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The Immram Curraig Máele Dúin (Voyage of Máele Dúin’s Curaig / Boat) belongs to a genre in early Irish literature of tales of voyages of either monks or secular male groups. In these tales, strange or otherworldly creatures and places are encountered. There are four tales with Immram in the title written in Middle Irish. Immram means ‘rowing about’[endnoteRef:1]. The voyage genre came into being around the seventh and eight centuries. Voyage stories are included in the Vitae of Saints Patrick, Columba and Ailbe. Máele Dúin probably originates in the ninth century[endnoteRef:2].  [1:  J.M. Wooding, ‘Introduction’ in J.M. Wooding, ed., The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature An anthology of Criticism, (Dublin: Four Courts Press 2014), p xi.

]  [2:  J. Carney, Review of Navigatio Sancti Brendan Abbatis, in J.M. Wooding, ed., The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature An anthology of Criticism, (Dublin: Four Courts Press 2014), p 49.

] 

Máele Dúin’s story starts with his father Ailill being on a raiding party during which he raped a nun. Back home, Ailill was murdered by marauders from Leix. The nun gave birth to Máele Dúin and he was fostered by the queen alongside her own three sons. After finding out who his real father was Máele Dúin went to his father’s homelands. While there he was taunted for not having avenged Ailill and so vowed to kill the murderers. This required a sea voyage to Leix. He sought advice from a druid who told him to take seventeen men with him. At the last minute his three foster brothers joined him. They reached the islands where Ailill’s killers lived and two of the crew praised God. A wind blew them away from the island and Máele Dúin presumed God was responsible for this. A voyage ensued punctuated by sojourns on some friendly islands and rapid retreats from hostile ones. Eventually Máele Dúin and his crew met a hermit. The hermit told Máele Dúin not to slay his father’s killers as he and his men were also men of violence, but that God has saved them from all the perils they had faced. When they returned to their original destination instead of killing the murderers, Máele Dúin told them about his adventures and he was welcomed[endnoteRef:3].  [3:  W. Stokes, (ed. and trans.), ‘The Voyage of Mael Duin’, in Revue Celtique, 9 (1888), 447–95; and 10 (1889), 50–95, 264. 
] 

Carney has suggested that the Immram Curraig Máele Dúin was a secularised version of Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis which like the Immrama is a voyage tale but written in Latin. [endnoteRef:4]. Both have three supernumeraries onboard who are blamed for causing the voyages to be endangered[endnoteRef:5].  Máele Dúin’s voyage features an island of birds that at first seem to be singing psalms but were just shouting and speaking loudly. On another island the birds were so tame the crew were able to capture large numbers and eat them. Both these incidents may be a subversion of the Navigatio’s [endnoteRef:6] island where the birds talk and chant hymns[endnoteRef:7].  [4:  J. Carney, Review of Navigatio Sancti Brendan Abbatis, in J.M. Wooding, ed., The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature An anthology of Criticism, (Dublin: Four Courts Press 2014), p51.
]  [5:  J.J. O’Meara Trans. The Voyage of Saint Brendan, (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe Ltd, 2017) p.9]  [6:  J.M. Wooding, ‘Introduction’ in J.M. Wooding, ed., The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature An anthology of Criticism, (Dublin: Four Courts Press 2014), p xiv, note 19.]  [7:  J.J. O’Meara Trans. The Voyage of Saint Brendan, (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe Ltd, 2017) p.21] 

The otherworld women in Máele Dúin also appear in very similar circumstances in Immram Brain. Both sets of voyagers have sexual relations with the women on an island. In both tales a ball of yarn is used to reel in the men on their boats. The presence of the women in Máele Dúin and Immram Brain highlight their secular nature. There are no such occurrences in the Brendan voyage.
 There are shared Christian motifs in both Máele Dúin and Navigatio. Both use the number three (the holy trinity) and forty (days of rain in the Flood and the temptation of Christ) in many situations; islands are separated by three days travel, or the crew stay on an island for three days. Food is gathered and lasts forty days and nights or packed as supplies for forty days[endnoteRef:8]. [8:  J.J. O’Meara Trans. The Voyage of Saint Brendan, (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe Ltd, 2017) p.8.
] 

Máele Dúin’s use of motifs from pagan stories does not necessarily confirm that pagan texts have been added or that it was a pagan text that has been Christianized. Many of the strange sights are of versions of commonplace creatures. Christian monks could use their imaginations and transform things they were familiar with into bizarre exaggerated versions. Bestiaries were compiled late into the Middle Ages all over Europe; strange creatures were not just the products of pagan minds. Máele Dúin is essentially the story of a remarkable Christian conversion of a secular man[endnoteRef:9].  [9:  J.M. Wooding, ‘Introduction’ in J.M. Wooding, ed., The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature An anthology of Criticism, (Dublin: Four Courts Press 2014), p xxiii.
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