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Immram Brain dates to the late seventh or early eighth century and is the earliest of the Irish Voyage tales. The earliest extant manuscript of Immram Brain, a fragment of the text, dates from circa 1100 A.D., the remaining six manuscripts date from between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. The narrative structure of the immrama, literally, ‘rowings about’ differs from the echtrai. In the immrama, the central leitmotiv of a monastic sea voyage acts as ‘a framing concept for a voyage which takes in encounters on a number of islands in the ocean’.[footnoteRef:1] However, Immram Brain appears in the Yellow Book of Lecan as an echtrae (‘adventure’) and as such has been viewed as a ‘problem’ text by scholars who question whether ‘the designation ‘immram’ is appropriate’.[footnoteRef:2] The themes and motifs in Brain also reflect both Christian and pre-Christian beliefs, therefore, it is possible to view Immram Brain as a ‘hybrid’ text.  [1:  The Otherworld Voyage In Early Irish Literature: An Anthology Of Criticism, ed. by Wooding, Jonathan M. (Ireland: Four Courts Press, 1998), p. xi.]  [2:  David Dumville, ‘Echtrae And Immram: Some Problems Of Definition’, Eriu, 27 (1976), 73–94 (p. 83).] 


The Otherworld is manifested in the opening verses of Brain in which a mysterious woman ‘from unknown lands’ magically appears in ‘strange raiment’ (Verse 2)[footnoteRef:3] and sings to Brain. This is a common motif in the echtrai in which the ‘hero is enticed by a beautiful woman or wonderful warrior telling of the marvels of a mysterious land, where every pleasure may be had and illness, grief, old age, and death are unknown’.[footnoteRef:4] In Verse 3, the woman’s song, telling of the paradisiacal Otherworld island of Emain Ablach exhibits both pagan and Christian influences: ‘A branch of the apple-tree from Emain’ with its ‘twigs of white silver’[footnoteRef:5] echoes the biblical Song of Songs, 2: 1-6, from the Book of Solomon but also pre-Christian belief in the apple as ‘the emblem of fruitfulness, and ‘a means to immortality’.[footnoteRef:6] Music is associated with pleasure, and happiness throughout the text: ‘joy is known, ranked around music, in southern Mag Argatnél’, (Verse 8), ‘there is nothing rough or harsh, but sweet music striking on the ear’, (Verse 9)[footnoteRef:7] and ‘listening to sweet music, drinking the best of wine’ (Verse 13).[footnoteRef:8] Song, and the performance of music is a common motif in medieval Celtic literature but particularly in Ireland, music is markedly characteristic of the world of the fairies, (síd) and the Islands of the Blessed.[footnoteRef:9]  [3:  The Voyage Of Bran: Son Of Febal, ed. by Meyer, Kuno (repr. various, 1895), p. 4.]  [4:  James MacKillop, A Dictionary Of Celtic Mythology, Oxford Reference Collection (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 171.]  [5:  The Voyage Of Bran: Son Of Febal, ed. by Kuno Meyer, (repr. various, 1895), p. 4.]  [6:  MacKillop, A Dictionary, p. 21.]  [7:  Meyer, The Voyage, p. 6.]  [8:  Ibid. p. 8.]  [9:  Bernhard Maier, Dictionary Of Celtic Religion And Culture (Woodbridge, Suffolk ; Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 1997), p. 201.] 


The literary depiction of the sea and the islands visited by Bran and his companions resonates strongly with the notion of magical adventure. Séamus Mac Mathúna notes that Bran mac Febail is a mythological figure in early Irish literature and that the ‘cult of the sea’ was practised in the Lough Foyle area of Ireland in the 1st century BC/AD.[footnoteRef:10] The Otherworld motifs of the supernatural, pleasure, and temporal shifts characterise the portrayal of Tir inna m-ban, the Island of Women to which Bran is spiritually but also physically drawn: ‘The woman throws a ball of thread to Bran straight over his face. Bran put his hand on the ball, which clave to his palm. The thread of the ball was in the woman’s hand, and she pulled the coracle towards the port’. The concept that food ‘put on every dish vanished not from them’ (Verse 62)[footnoteRef:11] parallels Echtrae Connlai in which the magical apple given to Connlae by the mysterious woman never diminishes even though it is all that he eats for a month. Temporal shifts occur as Bran and his companions believe they stayed on the island for a year when they were there for many years.  [10:  Séamus Mac Mathúna, in Celtic Culture: A Historical Encyclopedia, ed. by John T. Koch (Santa Barbara, Calif: ABC-CLIO, 2006), p. 239.]  [11:  Meyer, The Voyage, p. 30.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Jonathan Wooding observes that ‘the religious context of voyage literature increasingly suggests the likelihood that the immram/nauigatio concept is largely a Christian allegory’.[footnoteRef:12] An indication of Christian influence appears in verse 7,[footnoteRef:13] ‘An Ancient tree there is with blossoms, on which birds call to the Hours.’ The liturgical practice of calling the hours suggests a monastic context. In turn, Carney argues that the subject matter of Immram Brain ‘has much to do with the Incarnation’.[footnoteRef:14] John Carey observes how, in ‘medieval voyage literature, the divide between the ‘clerical and secular Otherworlds is indistinct or even non-existent’.[footnoteRef:15] Manannán mac Lir’s song to Brain is characterised by pre-Christian imagery but returns to a Christian milieu in the middle section. Manannán’s tale of the birth of his son, Mongán mac Fiachnai is pagan in origin but becomes an allegory of the sin of Adam, ‘By greed and lust he has slain us’ (Verse 46), and the death of Christ, ‘Besides being God, He will be man’ (Verse 48).[footnoteRef:16] The conception of Mongán exhibits pre-Christian influences: ‘Monann, the descendant of Ler, will be a vigorous bed-fellow to Caintigern’, combined with a Christian allegory of the story of Jesus and Joseph, ‘Fiachna will acknowledge him as his son’ (Verse 51).[footnoteRef:17] Kim McCone argues the ‘whiff of sex surrounding the paradise of Immram Brain could be allegorised by any ‘medieval Irish monk familiar with the idea of using discourse about carnal love to promote its spiritual counterpart’.[footnoteRef:18] Manannán’s song may, therefore, reflect a Christian medieval worldview, as demonstrated in the depiction of carnal love on the island of Mag Mell: ‘Men and gentle women under a bush, without sin, without crime’ (Verse 41).[footnoteRef:19] This image echoes the eroticism of the Song of Songs, from the Book of Solomon, alluded to in Verse 3. [12:  Wooding, The Otherworld Voyage, p. xxiii.]  [13:  Meyer, Kuno, The Voyage, p. 6.]  [14:  James Carney, Studies In Irish Literature And History (Dublin: Institute for Advanced Studies, 1955). Studies In Irish Literature, p. 280.]  [15:  John Carey, in Celtic Culture: A Historical Encyclopedia, ed. by John T. Koch (Santa Barbara, Calif: ABC-CLIO, 2006), p. 1405.        
]  [16:  Meyer, The Voyage, p. 22.]  [17:  Meyer, The Voyage, p. 24.]  [18:  Kim McCone, Pagan Past And Christian Present In Early Irish Literature, Maynooth Monographs, 3 (Maynooth: An Sagart, 1990), p.82.]  [19:  Meyer, The Voyage, p.20.] 
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