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To my beloved family (and other animals), and in
memory of Tim Robinson (1935–2020).

and this great planet passing upwards towards us
out this silence & drifting & blessing of the water
– Kamau Brathwaite, ‘Bermudas’

Then it’s one foot then the other, as you step out on the road.
How much weight? How much?
– Jane Siberry, ‘Calling All Angels’
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Preface

This book begins with a statement of bias, a confession: I am an islomane, a person, according to Lawrence Durrell’s tongue-in-cheek definition, who ‘finds islands somehow irresistible’, and for whom ‘The mere knowledge that they are on an island, a little world surrounded by the sea, fills them with an indescribable intoxication’ (1953, 1). I date the onset of this islomania to my arrival on the Mediterranean island of Malta in May 1973, a few days before my eighth birthday. My childhood memories up to that point are sporadic and monochrome, but as I stepped out into the bright sunshine and wave of hot air from the tarmac at Luqa airport, it was as if my world was suddenly translated into full colour and heightened recall; from then on my memories play like a Super 8 film, and at that moment my belief that islands are illuminating, revelatory places was born.

The two years that followed fostered in me a sense of islands as environments in which encounter with the natural world is invariably vivid and close. On trips around the Maltese archipelago, I witnessed what seemed to me then a never-ending abundance of marine life: bottlenose dolphins keeping pace with the boat; flying fish breaking the surface and skimming the waves; and, beneath the sea, thick fields of undulating seaweed interwoven with shoals of glittering fish. I returned to England in 1975 to the slow attrition of boarding school life and school holidays passed in the suburbs of a London overspill town. It was no wonder that Malta, along with its sibling islands Gozo and Comino, loomed so large in my mind then and in the years that followed.

Looking back, I see my stay on Malta, as the child of a Royal Navy family stationed on the island in the closing years of British occupation, as one of exceptional privilege, implicated in a long history of colonialism to which I was at that time largely oblivious. I also realise that my engagement with the place was increasingly coloured by the cultural stereotypes of islands so prevalent in the literature offered to children at that time. A box set of black-bound classics, which included abridged versions of Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels and Treasure Island, was a gift from my parents for my ninth Christmas. These books filled my head with the glamour of island adventure, as I ran wild on the ramparts of Fort St Angelo or climbed onto the tiny island of Comino from the shores of the Blue Lagoon.

This dual understanding – of being the child of colonial privilege and subject to such powerful cultural and imaginative forces – tempers what is, in many ways, an account of an island stay that falls hook, line and sinker for the kind of stereotypes that the field of island studies has, since its inception, challenged and cautioned against. Notions of islands as places of exploration, tabulae rasae for utopian dreamings and sites in which the self can be located and the ego infinitely expanded have, along with broader tropes of their remoteness, boundedness and isolation, played into the colonial project over the centuries, and legitimated a host of uses and abuses of island territories. They have been complicit in producing overarching narratives in which the histories of indigenous island communities and the specificity – social and ecological – of individual islands have been consistently elided. Such perspectives render suspect the condition of islomania, confirming Durrell’s comic sense of it as pathological, while also endowing it with other, darker connotations.

And yet, the attraction of islands endures: as special places, as topographies that call forth powerful responses, as terrains in which human and non-human lives are integrally and intimately connected and as locations in which human communities organise themselves in ways that frequently offer a corrective to mainland assumptions of dysfunction or irrelevance. For my own part, in travels closer to home, I have islands (and almost-islands) to thank for moments of intensity and exhilaration that are experienced rarely in a lifetime. Ramsey; Grassholm; Lundy; Mainland Orkney; Inishmore/Inis Mór; Great Blasket/An Bhlascaod Mór; Valentia; Bardsey/Ynys Enlli, Orford Ness – places where the past and present collide and new narratives emerge. It’s not a great list by the standards of committed island-goers, but I tell off the names like beads on a rosary.

