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Commentary:  The Voyage of Bran, Son of Febal To the Land of the Living.  Author:  Kuno Meyer.  Forgotten Books Publishers 2008 (1895). 84pp. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The ancient Irish myth of the Voyage of Bran as it is known today is essentially a composite tale drawn from some seven ancient manuscripts of various sources, the oldest component of which exists in fragmented form from the Leabhar Na HUidhre; the Irish ‘Book of the Dun Cow’, believed to have been written or recorded c.1106 by the scribe Maelmori. ‘The Voyage of Bran son of Febal and his expeditions…’; “Imran Brain maic Feball ocus a Echtrea andso sis” informs us of the mystical nature of the narrative.  “Imran” meaning; “rowing about” and ‘Echtrea’ indicates an expedition or an ‘adventure’ – in the sense of an ethereal place or ‘otherworld’.  Considering its fragmented origins, it’s possible that several authors throughout the medieval period may have contributed to components of the myth. While the tale appears coherent in its final form, there are many themes of the Christian faith woven into the tale that are blended with earlier pagan elements. Mythological motifs in the IB appear elsewhere in Celtic lore such as magical islands, faerie-women from the otherworld and magical healing branches.  How much these motifs simply represent common, recurrent themes within Celtic mythology and how much of them are ‘borrowed’ for the Imram Bran (or vice versa) is difficult to ascertain. Today, the most comprehensive version is recognised to be that written by the German-born scholar, Kuno Meyer (1895-1911) Professor of Celtic Languages at the Royal Irish Academy.  
The story commences at the royal palace of Bran, Son of Febal with appearance of a strange woman who appears sitting on the floor (IB v 1) which sets the otherworldly tone of the events that follow.  The appearance of magical women, sometimes called ‘faeries’, from the otherworld is a recurrent theme in Celtic mythology; often a solemn event that foreshadowed great adventures.  The story then sweeps the audience to Bran, walking around his castle grounds and here it may be possible to detect slight hints of early pagan shamanistic motifs; beautiful music fills the air and Bran is lulled to sleep.  Upon awakening the story continues in an ethereal, dream-like state reminiscent of shamanic soul-journey’s to ‘otherworlds’.  Brans sees a thickly blossoming apple branch (IB v 2) similar to the mystical branch that appears in the Echtra Cormaic from the Utopian otherworld of Tír Tairngiri.  
Whilst showing the branch to his court the faerie appears telling of a magical island beyond the oceans that is blissful to behold and experience. The following sections of the myth contain skilfully blended Christian and pagan motifs.  The Island which the faerie describes is a sheer utopia; it is a place ‘without grief, sorrow sickness nor death’ (IB 10) which parallels the Christian otherworld or ‘New Earth’ in Revelation (21:4) although, such ‘Happy Otherworlds’ are a common theme in ancient mythologies.  Before disappearing, the faerie commands Bran not to delay, (IB 30-31) but to embark at once upon a voyage of discovery to this Island.  Bran responds immediately and sets sail towards the mystical island.  Islands as ‘otherworlds’ play an important role in ancient Celtic/Medieval mythology. Particularly in the Imram Curaig Máil Dúin. The Imram Brain (v.25) describes some 150 of these exotic peripheries, the Imram Máil Dúin lists some 35 magical islands.  From an historical perspective this was the age of pilgrimage and penance; it was also an era when the gospel of Christ was being spread throughout the British Isles and this aspect would have almost certainly influenced the portions of the earlier Celtic myths. 
After two days of sailing he is approached by an ethereal charioteer named Manannan, son of Ler and his invisible army who tells them that they are on their way to Ireland where he was to have a son named ‘Mongan, Son of Fiachna’.  This boy would grow to become a mighty warrior (IB V.32-59) and would possess Christ-like attributes. The likeness to Christ is soon superseded by a return to what are strictly pagan elements.  Mongan is described as a shapeshifter; able to transform into dragons, wolves and leaping salmon (IB v52-55); perhaps a motif of ancient Celtic pantheism where every animal was deemed to have a divine aspect to its existence.  Mongan is thus presented simultaneously as both a Christlike child of prophecy and the archetypal Celtic Hero-Warrior 
The men arrive at the Island of the Laughing Folk that appears in both the Imram Brain and the Imram Máil Dúin; a curious, nightmarish island of laughing people (IB v 61).  In both tales one of the crew members goes ashore to greet the people of the isle but becomes cretinous like them and is abandoned, while protagonist continues with their adventures.  They sail on and reach the island of women.  Cautiously the men hold off docking, but the faerie woman casts out a twine of string which sticks to Bran’s hand and they are forced to dock and dismount. The paradise island where food on platters replenishes itself and there are beds for every man and where they wonted for nothing (IB v62). 
The men lose all track of time; time in the otherworld is presented as irrelevant; they believe their sojourn to have lasted a year when in fact they had been there centuries (IB v 62, 65). Eventually, a sense of homesickness begins to overpower Nechtan, son of Collbran and he begs Bran to return to Ireland and the men set sail again.  They arrive at Srub Brain; modern day Staoove, West of Kerry or Shruve Brin at Lough Foyle.  Here they introduce themselves to a man on the shore.  The man tells them that they been gone so long that they are now mere myth (IB v 64). Unable to contain himself, Nechtan leaps from the coracle but the moment his feet touch the shore he crumbles into a pile of ashes (IB v65).  Bran and his men realise they have been gone so long that they can survive now only in the otherworld. The local people gather on the shore and Bran records his adventures in poetic form and in the script of Ogam and gives them to the living that they might be remembered.  Unable to return to their homeland, Bran and his men set sail back into the magical realm of the otherworld. What became of them, whether they explored other islands in the ocean or returned to the island of Women is left for the audience’s imagination, but, “…from that hour his wanderings are not known.” (IB v 66). 
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