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Abstract:

My thesis, Slowly Westward: A Journey Through A Folded Landscape, is made up of two dis-
tinct parts. The first part contains three essays which recount some of my journeys through 
the Irish landscape. The second part is a photobook which is made up of images taken during 
my time spent travelling through the island of Ireland. During the 19th century Ireland be-
came the first country in the world to have a detailed map made of its entire surface. As this 
map was made by a colonial power, it led to a number of issues regarding representation, 
translation and con- struction.

The first text, Bull Island, looks at the unintended physical consequences that colonial sur-
veys had on Dublin bay with the construction of a sea wall which inadvertently led to the 
development of Bull Island. This text also refers to Allan Sekula and his approach of Critical 
Realism. The second text, Croghan, deals with the construction of contemporary Ireland 
and looks at artists including Sean Keating, who dealt with ideas of national self-represen-
tation in a post-indepen- dence Ireland. The third text, Inishark, recounts a journey to the 
abandoned island of Shark which was initially only partially mapped. Here I was looking for 
a space beyond the effects of the maps. This essay includes references to Tim Robinson’s 
re-mapping of the Irish west coast and John Berger’s thoughts on the connection between 
photography and time.

The accompanying photobook is my personal response to my time spent travelling through 
this deeply layered space. The book is not sequenced chronologically or geographically. 
Rather it is made up of images reconfigured into a sequence which draws into question the 
contested na- ture of Ireland, and its numerous histories, representations and interpreta-
tions.
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PROLOGUE



“The shoreline, as I could see even from 
the small-scale map, was exceedingly 
complicated, with many headlands and 
islands, deep bays and long ramifying 
inlets. I soon discovered that the islands 
had other smaller islands off them, the 
inlets had lesser creeks opening into 
them, the headlands bifurcated, trifur-
cated, polyfurcated; the only regularity 
was irregularity, this coastline present-
ed itself to me as a challenge; it boasted 
of being unmappable. And that suggest-
ed to me that I should walk its entire 
length, which I did, over some years, 
piece by piece, in a curious mixture of 
ritual and research.” - Tim Robinson

A field, a mountain, a riverbank, ditch, 
hedge, inlet, stream, etc, any natural 
space will mean a thousand different 
things to a thousand different people. 
Our understanding of land is based not 
only on how land is depicted and pre-

sented to us but how it is interpreted by 
each individual. Be it a painting, a sculp-
ture, a map, or a photograph, there is a 
certain impossibility inherent  in any at-
tempt to achieve a universal understand-
ing or interpretation of land through any 
form of representation. This is because 
we all hold unique relationships to land 
based on a number of factors including 
our social, cultural and historical back-
grounds. As Robinson suggests, this ir-
regular, polyfurcated landscape we in-
habit is not only physically irregular but 
also uniquely internally irregular to each 
one of us. 

During the nineteenth century, the is-
land of Ireland became the first country 
in the world to have a highly detailed 
map made of its entire surface. The 
British Empire, who controlled Ireland 
at the time, attempted the impossible, 
mapping the unmappable. They intend-
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ed to represent land using a single con-
trolled mythology which in turn would 
lead to a single unified interruption of 
the island of Ireland. The affects this 
operation had, not only for Ireland, but 
for the world was unprecedented. It 
ushered in a new colonial methodology 
of ideological and physical dominance 
over land by attempting to control how 
land is represented. Many of the meth-
ods used to map the world though the 
19th and 20th century were, some of 
which are still in use today, were devel-
oped in Ireland during this time.

Using an old map which listed the orig-
inal triangulation points, I travelled to 
the sites where readings for the first Ord-
nance Survey (OS) maps of Ireland were 
made. By seeing what the surveyors saw, 
by standing exactly where they stood, I 
intended to gain an insight into what 
Ireland looked like before it became a 
translated, controlled, archived, folded 
paper landscape. Working in the space 
between how Irelands cartographic his-
tory is remembered and how the docu-
ments created by the OS are presented 
as definitive historical facts, I wanted to 
question what happened to the island of 
Ireland. In a sense my goal was to see the 
unseeable, Ireland as it was rather than 
Ireland as it is now, which is a layered 
and constructed, anglicised, reinterpre-
tation of the island. This work is a record 
of some of my journeys across the island. 
It is presented as a series of essays which 
flow from my own observations made 
while walking, through the history of 
the mapping of Ireland, to the post-in-
dependence works of critically engaged 
artists and onto the affects the maps had 
on the construction of modern-day Ire-
land. 

