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 Assignment Two : Analyse a range of motifs found in one version of the life of any saint from the Celtic regions.

  The saint’s life I have chosen is that of St. Brendan of Clonfert , St. Brendan the Navigator. 
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The sources for the life of St. Brendan , apart from the Irish Calendars and Martyrologies, are ,a  Life of Brendan in several Latin and Irish versions (Vita Brendani / Betha Brenainn ) and the better known ,  Voyage of Saint Brendan the Abbot (Navagatio sancti Brendani abbatis). The Lives and Voyage of St. Brendan attest to the popularity of St.Brendan and his cult but give little reliable information about the actual St. Brendan. Gearoid O’Donnchadha argues that St. Brendan over-shadowed St. Patrick but was  successfully air brushed out from his rightful premier position as the saint of Ireland  by the political machinations of Muirchu and others in their quest to promote the hegemony of Armagh through promoting St. Patrick[footnoteRef:1]. There are seven surviving versions of the Vita and apart from two of them they are conflated with the more popular Navagatio.[footnoteRef:2] The surviving copies of the Vita date from the end of the twelfth century. The Navagatio, scholars believe, is of an earlier date and was probably written in the second half of the ninth century. Approximately, one hundred and twenty-five copies of the Navagatio survive written in various European languages dating from the twelfth century to the eighteenth century, such was its popularity. The Navagatio was the equivalent of what today would be referred to as a best seller. The Navagatio has but a mere sprinkling of biographical details relating to St. Brendan. The Navagatio’s main focus is one episode in the Life of St.Brendan. The Navagatio relates the seven-year voyage of St. Brendan in search of  the Promised Land of the Saints( Terra repromissionis sanctorum). I have chosen , in answer to the assignment, to focus on the Navagatio and an analysis of the motifs found therein. [1:   O’Donnchadha Gearoid, “St. Brendan of Kerry, the Navigator” His Life and Voyages . Four Courts Press, Dublin 2004. 31-32.]  [2:  Of the Latin Lives only one known as the Second Salmanticensis Life ( or Vita Altera )is unconflated. Unfortunately, however, it is heavily abbreviated. Only one short Irish life known as The First Irish Life is unconflated and that is found in The Book of Lismore.] 

The tale of the Navagatio is echoed in the legends and myths of other cultures. The Illiad and Odyssey of Homer,  the Aeneid of Vergil, the Arabian Tales of Sinbad the Sailor,Jason and the Argonauts, Ovid’s Metamorpheses and even into relatively modern time with James Hilton’s Lost Horizon. Journeys on the high seas or in the case of Lost Horizon an air journey in the stratosphere full of adventures,  trials and tribulations. The Navagatio, however, comes from a genre peculiar to Ireland, the Immram (immrama in plural form). Immram means rowing about , voyaging on the sea. The Navagatio is a mixture of genres, a fusion of immram , echtrae (echtrai in plural form)adventure and fis, visions, and hagiography. The Voyage of St. Brendan was written by an unknown author in the ninth century about a monk, an abbot, who lived three centuries earlier in the sixth century. The original Navagatio is written in a clear mostly neutral Latin idiom. It is clearly the work of a single ,immensely gifted, and original author who would appear to have been a monk. That he was an Irishman is evident from his use of genealogical and topographical details as well as from some words and names  - for example the great fish,Jasconius,whose name is from Old Irish i asc fish – and the occasional instance where it is suspected that the Latin syntax represents a calque on Old Irish sentence structure”.[footnoteRef:3] [3:   Barron W.R.J.and  Burgess Glyn S., editors, The Voyage of Saint Brendan, Representative Versions of the Legend in English Translation. University of Exeter Press, 2002.P15


15] 

