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1 Introduction 

Immram Brain is the earliest of the immrama, or Irish voyage tales. While the earliest manuscript sources date from about the tenth century, it is generally accepted that it was originally written down in the seventh or eighth century.
  While it is classified as an immram, it may have more characteristics of an echtra. Another related issue is whether this text is a wholly Christian tale or if it has pre-Christian origins and themes. The side one takes in the debates over these issues can influence the individual's reading and interpretation of the text. 

2 Structural Overview


The Immram Brain is made up of poetic stanzas and prose narration. The text begins with two stanzas of narrative prose that describe Bran's encounter with a 'woman from unknow lands'
 who sang, according to the text, fifty quatrains, although there are only twenty-eight found in the text. She tells Bran of the splendours of the 'thrice fifty distant isles'
 and encourages Bran to take a voyage to her island. This is followed by another section of narrative prose which tells of Bran and his men setting out to sea and encountering Manannán mac Lir. The narrative says that Manannán sang thirty quatrains to Bran, but once again, the text only contains twenty-eight. After Bran leaves Manannán, the remainder of the tale is told in third person narrative. The narrator completes the tale by describing the rest of the voyage to the Isle of Women, the time spent there and their brief return to Ireland only to discover they had been gone generations and could not set foot on its shore without turning to dust. The narrator ends the tale with Bran and his men sailing away from Ireland.
3 Analysis


James Carney argues ' Immram Brain is a thoroughly Christian composition, that is allegorical from beginning to end, and that we cannot expect to find there any clear idea as to what conception of Bran mac Febal existed in pre-Christian Ireland'.
 Carney also asserts that all of the immrama are related to each other as Christian literature.
 David Dumville uses Carney’s assertion in his argument to define the difference between an ectra and an immram. However, he disagrees with Carney in his classification of Immram Brain.  Dumville argues that the categorisation of Immram Brain is the sole reason for the confusion regarding these two terms. He asserts that an ectra is set with a pagan backdrop within a specifically Celtic mythological framework including Celtic deities and otherworldly creatures. The main characters of these tales are humans who seeks out the otherworld and gain access by a journey across the sea, under a lake, or by way of a sidhe (fairy mound).
 Immrama by contrast can be traced back to the ecclesiastical history of the time they were developed.
 

If Carney's view of the text as an exclusively Christian text is taken, Mac Cana asserts that the story would need to be understood as an allegory for man's voyage to paradise. However, Mac Cana does not concur with Carney on this point.
 One cannot argue that there are not Christian references throughout the poetic stanzas. In the song of the otherworldly woman sings of the great birth, obviously alluding to Christ when she speaks of the child being of woman with an unknown mate and later sings that he was the one who made the heavens.
 Likewise Manannán sings to Bran telling him he is on his way to father a son, an obvious allegory for Jesus.
 He also sings of the fall of humanity and salvation from the king/creator/god who is also man.


Despite these Christian elements, there are several pre-Christian elements found in the text. Given the structure of the text, the Christian elements appear a bit incongruous to the story when they are encountered because of all magical events that occur all around them. The silver branch that is mentioned at the beginning of the text is very much like the silver branch Manannán mac Lir gave to King Cormaic in Ecktra Cormaic which lead to Cormaic's journey to the otherworld. In Manannán's song the mention of his wisdom followed by shape shifting has parallels to the shapeshifting of Gwion Bach in his attempt to escape Cerridwen in the Welsh manuscript Llyfr Taliessin.  


It is also important to note that the island, as described in the text, does not represent the Christian version of paradise. The reference to a bed for every couple implies that Bran and his men had a more carnal relationship with the women of the island than would be expected from an eighth century image of a Christian heaven. Another element that aligns this tale with a Celtic pre-Christian concept of otherworld is the passage of time and the fate of Bran and his men when they try to go home. There is a strong parallel with the story of Oisín and Niamh. Niamh, brings Oisín to her home, Tír na nÓg, one of the names for the Celtic otherworld. Like Nechtan in Immram Brain, Oisín becomes homesick for Ireland. Niamh gives him her magical horse to cross the sea but warns him not to touch the ground. He thought he had been gone three years but finds 300 years have passed in Ireland, falls from the horse, and instantly ages and dies. This story and Immran Brain demonstrate the Celtic pre-Christian theme of mortals traveling to the otherworld without dying but cannot return to the mortal world or they will die. 
4 Conclusion


While the Immram Brain has many Christian elements, it appears to have retained many pre-Christian elements possibly from an earlier oral tradition. It is interesting that the Christian elements appear in the poetic sections of the work but are not obvious in the prose sections that maintains the story line of the work. After examining historical context, literary peculiarities, and parallels with other texts, it seems obvious that this work has significant pre-Christian themes related to the Celtic Otherworld concept in the basic story line. The poetic elements, while they do contain pre-Christian elements as well, may be a later addition to the original story.
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