The work is presented as a collection 
of three essays and a fourth book of im-
ages. Bull Island recounts a walk I rou-
tinely make while in Dublin. I walk up 

and down the coast of a 5km long island 
which did not exists two hundred years 
ago. The island is the by-product of an 
early colonial mapping and construc-
tion project in Dublin bay. The text 
shifts between my walk on that new con-
structed land, the history of the OS in 
Ireland, while also considering the criti-
cal photographic practice of Allan Seku-
la. If Part One looks at colonial Ireland, 
part two Croghan, deals with the affects 
map-making had on the development 
of contemporary post-colonial Ireland 
and the state initiated infrastructure 
projects which quickly followed Irish in-
dependence in 1921. In the text I travel 
to a triangulation point which is in the 
middle of a depleted bog which was used 
to harvest peat for a fossil-fuelled pow-
er station. This text looks at the critical 
works of Sean Keating and his work sur-
rounding the nation building projects of 
20th century Ireland. Part three, Inis-
hark is the final journey which I under-
took as part of this work. It is the story 
of my journey to the island of Shark, an 
island that was forgotten. Being a small 
westerly island of Irish speakers, Shark 
was never a priority for inclusion on 
the maps of Ireland and was eventually 
abandoned. This text looks at the con-
nection between time, photography, 
and place. The island of Shark function-
ing as an analogy for a lost way of life 
which the mapping of Ireland brought 
to an end. Together the works follow an 
arc of new land, mapped land, forgotten 
land. 

Apart from the images which are fea-
tured in the texts, there is a further 
standalone photobook. This book is not 
sequenced geographically or chrono-
logically, rather it is a collection of im-
ages which aim to act as my personal 
response to my time spent traversing 
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BULL ISLAND





It is not so much a fog, I wouldn’t say 
it is a mist either. It is some kind of sea 
haze. It permeates everything, taking 
the harshness out of the sun and absorb-
ing sounds. My own shadow is project-
ed onto the ground in front of me, a soft 
undefined silhouette. Everything is soft-
ened, nothing has an edge. Even the usu-
al sharp line of the horizon in nowhere 
to be seen. It is so silent out here in the 
morning that I can hear my watch tick. 
The tide gently laps against some rocks 
below me. The sound of my footsteps 
on solid concrete is about to change, 
two more steps, last one, and there is a 
hollow creak as I step onto the wooden 
bridge. They must have recently been 
doing some work on it, the old beams 
are almost black from use, while the 
new beams are unusually pale by com-
parison. The seconds tick by, the planks 
creak under my footsteps and the water 
gurgles under the bridge.  

I stop for a moment. From here, half-
way across the bridge, I can see across 
the bay. Southward the famous Pigeon 
house and its giant cooling chimneys 
rise up into the sky, not even today’s 
fog could fully disguise them. Following 
the horizon westward, I can just make 
out the Great South Wall stretching out 
from the mainland, the Poolbeg light-
house marking its end. I carry on along 
the wooden bridge, which connects the 
mainland to Bull Island. The bridge 
feels like a passage, a way of letting you 
know you are leaving the mainland be-
hind. One is entering a new and different 
place, a place that has to be separated 
from the rest. It is a barrier, a threshold 
to be crossed. 

Crack! A mussel falls from the sky and 
lands on the ground beside me, a crow 
circles overhead and lands on a hand rail 
in front of me. As I get closer the crow 
leaps into the air and lands on a power 
line on the opposite side of the road. The 

crows here have learned the difference 
between the hardness of the paved road 
and the sand, between the manmade 
wall, which I am walking on, and the 
subsequent sandy island that formed be-
cause of the wall’s construction. To de-
scribe it as a ‘wall’ may be a bit mislead-
ing, it is not a wall designed to separate 
people, block views or to demarcate a 
property boundary. It is a giant seawall, 
one that has a road built on top of it, the 
road I am now walking down. I continue 
on and the crow does not flinch as I walk 
past, he is just waiting for me to leave so 
he can check if his effort was enough to 
crack the mussels shell. 

