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Celtic Otherworlds – Review of The Voyage of Mael Duin’s Coracle.

Author: Christopher Garwood (1102458)
Due Date: 5 April 2018


Many medieval Celtic voyage tales have a well-established Christian element to them.  However, there may also be elements described within them, particularly with respect to descriptions of their otherworld elements, that reflect other aspects of the lives of people at that time.  The Voyage of Mael Duin’s Coracle is a medieval Irish voyage tale which may demonstrate a mixture of both Christian and pagan encounters of the voyagers as they move through their journey as well as enhanced aspects of the real world.
The story centres around Mael Duin who is attempts to track down his father’s killer and undertakes a sea voyage with a number of others including his step brothers.  As they move from island to island, they encounter a range of creatures, people, and circumstances which conclude with Mael Duin forsaking revenge by embracing Christian ideals.  The exact dating of this story is not precise but Stokes notes that the earliest fragment of text seems to be from around 1100 while other fragments are form later periods and it seems reasonable to presume that the story itself existed in oral form from much earlier.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  ‘The Voyage of Mail Duin’ (Introduction and Chapter I – XIX), edited and translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, Tome IX (1888), pp. 447-448.] 

There are only a few explicit references to God in Mael Duin.[footnoteRef:2]  However there appears to be other imagery that could justifiably be described as being of Christian source.  For example, the number three is significant and frequent throughout the text as the usual number of days taken to sail from one island to another, three being a well-established reference to the holy trinity.  However, other imagery may not be so straightforward to interpret.  Chapter X has a reference to an apple which could be have Christian intent by its inclusion however apples also figure in Norse tales relating to goddess Idun and the consuming of apples by the Norse gods to keep themselves young.[footnoteRef:3]  Certainly the “Red short animals like swine” using their hindlegs to kick the tree are reminiscent of zoomorphic imagery coming from Scandinavia in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  ‘The Voyage of Mail Duin’ (Introduction and Chapter I – XIX), edited and translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, Tome IX (1888), pp. 447-495, and ‘The Voyage of Mail Duin’ (Chapter XX – XXXIV), edited and translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, Tome X (1888), pp. 50-95.]  [3:  ‘The Voyage of Mail Duin’ (Introduction and Chapter I – XIX), edited and translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, Tome IX (1888), pp. 473-475 and J. Lindow, Handbook of Norse Mythology (Oxford: ABC CLIO, 2001), pp. 198-199.]  [4:  As for example the Lewis Chessmen held at the British Museum, London. http://www.britishmuseum.org/about_us/news_and_press/statements/the_lewis_chessmen.aspx. ] 

There are some who interpret some voyage tales as representing interactions between the Irish and the Vikings.  Seamus Mac Mathuna summarises the opposing views of Orlandu and Dumville as to the connections between the Vikings and the Irish in The Voyage of St Brendan, the former arguing there was a connection and the latter refuting that claim.[footnoteRef:5]  An important point in to be considered is Thomas Clancy’s claim that there was a popular idea that the Vikings had “profound effects on the culture and particularly on the literature of early medieval Ireland” but that this was is “now virtually abandoned.”[footnoteRef:6] [5:  S. M. Mathuna, ‘Contributions to a Study of the Voyages of St Brendan and St Malo’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press 2000) pp. 158-159.]  [6:  T.O. Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea: Structure, Style and Intent in the Immrama’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) p. 196.] 

This abandonment may be well-founded if one focuses on the precise meaning of ‘profound effects.’  While there are clearly Christian elements to both Mael Duin and other voyage tales, this does not mean that all non-Christian influence is absent at least by modern assessments.  Clancy notes that in the story of Mael Duin, there is an “association of druids and violent men”, violence being rejected by the Christian faith.[footnoteRef:7]  With this link to what could be referred to as a pre-Christian element, it seems possible that other pagan links might exist although this example does not necessarily validate other connections. [7:  Ibid., p. 205.] 

It is impossible with available material to determine precisely what the author of Mael Duin intended in his descriptions of the otherworld of the voyage.  Similarities with other texts may provide some insight in terms of trends in descriptions and the inclusion of certain kinds of imagery.  However, caution is needed in this regard due to what appears to be a fragmentary nature to the texts and the likelihood that their origins are from an earlier oral tradition that may be subject to alterations in transmission over time. 
The Voyage of Bran is fragmentary and thus the original whole tale cannot be assessed with any precision.[footnoteRef:8]  However, of those parts of the story that remain, there is no clear indication of otherworld representations away form a strongly Christian environment, and one much more pronounced than in Mael Duin.  The mention of apples in the beginning of the tale is in a context that does not suggest any link to pagan imagery.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  The Voyage of Bran, Son of Febal to the Land of the Living, edited and translated by Kuno Meyer (London: David Nutt in the Strand, 1895).]  [9:  Ibid., p. 4.] 

The Voyage of St Brendan is perhaps closer to Mael Duin in terms of the island journeying than that of Bran.  However, with The Voyage of St Brendan there seem to be fewer descriptions of fantastical creatures or environments and the focus for the protagonist on the islands he visits is very much Christian in orientation.[footnoteRef:10]  There is nothing in the text that appears to have any connection with medieval Scandinavian influence.   [10:  ‘The Voyage of St Brendan’, translated by. D. O’Donoghue, Brendaniana (Dublin, 1893).] 

While two texts do not necessarily indicate a trend away from any kind of Viking connection, they do suggest that perhaps the otherworld in Mael Duin is merely a series of trials with no connection to pagan Scandinavia.  However, this author would argue that enough specifics of the Mael Duin tale’s origin are still not clear that an influence of some kind on the writer by general societal interactions between Vikings and the Irish cannot be dismissed as having an influence on Irish writing of an otherworld.  The consideration of these other two texts highlights and important element in trying to interpret the nature of the otherworlds described therein.  Context provided by the rest of the text is important in identifying possible links although confirmation of such remains elusive.
Modern readers cannot know with any certainty what the intent of the author of Mael Duin was in choosing the descriptions he did.  However, the suggested timing of the of the written version of the text by Stokes may suggest that interactions between the Irish and the Vikings had by then existed for some time.  While there is a definite Christian element to the work, that Christian element seems more centred on morality than dogma and there is also enough imagery that seems reminiscent of that coming out of Scandinavia at the same time to make a connection possible.
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