As I write, it is almost fifty years since I first set foot on Malta, and my sense of islands as places of revelation now extends to an apprehension of them as barometers of change, as sites on the front line of the impacts of global climate breakdown and the desperate thinning of non-human life. I visited Malta again in 2019 and swam in the same waters; they seemed stripped bare of some of the richness I remembered from a half-century before, even considering the likelihood that those memories had been embellished by the years. But at the same time, and as I hope to show in this study of island-themed literature from around the British-Irish archipelago, islands also nurture unexpected forms of resilience and resistance. Many of the works studied here reflect a future orientation that gives the lie to any melancholy sense that these small patches of land in the north-eastern Atlantic have been left behind in the wake of modernity. Instead, they speak with great freshness and urgency about ways of being in the world, offering insights that might prove invaluable as we move into the heart of the twenty-first century and the unsettled waters of the Anthropocene.


Introduction

Islanders All

In his two-volume work, Stones of Aran: Pilgrimage and Stones of Aran: Labyrinth, Tim Robinson sets out to explore in as much detail as possible every aspect of Árainn, the largest of the Irish Aran Islands.1 He frames his inquiry in terms of a search for the ‘good step’ (2008 [1985], 20), which he defines as a human step ‘as adequate to the ground it clears as is the dolphin’s arc to its wave’ (20). Although he avoids any explicit insistence that ‘we learn to tread more lightly on the earth’ (19–20), he admits that the good step might encourage an attitude of environmental care. Indeed, in an interview following the publication of Pilgrimage, Robinson describes the book as being concerned with ‘finding a new way to relate to the earth’.2 Nevertheless, any new attitude to the earth will need to embrace both human and non-human histories. For Robinson, Árainn is ‘the exemplary terrain upon which to dream of that work, the guidebook to the adequate step’ (20, emphasis in the original), not just because there are dolphins in the island’s waters whose relationship with their environment is a model of unity but because Árainn itself is an archetype of human/non-human co-emergence. In Robinson’s view, the island is ‘of the world’s countless facets one of the most finely carved by nature, closely structured by labour and minutely commented by tradition’ (20), a place in which natural, social and cultural histories combine to striking effect.

Robinson’s overarching desire to find a new way of relating to the earth through his attentiveness to the multiple narratives of a particular island speaks directly to the concerns of both ecocriticism and island studies. Ecocriticism is an umbrella term for a range of environmentally oriented critical perspectives broadly concerned with the representation of environments and ecosystems and the human place within them. Bringing nuanced and differentiated approaches to texts of all kinds, ecocritics investigate existing ontologies about human-environmental relations, while also exploring alternative perspectives that, like Robinson’s good step, have the potential to generate more earth-aware behaviours.

Ecocritics’ concern with representation and environments is shared by island studies scholars, a foundational aim of their inquiry being to develop a critical theory of ‘islandness’, defined by an initiator of the field, Godfrey Baldacchino, as ‘the emergent distinctiveness or essence of islands’ (2020 [2018], xxv). Pete Hay, another key contributor to this interdisciplinary focus, argues that islands are ‘special places, paradigmatic places, topographies of meaning in which the qualities that construct place are dramatically distilled’ (2006, 31). One way of investigating such qualities, Hay suggests, is an ‘island phenomenology’ rooted in island life and practising a ‘multi-sensorial receptivity to that-which-would-be-known’ (33). In light of recent archipelagic perspectives, island studies scholars have augmented their interest in island particularity with a more complex, relational model, in which they seek ‘a site or viewing platform’ from which islands, archipelagos, and the seas that connect them can be ‘perceived and analysed afresh and anew’ (Stratford et al 2011, 114). Again, there are resonances with Robinson’s Aran books. The view in island studies of islands as distinctive places, the desire for expansive methodologies such as the one Hay proposes and the call for refreshed, relational perspectives all chime with Robinson’s identification of Árainn as exemplary, his aspiration to bring into a single narrative all that can be known about the place and his search for new ways of seeing that both encompass and reach beyond the island’s shores.

