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On Immram Bran 
The tale is one of the earliest known tales of the Immrama or voyage type tale. Immram translates literally to ‘rowing around’[footnoteRef:19973]. The Voyage of Bran is one of the earliest examples of a voyage tale as it is thought to have been written in or around the 8th century. While the tale is an example of an early Immram or voyage tale, it also shares characteristics with an Echtrae. An Echtrae is defined as ‘an outing, an excursion’.[footnoteRef:25308] Immram Bran almost stitches together elements of a classic voyage tale and a tale to a divine world with influences of both pre-Christian pagan themes and Christian spiritual themes. There are elements of the story that evokes images of spirituality that is associated with more than one faith or culture. The tale begins with Bran noticing music ‘such was its sweetness’ around him. The idea of sweet music surrounding someone evokes images of angels or a heavenly messenger just as they appear in Christian stories. For instance, in the Book of Revelations in the Bible, there is a description of a vision of heaven. The vision of heaven describes “four living creatures”, possibly angels, who each hold a harp[footnoteRef:968] – an instrument that also is iconic to both Irish and wider Celtic culture.[footnoteRef:31466] Similarly, while Immram Bran mentions the birth of a son, it was an angel that was sent to deliver the news to Mary of her son Jesus in Christian stories. This image of music and angels sets a solid parallel between the biblical interpretations of music and angels, and Bran’s encounter with the silver branch, and the woman that informs him of the land without want or decay, known as the Land of Women.    [19973:  Lewis, B. Immram Brain, Echtrae Connlai: the scholarship of immram and echtrae, (20 December 2013)
 ]  [25308:  Ibid. ]  [968:  Revelation, n.d. Online: New International Version, Chapter 5. [Date accessed: 15.02.2020]]  [31466:  Kleinerman, S., 2008. By Degrees the Castles Are Built: Early Music in Ireland: The Magazine of Historical Performance The Magazine of Historical Performance The Journal of Early Music America. Early Music America, 14(3), pp. 33-36 [Date accessed: 18.02.2020]] 

 
Bran falls asleep to the sounds of the music and wakes to find a branch of silver with white blossoms. The Silver branch also appears in other Irish tales, namely Immacallam in dá Thuarad and Cormac’s Adventure. This is another clue as to the tale's audience that Bran’s voyage is destined to be one to the Celtic otherworld in her work the silver bough in Irish legends. In her work, Hull draws parallels between the silver branch that Bran comes into contact with in Immram Bran and a Roman legend that features a golden bough that is used to enter an otherworld.[footnoteRef:5482] Through this, we can see the association of metal bough-like object and their significance in entry to the gateway of otherworlds across cultures. This further cements the idea that the Voyage of Bran is a tale of adventure and discovery, but also one that is embellished with themes of spirituality, and themes of spirituality that can be drawn parallel to phenomena of a biblical theme.   [5482:  Hull, Eleanor (December 1901), "The Silver Bough in Irish Legend", Folk-Lore, 12 (4): 431–445 [Date accessed: 15.02.2020]] 

 
It is also suggested that the idea of a voyage in itself can be a spiritual act. It is said that the term Immram can be an act ‘motivated by religious reasons … either of penitential nature or simply to come closer to God by leaving one's country and family behind’[footnoteRef:16338]. This idea is interesting, as a penitential motivation to take a voyage to a land without sin or want – the Land of Women – evokes ideas of a heavenly plane that is free of pain. It is also interesting that it is almost as if Bran was chosen by the woman with the Branch to enter this otherworld. It is almost similar to the idea of being judged by God, but instead in this hybrid tale of native Celtic themes and Christianity, Bran is judged and chosen not by a Christian depiction of God, but by a woman. The otherworld that Bran and his men travel to is led by women. Perhaps another parallel that can be drawn between the interlaced dichotomy of themes in this tale is the idea that upon Bran and his party’s return to Ireland, much time had passed on the earth plane, while in the otherworld these many years had been hardly any time at all. While Bran and his party were given travel instructions by the leader of the otherworld, upon touching Irish soil, a member of Bran’s party turned to dust. Could it be that this is similar to a biblical punishment?   [16338:  Lrc.la.utexas.edu. 2020. Immram Brain 'Bran's Voyage'. [online] Available at: <https://lrc.la.utexas.edu/eieol/iriol/70> [Accessed 25 February 2020].] 

 
Overall, Immram Bran is an old voyage tale of adventure with heavily interlaced themes of native Celticism and Christianity. It is impossible to know its author, and whether its themes are so woven with varying spiritual themes because it was relayed by multiple parties. The tale is almost biblical in style in some parts. For instance, an interpretation of angels and the expectation of a son similar to the story of Christ evokes images in Christian beliefs, while the idea of the Land of Women, and the theme of music and its possible association with harps evoke images of a more Celtic nature. The voyage of Bran is perhaps the most peculiar hybrid of pre-Christian Ireland and Christian spirituality, and as a result is a tale that is steeped in spiritual themes, even if that spirituality is a contrast of more pagan themes and Christianity.
 


	
	
	