Further down the path, a large hole has 
formed in the pavement. The wall is 
made up of large boulders that have been 
covered in layers of tarmac and con-
crete. The water can still make its way 
in around some of the boulders under 
the road surface. A recent storm must 
have taken back whatever was under the 
road, emptying out any loose material 
left between the boulders. I could prob-
ably fit into this hole but I carry on. 

Roughly halfway down the sea wall the 
road forks, a lower path to the left leads 
down to a beach. A metal barrier blocks 
car access to the rest of the wall as it ex-
tends out to sea. This is usually the point 
where people pull their cars half onto 
the curb in order to park. Following the 
lower path down, I step onto sand for 
the first time, no longer on a constructed 
road but on a track that has formed nat-
urally over the last two hundred years as 
sand has been deposited here. There are 
high reeds in the dunes to my left and the 
boulders that make up the seawall are to 
my right. Turning my back on the make-
shift carpark, the people on the wall, the 
city, I head down the sandy path. 

The sand is not very loose, roots from 
reeds and different grasses have taken 
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hold here. Closer to the wall, it is as if soil 
is beginning to form. For somewhere 
away from the city, it isn’t particular-
ly quiet here. There is almost always an 
eastern wind blowing in from the Irish 
Sea over the island, the reeds catch it 
like chimes. There is a constant cacoph-
onous rustle from the reeds that can be 
heard throughout the dunes. 

Walking to the end of the sandy access 
road, the beach appears. The North Bull 
Wall continues out to sea and out into 
the haze, I can’t see its end today. The 
almost empty beach spreads out to my 
left, it’s hard to gauge how big it is be-
cause of the weather today. Facing into 
it, I turn to begin my walk. Not that long 
ago, the walk I am undertaking would 
not have been possible, as recently as 
1800, not only did the sea wall not exist 
but this entire island didn’t exist. Where 
I am standing now would just have been 
the middle of Dublin bay, I would have 
to be swimming or in a boat to be in at 
this location. I never understood the 
importance of the North Bull Wall until 
recently, not only because it formed Bull 
Island, but because of the precedent it 
set for the rest of Ireland, and in turn the 
entire British Empire. 

By 1800, Dublin port had a problem, 
it kept filling up with sand and needed 
almost constant dredging [1]. The cur-
rents were depositing sand at the mouth 
of the port which stopped larger British 
ships from docking, meaning smaller 
ships were used to ferry goods to and 
from the larger ship as it waited offshore, 
a very inefficient method of supplying 
and extracting goods within one’s own 
empire. A commission was formed and 
a survey proposed, the goal of which was 
to create an up to date map of Dublin 
bay and highlight any relief works that 
could be carried out to stop the silting 
issue affecting the port. 

The survey was conducted by William 
Bligh, of Mutiny on the Bounty fame [2]. 
The book recounts the actual events 
surrounding the 1789 mutiny on HMS 
Bounty by the crew and the astonishing 
tale of survival of the captain and his loy-
alists who were cast-off into the Pacific 
Ocean in lifeboats. Years after somehow 
surviving this 4,000 mile open ocean or-
deal, Bligh was sent to another part of 
the then British empire, Dublin. One of 
the recommendations of the survey was 
the construction of a north wall to pre-
vent sand being deposited in the port. 
Considering the nature of the mission of 
HMS Bounty, to move non-native spe-
cies of breadfruit trees to different parts 
of the British empire as a cheap source 
of food for their African slaves [3], there 
can be little doubt that Bligh’s mind-
set was that of a colonialist. The survey 
and construction of the North Wall can 
be seen as nothing other than a colonial 
construction project, the main concern 
being the continued control and of Dub-
lin port and by extension, maintaining 
British control of Ireland.