The correspondences between Robinson’s devoted approach to recording the histories of Árainn and the interests of island studies suggest that literary works may have much to offer to the investigation of islandness. However, the cultural representation of islands is a vexed area with a long, conflicted history. Baldacchino identifies the key components of islandness as ‘boundedness, smallness, isolation, fragmentation, and “amplification by compression” ’ (2020, xxv), the latter denoting the way in which life on small islands is ‘intense, distilled, exaggerated’ (Royle and Brinklow 2020, 9). It is not the case that island studies scholars attempt to refute these characteristics per se – they acknowledge that there are certain physical properties and effects common to islands, especially small islands. What they highlight is the problematic interplay between ‘materiality and metaphor’ (Baldacchino and Clark 2013, 129), in which these characteristics are extrapolated into cultural tropes and stereotypes of, for example, islands as empty, as places ripe for adventure or marked by inevitable dysfunction. These more metaphorical usages – often initiated and promulgated in literary form – have been seen as helping to legitimate the colonising projects of dominant nations over the centuries to the extent that ‘no other type of territory has been so affected by the colonial endeavour as islands’ (Baldacchino and Royle 2010, 140). Moreover, and in a way that renders the study of island representation more urgently relevant to ecocriticism, these colonial endeavours have often been accompanied by damaging environmental effects. Richard Grove identifies a growing recognition, especially from the mid-seventeenth century, of the destructive impacts of colonisation on the populations and natural environments of inhabited islands at the ‘colonial periphery’ (1995, 3), and of similar devastation wrought on previously uninhabited islands (5). Grove credits these island-based insights with fostering early forms of environmentalism and helping to shape Western conceptualisations of nature.

The association of islands with environmental risk and ecological insight has persisted and taken new forms as modern structures of neocolonial appropriation have emerged. Elizabeth DeLoughrey argues, following Donald Worster’s (1998) lead, that, as the devastation of island ecologies continued to play out in twentieth-century postcolonial settings, the modern concept of ecosystem ecology was developed in the ‘radioactive aftermath’ (2013, 167) of atomic weapons testing. The cultural framing of islands has been seen as encouraging and endorsing that testing. The detonation of nuclear bombs on the Pacific Marshall Islands by the U.S. military between 1946 and 1958 – described by Barbara Rose Johnston as an act of ‘nuclear colonialism’ (2015, 140) – was underpinned, DeLoughrey argues, by the ‘myth of island isolation’ (2007, 2) and by the conceptualisation of islands as ‘ultimately disposable’ (2013, 173). The testing has not only had serious and long-drawn-out consequences for the health of the islanders themselves but continues to make its mark, in tandem with the effects of nuclear detonations elsewhere in the world, including the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, upon the entire human species. Levels of radiocarbon found in tooth enamel as a result of above-ground nuclear explosions can be used to date the year in which any individual on the planet was born (Spalding et al 2005, 333).

It is no surprise that islands remain at the forefront of environmental thinking, given the early awareness of their vulnerability to anthropogenic devastation as well as more recent understandings of global ecological interconnectedness gained through highly destructive island-centred experimentation. Indeed, islands’ relevance may be greater now than ever before. Individual islands and archipelagos are on the front line of the effects of a heating planet, with communities such as those of Tuvalu, Kiribati, the Marshall Islands, the Carteret Islands, the Torres Strait Islands and the Maldives, among others, already experiencing the impacts of rising sea levels. In this context, islands have become ‘harbingers of planetary ecological change’ (DeLoughrey 2011, 1), and the image of fragile ‘island-earth’ (Bate 2000, 115) is increasingly used metonymically to figure the challenges facing the planet as a whole. ‘Ecologically’, write Baldacchino and Eric Clark, ‘we are all islanders now’ (2013, 131).

At the same time, however, new narratives are emerging from islands that foreground resilience rather than vulnerability. Island studies scholars are beginning to suggest that, environmentally speaking, islands may now be ‘unusually relevant, rather than unimportant backwaters, in the search for workable
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