If the dates of St. Patrick are taken as from 461 to 493, St. Brendan was born nine years before the death of St. Patrick in 484 and died in 575 at the immense old age of ninety-one.[footnoteRef:4] The Navagatio describes St.Brendan’s diet as being of the roots of plants, a vegan diet, and considering St. Brendan’s longevity a diet conducive, it would seem, to promoting long life ! Tralee , in the county of Kerry is given as St. Brendan’s place of birth. Not of humble birth ,St. Brendan was born to parents Findlug,father, and Broinngheal, mother, who were free and well-born. We learn in the Vita that St. Brendan’s mother had a vision before his birth of her bosom being filled with pure gold and shining like white snow (Broinngheal, her name, means white breast). Bishop Erc  foretold that this vision meant that  St.Brendan would be filled with the grace of the  Holy Spirit and his birth a propitious sign for all. After weaning, and christening by Bishop Erc, Brendan was placed in the fosterage of St. Ita for five years where he was schooled in a love of God, prayer , humility, and charity. Even at this tender age, we learn that angels were often seen descending and ascending upon St.Brendan, signs of his special status. These motifs confirmed, if confirmation was needed, for the readers or hearers of the Vita  that St.Brendan was destined for great achievements. St. Brendan’s education was continued by Bishop Erc who brought him to a love of Holy Scripture and a knowledge of Latin the lingua franca of the Church and ecclesiastics. Bishop Erc then directed Brendan to St Jarlath to deepen his spirituality and train him for  life as a monk. St. Jarlath , however, recognised in St. Brendan a person of such grace and spiritual depth that rather than St. Brendan learn from him he would learn from St. Brendan. During his sojourns with Bishop Erc and St. Jarlath, St. Brendan performed an abundance of miracles all of which burnished and enhanced his reputation as a man of holiness , a man to learn from and a man to emulate. Ordination by Bishop Erc  and St. Brendan’s trajectory in the founding of monasteries was launched. [4:  Barron W.R.J. and Burgess Glyn S. .The date of Brendan’s birth varies slightly depending on the source e.g. The Annals of Inisfallen  give his birth date as 486. Most of the Annals agree that Brendan died in 575. ] 

One of the earliest references to St. Brendan is to be found in the Life of St. Colmcille by Adomnan (967 c.e.).It says of St. Brendan, “He was the greatest founder of monasteries of them all”.[footnoteRef:5] An even earlier reference, in the poem of St. Cuimin of Conor declares: “Brendan loved lasting devotion /According to his synod and equals/Seven years on the back of the whale/Severe was this mode of devotion”. David Camerarius in 1631 in the Calendar he wrote for King Charles 1 calls St. Brendan , “the Apostle of the Orkneys and the Scottish Isles”.[endnoteRef:1][footnoteRef:6] [5:  O’Donnchadha Gearoid,P. 13.]  [1: ]  [6:  O’Donnchadha Gearoid,P21.] 