It is unclear if Bligh gave any consider-
ation to the effects the construction of 
the North Wall would have on the local 
environment and geography, or if his 
singular focus was on completing the job 
at hand and making a recommendation 
that keep the port open. Relatively soon 
after the walls completion, sand began 
to deposit adjacent to Clontarf on the 
north side of the new wall. Bull island, 
the land I am now standing on, began to 
form. The effectiveness of this interven-
tion seems to have resonated with the 
British surveyors, the power and con-
trol inherent in mapping became clear 
and soon inspired a mission that would 
change Ireland, and the world, forever.

I head for the middle of the beach, where 
the sand is not too dry or loose, but not 
waterlogged either. Closer to the dunes, 
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there are tracks from a large excavator 
or tractor, it looks like they were out 
cleaning up after the storm. The debris 
has been pushed together into a few 
piles on the beach, consisting of most-
ly seaweed and driftwood but there are 
also bits of plastic packaging with differ-
ent languages on it, lost fishing gear and 
bits of styrofoam that has been rounded 
into an almost organic looking shape. 
They must have been out at sea for a 
long time. I walk over to see what else 
has been thrown up and a flurry of flies 
leaps off the dark mound, I wave them 
away from my face and a second later 
they settle back down onto the black pile 
of drying weeds. 

I continue walking down the beach. 
Around the halfway point, there is an-
other, more modern, causeway linking 
the island to the mainland. After this 
point you only really get people who are 
out here to be alone. I see a faint shadow 
further ahead in the fog, a person dis-
appearing and reappearing through the 
haze. A dog runs up from behind me, 
stops and stares, and then bounds off 
towards the dunes, his owner must be in 
there somewhere. There are a number 
of poles sticking out of the sand, met-
al poles that look like they used to have 
signs on them but surely not out here, 
there is nothing to tell anyone. Some are 
painted in distinctive black and white 
horizontal stripes, they may have been 
used to measure the tide or the way the 
island is developing. I walk closer to 
one of the poles and see that some dead 
flowers are sellotaped to it, wrapped up 
in crinkled plastic. They were not here 
a few days ago and I didn’t read about 
anything tragic happening out here, per-
haps they were left to remember some-
one who just loved coming out here. 

Howth head begins to appear in front 
of me, it is a high hill which marks the 
northern end of Dublin bay. Bull island 

is not connected to Howth (yet) so I can 
only look out across the water at it. The 
haze begins to clear the closer I get to 
the end of Bull island and details across 
on Howth start to become visible. The 
coast road, houses on the hill, the light-
house on the eastern side of the head-
land. On the very top of the hill there are 
a number of radio masts that I can just 
about make out against the sky. From 
being up there a few weeks ago, I know 
that at the base of these towers there is 
a concrete pillar. It looks like a bollard 
that you would see blocking vehicle ac-
cess in a city but it is on top of a hill in 
a grassy field, no car can get up here. It 
seems strangely out of place, both next 
to these modern radio masts but also be-
cause it has no obvious function.

Following on from Bligh’s successful 
survey of Dublin port, the idea of making 
detailed maps of the island of Ireland be-
gan to gain traction in London. With the 
initial intention of being able to more ac-
curately tax Irish landowners based on 
accurate property maps [4], a group of 
men from the British army were formed 
into what was called the Ordnance Sur-
vey (OS). Starting in 1824, the island of 
Ireland became the first country in the 
world to have a 6-inch to 1-mile scale 
map made of its entire surface [5]. The 
pillar on the top of the hill of Howth is 
a triangulation point, a concrete tripod 
used to mount cartographic equipment 
for taking readings. These ‘trig-points’ 
were put in place during a later re-trian-
gulation of the island in the1950’s but 
they are built on the exact sites of where 
the original readings were taken [6].

The Howth pillar is not unique, iden-
tical pillars can be found on most high 
points on the island of Ireland, and fur-
ther afield across the Irish Sea through-
out Scotland, Wales, and England. From 
any one of these points, two other trig 
points are visible, using specialist equip-
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ment and equations, triangles which 
cross the country could be calculated 
to give very accurate distance readings. 
The system and methods developed in 
Ireland would later be adopted as the 
methodology for future mapping proj-
ects across the British Empire and later, 
across the world [7].

