition,[footnoteRef:35] concluded that the concept of a pagan eternity beyond time and space evidenced in early medieval Irish tales such as Immram Brain can only plausibly be interpreted as part of a non-Christian belief system. [footnoteRef:36]  [31:  For a useful summary of the history and background to the debate, see J.M. Wooding, ‘Reapproaching the Pagan Celtic Past – Anti-Nativism, Asterisk Reality and the Late-Antiquity Paradigm’, Studia Celtica Fennica VI (2009), 51-74.]  [32:  Carney’s views are discussed and dismissed by Mac Cana in P. Mac Cana, ‘The Sinless Otherworld of Immram Brain’, in Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, 52-72.]  [33:  Carney, Studies in Irish History and Literature, p.287 note 1.]  [34:  See McCone, Pagan Past and Christian Present, p.82. The dispute centres on the interpretation and weight to be given to the following quatrain sung by Manannán:
A beautiful game, most delightful,
They play (sitting) at the luxurious wine,
Men and gentle women under a bush,
Without sin, without crime.]  [35:  J. Carey, ‘The Location of the Otherworld in Irish Tradition’, in Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, 113-119. His views are disputed by Patrick Sim Williams: P. Sims-Williams, Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), pp.63-66. Both he and Wooding (Wooding, ‘Reapproaching the Pagan Celtic Past’) suggest the significance of records in classical, pre-Christian sources of ritual islands off the Gaulish coast and an island of holy men near Britain. See Sims-Williams, Irish Influence, p.65, note 108 for references. ]  [36: J. Carey, ‘Time Space and the Otherworld’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 7 (1987), 1-27. 7] 

Modern scholarly consensus sees Immram Brain as a unified whole, produced by one author, whatever the origins of its constituents and[footnoteRef:37] It has recently been described as ‘a typological experiment using native mythological figures’,[footnoteRef:38] and arguably using native concepts. However, since typology was not normally applied to pagan myths[footnoteRef:39] this leaves open the question of who was writing and his intended audience. It is perhaps precisely Immram Brain’s experimental nature which gave rise not only to early manuscript confusion  over its classification as echtrae or immram but also to current conflicting scholarly views of what can been seen in the text, often as opposed as those of Bran and Manannán when contemplating the sea. [37:  The disjunctions and inconsistencies which Dumville identified in the text have been denied by Hillers: see B. Hillers, ‘Voyages between Heaven and Hell: Navigating the Early Irish Immram Tales’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 13 (1993), 66-81.p.71-73.]  [38:  Williams, Ireland’s Immortals, p.66.]  [39: But see K. Hollo, ‘Allegoresis and Literary Creativity in Eighth-Century Ireland: The Case of Echtrae Chonnlai,’ in Slotkin, E.M. and Eska, J. F., Narrative in Celtic Tradition: Essays in honor of Edgar M. Slotkin (New York: Colgate University Press, 2011).] 
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