There is general agreement among scholars that St.Brendan died in the year 575 c.e. and that the Navagatio was composed in the ninth century c. 780-800 c.e. three centuries later . The surviving copies of the  Vita date from the twelfth century but a reading of these strongly suggests that a copy of his life existed before the year 1000. Whatever is the case both the Life and the Navagatio were probably based on oral traditions.
The over-riding motif in the Navagatio is one of journey . The seven-year journey undertaken by St. Brendan and his fourteen intrepid fellow monks in search of Terra repromissionis sanctorum, the Promised Land of the Saints. The Navagatio is deeply allegorical employing the metaphor of journey to reflect on life as a journey, from birth to death , the monastic journey of the monk, which was one of prayer, following the seasons of the liturgical calendar, obedience and stability, stabilitas and stasis, being anchored , based in one place.
 For others, for example, Tim Severin in The Brendan Voyage, Geoffrey Ashe In the Land to the West : St. Brendan’s Voyage to America ,Paul H. Chapman’s The Man who Led Columbus to America; George A. Little’s Brendan The Navigator: An Interpretation, to name but a few, read the Navagatio as an actual happening , an actual account of a pre Columbian voyage to the Americas predating Christopher Columbus( Cristobal Colon, Spanish, or Cristoforo Colombo, Italian), by several hundreds of years.
Locations mentioned in the text of The Navagatio have been equated , identified(particularly by Paul H. Chapman, Carl Sauer and Tim Severin) with places on what is known as the Stepping Stones route to North America: The Hebrides, the Faeroe Islands, Iceland, Greenland . The Faeroes are seen as the Island of Sheep and Paradise of Birds, the Isle of Smiths as Iceland, the crystal pillar as an iceberg , the coagulated sea as an icepack, the sea monsters as whales.
Tim Severin, perhaps inspired by Thor Heyerdahl and the Kontiki expedition, went a step further by re-enacting St. Brendan’s voyage. From a close reading of the Navagatio a curragh was constructed , a crew selected and through many trials and tribulations and what Severin called “Brendan Luck” a successful voyage was completed by landing on Peckford Island, Newfoundland , Canada in June 1977.Tim Severin’s “Brendan Voyage” does little more than add verisimilitude that voyages on the Atlantic Ocean reaching the Faeroes, Iceland , Greenland and perhaps North America by Irish monks and others had been undertaken. It does not prove that St. Brendan and his companions actually undertook such a journey.
The enduring message, theme, of the Navagatio is the life journey of a monk : a life of prayer ,framed by the liturgical year of Christmas, Lent, Easter and Pentecost , a life of obedience to God, and the abbot as God’s representative, a life of stability , remaining in one place i.e. the monastery, a life of faith and trust in the providential goodness of God.
The ox hide covered boat in which Brendan’s voyage was accomplished can be seen as the monastery in microcosm. St.Brendan and his fourteen compadres recite faithfully the Divine Office ,the Liturgy of the Hours :lauds, Prime, Terce, Sext, None, Vespers, Compline and Matins which structures and punctuates the day of the monk with times of prayer when other tasks and preoccupations are set aside. At these times the monks engage in divine praise of God e.g. “In the morning when the brothers had hurried to Divine Office” [footnoteRef:7]; and” So it was for vespers – they chanted  all the time for the space of an hour . When dawn rose, they chanted : May the radiance of the Lord our God be upon us! With the same tune and for the same length of time as at matins and lauds. Likewise, at terce they chanted the versicle , Sing praise to our God, sing praises ! Sing praises to our King. Sing praises in wisdom.” “At sext they chanted : Shine your countenance Lord upon us and have mercy on us . At nones they chanted : How good and pleasant it is that brothers live together as one !”.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Chapter vi , line 66 of The Latin Version of the Navagatio ,translated by John J O’Meara ]  [8:  Ibid xi , lines 75-85 ] 

As the Divine Office , Liturgy of the Hours, structured the monk’s day the year is structured by the Liturgical Calendar : Christmas , Lent ,Easter and Pentecost. Every year Brendan and his community of fourteen  celebrated the high Festivals of the Christian year in the same places or in the case of Jasconius , the giant sea creature, in the same spot on the ocean with the emphasis on prayer, celebration and ritual : Christmas in St. Ailbe’s Community ; Lent on the island of their Faithful Steward; the Easter Triduum is split between the Isle of Sheep, Jasconius and the Paradise of Birds; Pentecost on the Island(Paradise) of Birds. Thus, the motifs of stabilitas and stasis are emphasized time and again in the narrative of the Navagatio. Stability is one of the three vows that monks take , the other two being obedience and conversatio morum (conversion of life). Stability means a commitment to staying in the same monastery for life; obedience signifies obedience to the authority of the Abbot and the rules of the monastery; the conversatio morum vow includes celibacy , owning nothing of oneself and a commitment to strive for spiritual growth and a deepening of one’s relationship with God. The locations where the Festivals are celebrated are reached by the monks rowing. The rowing  is measured in the temporal times of forty days, seven days and three days biblical numbers thus echoing scripture and the deeper allegorical meaning of the Navagatio to the monastic life.
There is a tension between the emphasis in the Navagatio composed three centuries after St. Brendan’s death, on stabilis and stasis and to the practice of perigrinatio pro amore Dei (meaning pilgrimage for the love of God or wondering for the love of God) which prevailed at the time of Brendan in the sixth century three centuries earlier. Perigrinatio was much practised  and was a significant concept in Irish Christianity in St. Brendan’s time. Indeed, St. Brendan was an arch proponent of the concept as were St. Columba(aka St Columcille),St Columbanus, St Fridolin, St. Fursey and St. Gall to name but a few. The Navagatio is an echo of the Perigrinatio a nod to the practice of “get up and go” of Irish monks at that time. However, three centuries later when the Navagatio was written The Rule of Tallaght and the Celi De reform movement were in sway which promoted monastic reform . Mael Ruain , the founder of the Tallaght monastery, was a leading figure in this reform .Perigrinatio was no longer favoured and a stricter more disciplined , stable form of monastic life held sway. A monastic life which emphasized stasis , liturgical prayer and manual labour. Thus, in the Navagatio is the echo of monasticism from the time of St.  Brendan and the Celi De Reform coexisting as it were in the journey to Terra repromissiones sanctorum.
St. Brendan chose from his monastic community a crew of fourteen monks (with St. Brendan a total of fifteen) to search out and reach their grail of the Promised Land of the Saints. However, as St. Brendan and companions prepared to embark and sail, “three brothers from his own monastery came up”[footnoteRef:9] and pleaded with him, “Father, leave us free to go with you. For we have decide to be pilgrims for the days of our life  that remain”.[footnoteRef:10] “When the man of God saw their trouble, he ordered them to enter the boat saying: ‘Your will be done my sons.’ “And he added: I know why you have come. One of you has done something meritorious, for God has prepared a suitable place for him. But for you others he will prepare an hideous judgement.”[footnoteRef:11] This motif of supernumerary figures fulfils the function of extras who are destined for a different fate , perhaps a warning of the fate that will befall monks who journey without permission or breach the rules of monastic life. This is an archetypical motif to be found in other immrama such as the Mael Duin and Bran although the supernumeraries in the other immrama are not monks. The motif is also seen in the episode involving the attempt by Cormac Ua Liathain to voyage north from Iona in the Vita Columbae. Although again the extras were not monks. Additionally, the brethren who depart without permission can be seen as  another exploration of the tension between pre Celi De and post Celi De monastic norms. Pre Celi De where the norm was perigrinatio (get up and go as the Spirit leads you) and post where the emphasis is on stabilitas and stasis, community living.  [9:  Ibid v , line 2 ]  [10:  Ibid v , lines 5 & 7]  [11:  Ibid v , lines 10-14] 