The person I saw ahead of me earlier has 
turned around, they don’t look up as we 
pass each other. People don’t come out 
this far for a chance encounter and a 
chat, their eyes remain down on the sand 
as we swap places as the person furthest 
out on the island.

The maps created by the OS are funda-
mentally important not only as historical 
documents, but because they changed 
the course of Irish history, and that of 
other former British colonies, forev-
er.  From town planning, to road layout 
and energy generation and distribution, 
the maps became the foundation for a 
modern Ireland. In 1921, following the 
partition of Ireland into a southern Free 
State and a northern enclave, maps be-
ing used to draw the new border across 
the island, the OS office was split in two. 
A separate survey office operating in ei-
ther jurisdiction on the island [8]. The 
new Irish Free State demanded all doc-
uments and equipment to do with the 
survey be handed over to the new Irish 
government and these were then used 
to begin building the present day Re-
public through a series of enormous in-
frastructure projects [9]. This highlights 
how important the accuracy of the maps 
was not only cartographical, but linguis-
tically and culturally. By focusing on the 
cartographic accuracy and with little 
attention being given to accurate place 
names when being translated from Irish 
to English, the maps in a sense created a 
new Ireland. What would have seemed 
like the small inconsequential decision 
made in a ledger book by an English 

foot soldier, who would not have spoken 
Irish in 1824, would forever change the 
place names of Irish land which are still 
in use today.

An area as large of the entire British Em-
pire had never been mapped this accu-
rately before, it was a turning point in 
human history in relation to how land 
was represented and thus interpret-
ed. In the eyes of the British Empire 
and other colonial powers of the time, 
land was a commodity to be owned, 
achieved, traded, controlled, and taxed, 
in the early native Irish language there is 
not even a direct word for ‘map’ before 
the OS [10]. Prior to the OS, maps were 
drawn using different scales and meth-
odologies, they were individual and 
unique. The OS was the first attempt 
at standardising all of this information, 
distilled through one organisation with 
set parameters and guidelines, with the 
goal of creating one unified map. Con-
sidering the OS was setup to collect and 
archive data about an entire island and 
its people, it would take a number of 
lifetimes to go through the amount of 
material they created, most of which is 
still stored in Dublin today. The shelves 
of the Royal Irish Academy house the 
original maps alongside the diaries of 
the troops and the collected letters of 
the men who were the first to accurately 
transform an entire country into a series 
of lines on sheets of paper. 

If the place place where I am standing 
now on Bull island, is a small scale ex-
ample of the unintended consequences 
colonial surveys can have on geography 
including the physical structure of that 
place, the scale of the effect the OS had 
on Ireland becomes clear. This walk on 
Bull island now is a result of these sur-
veys, without them, this island would 
not be here. I need to look back in order 
to see what was here before the maps. 
If I am to try and understand anything 
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about the Irish landscape, I need to look 
beyond the new Ireland created with 
these maps as their foundation. The 
process and the maps themselves do not 
interest me, but what those surveyors 
saw and what they translated into those 
maps does. Can I see the source mate-
rial anymore or has it been irreversibly 
changed forever over time? 

By photographing these trig-points, am 
I seeing the last sites of pre-OS Ireland, 
an Ireland that was yet to be construct-
ed through mapping and translation? 
These pillars are the starting point of the 
present which we currently live in, they 
are the threshold between then and now. 
I am unsure if they are the last remaining 
pieces of an old world or the first struc-
tures of a new world?

Everything you see in Ireland now, every 
road, house, village, river, town moun-
tain, harbour, island, was recorded, 
translated and archived based on read-
ings from these points. By standing at 
them I hope I can see back at what those 
surveyors saw, the last view of this island 
as simply just land, as an unarchived 
space. These surveyors may have even 
been the last people to live in a world 
where land is considered a horizontal 
plane bisected by the horizon, rather 
than a two-dimensional flat overview.

