Colin Audigé-Soutter  
HPCS7001 Celtic Otherworlds – from the Druids to the Monastic Voyage Tale.
– Task 1: Commentary on Immram Brain.

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.
Immram Brain is an Irish medieval voyage tale that survives in manuscripts dating from the 8th Century.  The central theme is the Otherworld journey, and as such much of the content is mythological featuring supernatural characters and wondrous locations. There are also strong Christian elements within the story which has led to academic discussion on the classification of Immram Brain as a native pagan Otherworld narrative, or a medieval allegory for Christian values. 
For the purpose of this commentary the Meyer translation will be used[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Kuno Meyer, The Voyage of Bran, Son of Febal, to the Land of the Living, An Old Irish Saga now first edited, with Translation, Notes, and Glossary, (London: D. Nutt, 1895), in sacred-texts.com <https://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/celt/vob/> [Accessed 2 February 2020]] 

The narrative consists of fifty-six stanzas of verse interspaced with sections of prose. The prose serves to advance the plot whilst the verse is voiced by one or more of the main characters and facilitates character development emotional impact. The story is short and focused on the action. There is very little background information given, which is suggestive that the audience may have already been acquainted with the characters and setting.
[bookmark: _Hlk34818358]It is important to first examine the labelling of the tale as an immram. Immrama[footnoteRef:2] is a genre of medieval Irish narrative characterised in structural terms by a sea voyage involving visits to otherworld islands. This is a fundamental feature of the immrama, which contrasts with the echtrai[footnoteRef:3] in which voyages form part of the plot but are not the central interest[footnoteRef:4]. In echtrae, the Otherworld aspect is key. The main protagonist is invited into the Otherworld, and rarely returns at the end of the story. Immrama feature the Otherworld only as part of the narrative, and the protagonist always returns home. In Immram Brian the protagonist – Bran –is invited to the Otherworld, participates in a sea voyage to two otherworld islands, and who, at the end of the tale, leaves Ireland forever. The mix of elements of both genres found in the narrative has led to controversy surrounding Immram Brain’s classification. Examination of the historical record adds further confusion as Immram Brain in some sources is referred to as ‘Imram Bruin meic Febail andso 7 a Echtra annso sis’ (‘The voyage of Bran son of Febul here and his adventure below’)[footnoteRef:5] using both the terms.   [2:  Singular immram. Literally ‘rowing about’.]  [3:  Singular echtrae. ‘Adventure’, ‘excursion’.]  [4:  Myles Dillon, Early Irish Literature (Chicago, 1948), pp. 101 and 124]  [5:  Jonathan M. Wooding (ed.) The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature: An Anthology of Criticism (Dublin, 2000), p. xii.] 

Whilst walking one day Bran hears music which lulls him to sleep. When he returns to his father’s hall a woman appears in ‘strange raiment’[footnoteRef:6] and sings of the Otherworld. She tells Bran to voyage to Tír inna mBan ‘the island of women’[footnoteRef:7]. Here we see parallels with other texts from the period. The gift of a magic silver branch, by a woman from the Otherworld, to travel to the land of women which is ‘without grief, without sorrow, without death’[footnoteRef:8] is similar to Echtrae Condla in which Conle (heir to a kingdom) is invited to a land where there is ‘no death or sin’ by a woman from this land in ‘an unknown garment’[footnoteRef:9].  [6:  §2, Note: all Sections refer to the Meyer text.]  [7:  §30]  [8:  §10]  [9:  Kim McCone and National University of Ireland, Maynooth. Department of Old Middle Irish, Echtrae Chonnlai and the Beginnings of Vernacular Narrative Writing in Ireland (Maynooth, 2000), ] 

From §32 Bran begins his voyage. Whilst sailing he meets Manannán Mac Lir riding on a chariot over the sea. He tells Bran that the Otherworld surrounds him but that he cannot see it, describing the sea as a flowery plain[footnoteRef:10] and the salmon are calves and lambs[footnoteRef:11]. He also describes the birth of Christ and of his own son Mongán[footnoteRef:12]. Wooding uses the revelation that the sea is in fact a flowery plain to underline the idea of the Otherworld being a Christian allegory for “the promised land”. Manannán Mac Lir who walks across the sea which is both paradise and the sea that surrounds it which has parallels to Moses and links Mongán the birth of Christ[footnoteRef:13].  [10:  §33]  [11:  §41]  [12:  §48-59]  [13:  Jonathan M. Wooding, ‘Reapproaching the Pagan Celtic Past – Anti-Nativism, Asterisk Reality and the Late-Antiquity Paradigm’, Studia Celtica Fennica, VI (2009), p. 70.] 

Bran then reaches Inis Subai ‘the Island of Joy’[footnoteRef:14]. One of the crew is sent to investigate the island and begins to act as the inhabitants do, not speaking to the crew, only gaping at them. The man is then abandoned on the island. Here we are reminded of Immram Máele Dúin which features a visit to an island where a crew member goes ashore to investigate, and cannot stop laughing, does not recognise his crew, and is left behind. Furthermore, Tír inna mBan also features in both stories, and in both cases the leader of the women employs the use of a magic clew to trap or draw the protagonists and their crews to the island.  [14:  §61] 

Eventually Bran and his men leave the island of the women to try to return home. However, upon reaching Ireland they find that they have been gone so long that memory of them has passed into myth. Bran recounts his tale to the people on the shore and sails away ‘And from that hour his wanderings are unknown’[footnoteRef:15]. His ambiguous departure, presumably to return to the Otherworld underlines the departure from normal immram structure. [15:  §66] 

Mac Cana believed Immram Brain’s label echtrae to be older and therefore more correct, emphasising the pagan otherworld element to the tale[footnoteRef:16]. Dumville supports this assertion, arguing that Immram Brain is pagan in origin and has become corrupted by Christian monks reinterpreting native material[footnoteRef:17]. This is refuted by Carney who believes that Immram Brain is a Christian allegory clearly linking the birth of Christ and the birth of Mongán mac Fiachna. The Otherworld is an allegory for Christian heaven and Bran’s exit at the end is the acceptance of Christian salvation[footnoteRef:18].  [16:  Proinsias Mac Cana The Learned Tales of Medieval Ireland (Dublin, 1980), p. 53.]  [17:  David N. Dumville, ‘Echtrae and Immram: Some Problems of Definition’, Ériu, 27 (1976), pp. 85–86.]  [18:  James Carney, Studies in Irish Literature and History (Dublin, 1955), p. 282] 

Scholars remain divided on the question of whether Immram Brain offers a glimpse into a pre-Christian Ireland or represents a repackaging of Christian ideas in the cultural language of the time. 
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