The first of the supernumeraries is found guilty of theft. Even though after his act of repentance and his reception of the “body and blood of the Lord”[footnoteRef:12] he dies his soul is saved, not dammed. Repentance is the significant motif in this instance. The second supernumerary ’s destiny is different .  This extra is invited, and he chooses to accept with alacrity,  to join the monastic community on the Island of the Three Choirs, “Embrace your brothers and go with those that summon you. It was a good hour that your mother conceived you ,seeing that you have decided to live with such a community.” [footnoteRef:13] [12:  Ibid vii , line 26]  [13:  Ibid xvii , lines 64-66] 

 Reconciliation and the post Celi De preference for community living,are perhaps the motifs here where the eremitic of pre Celi De chooses stabilitas and to live in community. The third supernumerary’s fate is different again for him an “hideous judgement”[footnoteRef:14] as predicted by St. Brendan at the beginning of the saga of the Navagatio. He is “snatched” and is carried off by a “multitude of demons to be tormented and…set on fire among them.” St. Brendan observes , “Alas for you my son , that you have received such a fate as you have deserved while living.” [footnoteRef:15]Thus, for the third monk everlasting torment for his “impious life” was his destiny. Significantly, the fate of the third extra is juxtaposed with St. Brendan’s meeting and engagement with Judas Iscariot  the “most evil of traders”.St. Brendan’s engagement with Judas is but one the many allusions to the Hebrew scriptures and the New Testament to be found in the Navagatio  . The seven-year journey of Brendan echoes throughout its entirety incidents and happenings in the Bible. These echoes reinforce ,if reinforcement is needed, that St.Brendan’s journey is holy, sacred and intended for the reader or hearer to learn ,understand, to be edified or be reminded that within Holy Scripture there are lessons to be learnt for those with a discerning heart. The references elevate the Navagatio to a spiritual and theological level. Exodus 3 : 2-4 and the Burning Bush; psalms 40. 130, 147; The Book of Revelation 22:1” a river of the water of life”; Luke 22: 17-20, the Eucharist; the Forty years of the Israelites wandering in the desert as detailed in the Books of Exodus, Numbers and Deuteronomy are but a few examples.  [14:  Ibid v , line 14]  [15:  Ibid xxiv , lines19-20] 