The faint deep sound of the foghorn, the 
shadow of a ship far out to sea. Along 
with the piece of styrofoam masquer-
ading as some organic sea sponge, my 
mind is taken back to a book I recently 
rediscovered, Fish Story by Allan Seku-
la. I’m unsure if the North Bull Wall was 
the first of last nail in the coffin of a cer-
tain period of life in Ireland, but it was 
certainly a nail. Perhaps it could even 
be seen as a starting point in the history 
of the anonymous, globalised world we 
currently live in. Sekula is best known 
for his quest to visually analyse the in-

creasingly invisible world of maritime 
labour as well as the clandestine nature 
of global capital towards the end of the 
twentieth century. Fish Story stands out 
not just because of the ambitious nature 
of the subject but also the way in which 
he went about presenting such a com-
plex topic, one that he could not nec-
essarily ‘see’. The project raises the im-
portant question, how do we question 
something photographically that we 
cannot see? 

To describe Fish Story as ‘documentary’ 
would be a disservice to what Sekula was 
trying to achieve with the work for which 
he adopted an approach called ‘criti-
cal realism’. It was his attempt to both 
subvert the hierarchical visual meth-
ods adopted by photography while also 
critically investigating a contemporary 
social issue. In Sekula’s work, according 
to WJT Mitchell, “Realism is a histori-
cal, contextual, and critical account of a 
state of affairs. The real is of course the 
target of this process, but every reality 
remains a construction, it is the tapes-
try we weave out of the information we 
gather during this research. Realism is 
a project in relation to that project and 
critical realism would be some critical 
relation to some constructed reality” 
[11].

I mention Sekula as I see a similarity not 
only between his subject of global power 
and the colonial construction of the OS 
mapping of Ireland, but also between 
my own approach to the OS and the way 
he approached his topic. As Hilde Van 
Gelder and Jan Baetens go on to further 
explain, “Critical Realism, as we under-
stand it, is a practice, a research method 
rather than an artistic style. It is a way of 
seeking to understand the social reali-
ty by critically ‘making notes’ of it. The 
visual comments artists such as Allan 
Sekula communicate to their public, 
are inscriptions and traces of the reality 
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surrounding us, dialectically generated 
through the paradoxes of that reality 
and as such reflecting its contradictions. 
They bring questions to the foreground, 
without offering readymade answers, 
well aware as they are that clear an-
swers are not to be found anyway. Yet, 
as scratches of reality, Sekula’s photo-
graphs and films leave their traces in 
our minds. They encourage, yes, even 
force reflection, and through that, slow 
change can probably become a reality, 
certainly at the level of the individu-
al.”[12]. With Fish Story, a new visual 
approach to documentary photography 
came into being, one that was critical 
and inquisitive, which was unique in the 
context of contemporary photographic 
practices of its era. It opened the door to 
works where images did not simply have 
to document but could point or nod to-
ward a greater reflection upon a topic. 

After the passage of  200 years and the as-
similation of the OS maps into the foun-
dation of modern Ireland, my ability to 
‘document’ the world created by the OS 
has been diminished. Our interpretation 
of Ireland is currently a retranslation 
(from English back to Irish) of the OS 
translation (from Irish to English) and I 
cannot untangle this cultural, linguistic 
mess. I can only hope to bring questions 
to the foreground, make notes, reflect, 
and encourage some change in my own 
understanding of this island.

In his essay “Production in view: Allan 
Sekula’s Fish Story and the thawing of 
Postmodernism”, Bill Roberts writes, 
“while visibility and visual access are 
doubly at issue where the subject is as 
vast, unmappable and volatile as global 
capital, neither is the recovery of social 
knowledge through photography a task 
to be abandoned” [13]. It is interesting 
that Roberts uses the term ‘unmappa-
ble’ here, perhaps it is a linguistic foot-
print left by the OS, the implication 

being that something which cannot be 
directly seen is ‘unmappable’. It illus-
trates a further link between Sekula’s 
invisible global capital and attempting 
to visually see beyond the legacy of the 
OS in Ireland. 

Roberts refers to ‘a recovery of social 
knowledge through photography’ [14] 
and this is something I think is very rel-
evant in the context of the OS. Their 
output was so all-encompassing and 
complete that it left no space for any 
other point of view to exist at the time, it 
became the visually and culturally dom-
inant narrative. It is the defining carto-
graphic document that exists of Ireland, 
yet that doesn’t mean it is without prob-
lems. The trig-points are not protected 
and are at the mercy of nature, farmers, 
and vandals, and the further we get away 
from the time of the mapping, the more 
historical accepted they become, they 
take over and act as a singular history. 
Left unchallenged, they become more 
‘true’. Today, the trig-points are the last 
physical remnants left behind by the OS 
in the Irish landscape, other traces of 
their activities exist linguistically and 
culturally, but physically the trig-points 
and the documents made from them are 
all that is left. These are the only materi-
al traces that I can point my camera at to 
convey the legacy of their mapping oper-
ations in Ireland but this alone does not 
critically engage with the contemporary 
and historical legacy of their operations. 
I think it is important to document these 
traces not only for posterity but to imply 
that there is another narrative, one that 
isn’t as harmonious and anglocentric as 
the OS’s version of history. A view that 
critically challenges what they did and 
the effects it had on Irish culture, identi-
ty, and history.

In Allan Sekula: Between discourse and 
document, Benjamin H.D. Buchloh 
summarises Sekula’s work with a partic-
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ular interest in the issues and methods 
touched upon in Fish Story. By breaking 
away from the conventions of documen-
tary photography and by including a 
“multiplicity of voices and photograph-
ic conventions that operate simulta-
neously”, Sekula is able to “address the 
construction of experience and memory 
in the dialogue with the viewer” [15]. 
By adopting Sekulas approach and also 
working in the space between discourse 
and document, between how history is 
being framed from a colonialist perspec-
tive and how the documents created by 
the OS are presented as anglocentric 
historical fact, I want to question what 
happened to this land.

The OS can be seen as the starting pistol 
for the idea of a totally globalised soci-
ety, at one point they even had a plan to 
map the entire world with the methods 
and technology they had developed in 
Ireland [16]. I can’t see pre-OS Ireland, 
it no-longer exists and I have no interest 
in fetishising their work by making an 
‘archive’ project about their documents. 
The closest I think I can get to that world 
is to experience it, to travel across the 
country and stand at the points they 
stood at. I too can measure, archive, col-
lect, experience, and refer but I will not 
be looking at the land, I will be looking 
at them and what they did. 200 years lat-
er, I find it necessary to add to the social 
knowledge surrounding British colo-
nialism in Ireland and to contribute to 
the growing network of critical works, 
both visual and literal which examine 
how we ended up here today.

Stiofán Ó’Cadhla also draws an interest-
ing comparison between the mapping 
of Ireland from an anglocentric per-
spective and the representation of ‘the 
other’, in his book Civilising Ireland. His 
work looks at the link between cartog-
raphy, infrastructure and colonial rep-
resentation in Ireland. He writes, “The 

production of maps was not an innocent 
or passive activity, it was enmeshed in 
the political and military manoeuvres 
of governments. In Ireland many map-
makers contorted their maps in an effort 
to extend, if only pictorially, the area of 
English influence. This surveys aim was 
to provide information in support of an 
extension of a system of strategic forts, 
roads, and bridges” [17].

Moving towards the end of the island, 
the sand changes, here it has a kind of 
crust. My footsteps hesitate for a milli-
second on the surface, before my shoe 
breaks through and goes deep into the 
soft loose sand below. My footprints 
leave a deep defined trail. Looking over 
towards the water’s edge, the footprints 
of the man who walked past me are al-
ready being washed away by the tide. I 
arrive at the end of Bull Island. It really 
does feel strange out here, the island is 
still growing, day by day sand is depos-
ited and the island continues to change. 
The dunes slope down to a small flat 
area where the sand and water meet, 
the reeds and grasses have not taken 
up root here yet. I get the feeling that I 
am standing in a between-space, a lim-
inal space. This is a physical place that 
wasn’t here a few months ago and will 
not exist in a few more months as the 
island grows further out into the bay. 
The reeds rustle, the water laps, a bird 
calls from somewhere in the dunes, and 
beyond that, the distant sound of a car 
across on the mainland. I sit down on a 
piece of driftwood and try to think about 
nothing for a minute. 