The purpose of St. Brendan’s journey was to seek out The Promised Land of the Saints. The inspiration for Brendan’s journey was St. Barrind and his account of his journey with Barrind’s disciple Mernoc ,“Steward of Christ’s poor” ,to the Promised land of the Saints. Barrind’s journey had been swift and short compared to that of St.Brendan’s which had taken seven years to complete. However, there is purpose in St. Brendan’s journey taking seven years for within that journey St. Brendan and his companions experienced many vicissitudes , life lessons where the lessons to be learnt were faith, steadfast faith, in God and obedience to father Abbot, in this case St. Brendan: “Brothers do not fear , God is our helper, sailor, helmsman, and he guides us .Ship all the oars and the rudder. Just leave the sail spread and God will do as he wishes with his servants and their ship”[footnoteRef:16] and “Do not be afraid. You have little faith. God, who always defends us ,will deliver us from the mouth of this beast and from other dangers”[footnoteRef:17]; and “Do not be afraid . God is our helper. He will defend us on this occasion too”[footnoteRef:18]. Additionally, the seven years was a testing of their faith and a humbling of them to make them understand that “man does not live on bread alone , but on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord”[footnoteRef:19]. [16:  Ibid vi , lines 7-10]  [17:  Ibid xvi , lines 9-11]  [18:  Ibid xix , lines7-8]  [19:  Matt 4:4] 

The final leg of the Navagatio’s voyage, from the Island of the Steward to the Promised Land of the Saints, took forty days . The forty days an echo of the forty years the Israelites wandered in the wilderness before reaching “The Promised Land”. Nothing, not even the final stage of their adventure, was to be easy for St. Brendan and his intrepid band of monks. On reaching the land the voyagers found it enveloped in dense cloud which enveloped them too, “so one of them could hardly see another,”[footnoteRef:20] a reference to the cloud that enveloped Mount Sinai when Moses was summoned by God to meet with him. But “after the space of one hour a mighty light shone all around them” and the cloud evaporated for the  “light” that lit it was “Christ”. The penultimate chapter of the Navagatio reprises almost verbatim its first chapter: journey’s end , attainment of their grail i.e. reaching the Terra Promissionis,“ in my end is my beginning”[footnoteRef:21] . [20:  Ibid xxviii , lines 6-7]  [21:  T.S. Eliot :Four Quartets, Little Gidding] 

The Navagatio is a “cracking” good yarn not a devotional work, hence its popularity throughout the centuries . The Navagatio is a  tale of adventure of mortal dangers overcome, all with the ring of truth especially for the Tim Severins of this world. But at the same time the Navagatio is deeply allegorical . The vessel that transported St. Brendan can be seen as a microcosm of the monastery. The voyage of the Navagatio is cyclical reflecting the  rhythm of the monastic life structured diurnally by the canonical hours and annually by the liturgical seasons. The voyage has repeated references to the Hebrew scriptures and the new Testament . “Numerical values, whether measurements of time, space or populations, are always perfect numbers(three, seven or multiples thereof).”[footnoteRef:22]  . The enduring motifs are of journey, obedience , faith in God , the day structured by the Divine Office and the year by Christmas , Lent , Easter and Pentecost. The monks seen as cenobitic, alone with God but living in community, and not eremitic as in pre Celi De times when the evangelisation of Europe was achieved by the wandering, get up and go, monks of Ireland and Cornwall. Thus, although the Navagatio is a tale of adventure with dangers met and overcome subliminally the Christian view of life is there to both instruct and edify. The reputation of St. Brendan as monk, ascetic , man of God , abbot  himself is burnished and enhanced. The Navagatio is St. Brendan’s swan song as foretold by the Steward “the final day of your pilgrimage draws near that you may sleep with your fathers”[footnoteRef:23]as on his return to his native land St. Brendan is taken to his reward. JRR Tolkien in the final stanza of his poem “The Death of St. Brendan ” captures this moment well:  [22: Bray Dorothy Ann, The Other World Voyage in Early Irish Literature, Allegory in the Navagatio Sancti Brendani P178, line 100-102]  [23:  Ibid xxviii , lines 35-37] 

“In Ireland, over wood and mire
in the tower tall and grey
the knell of Cluain-ferta’s bell
was tolling in green Galway
Saint Brendan had come to his life’s end
Under a rainclad sky
And journeyed whence no ship return
And his bones in Ireland lie.”
 Thus, the Navigatio is a fusion of genres : immram, echtrae, fis and hagiography. A tale of action, adventure ,characterisation and derring-do, a tale of a hero, St. Brendan,  that has stood the test of time .
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