Across on the mainland, I can make out 
the back of a hotel. Only recently, I was 
standing in the garden of that hotel, 
having lunch with some relatives who 
live nearby. I was standing over there 
and I found myself looking over here, 
at this patch of empty sand. Whenev-
er I am here at this point on the beach, 
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I think of an old family photo album 
that belongs to the relatives I met. They 
went to that hotel a lot over the years, 
birthdays, christenings, Sunday lunch-
es, even a wedding. Out of focus and in 
the background, I’m sure Bull Island, 
and specifically this point, is visible in 
some of those photographs, through 
the gaps between two people standing 
at a wedding or over the head of a seat-
ed grandmother. Did this place, where I 
am now sitting exist? Probably not con-
sidering how fast the island is growing, 
only a few years ago the beach may have 
ended metres back, where the dunes 
are now. I am contemplating one small 
point on a beach over the span of a few 
years, I cannot begin to comprehend the 
vastness of the task the OS faced. At-
tempting to represent an entire island, 
an entire Empire, freeze it in time for-
ever using ink on paper. The futility of 
it seems overwhelming. In a lot of ways 
it was a futile exercise, because the envi-
ronment, man-altered and natural, is in 
a constant state of flux. Ireland was used 

as a test site for the OS’s methodology 
and equipment and has been profoundly 
affected as a result. I think the map and 
the trig-points will be my way of making 
sense of it all, where I am, where I am 
from, and how it came into being. I want 
to follow the map, to see what the sur-
veyors saw. Not as a way of supporting 
what they did but to critically question 
how Ireland has been constructed. This 
lands modern history is tied to empiri-
cal cartography, and by extension visual 
representation, in a way which is both 
historically and geographically unique.

I get up and turn back. I walk over my 
own footprints going back in the oppo-
site direction. A small group of seabirds 
bob up and down in the water, they start 
to paddle away as I walk past, their wings 
being to flap. They take flight, heading 
west. 
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I’ve been waiting a few days for this trip. 
The weather has been bad and after my 
last trip to Kerry a week ago, I don’t 
feel like lugging all this gear up another 
mountain in the pissing rain. I have defi-
nitely underestimated the terrain of Ire-
land. Everything looked so small and flat 
on the map but being out here, it is a dif-
ferent story altogether. Most of the time 
the trig-points are kilometres from the 
nearest road, or even dirt track, getting 
to them usually involves a lot of walking 
across wild parts of the countryside. Af-
ter visiting a number of them already, 
they seem to have faded from local mem-
ory, assuming they were even in local 
memory in the first place. A lot of people 
I have asked for directions have no idea 
what I am talking about even when their 
home is the closest building to a certain 
trig-point. So far it’s been a lot of long 
days on bad roads, petrol station cof-
fee, and auld lads telling me where they 
think it is, which is roughly a fifty-fifty 
gamble to where the point actually is. It 
has been mixed so far, some minor suc-
cesses but lots of failed attempts. 

Today I am setting out for what I think 
will be a relatively easy journey, it is 
probably the lowest high point in Ire-
land. Mount Brandon, that I climbed 
last week in Kerry, is just shy of 1km 
above sea level, a serious enough climb 
for someone who isn’t really into climb-
ing. By comparison, Croghan in coun-
ty Offaly is only 230 metres high. It is 
a unique hill because it is located in the 
middle of the Bog of Allan, a giant raised 
peat bog which covers large parts of the 
midlands of Ireland. It’s all perspective, 
230 metres might as well be Everest out 
in the bog, a place which is flat for kilo-
metres in each direction and at most 
points, below sea level. Think of Ire-
land as a giant bowl, where the sea cliffs 
around the edge are the rim, and the Bog 
of Allan is the dip in the centre, the bot-
tom. Croghan is the one high point in the 

middle of the sunken centre. This is one 
of the only trig-points in the midlands, it 
is the most westerly of the eastern trig-
points, the next point after this to the 
west is Bencorr which is on the Atlantic 
edge of Connemara.

It’s a bright day but the clouds are mov-
ing fast. By the time I get to the bog, it 
could have all changed. Like some of the 
other trig-points, it’s not actually hard 
to find the mountains that trig-points 
are on. The difficult part is finding a 
way to the top. The less scenic points 
may not have had anybody visit them 
in years, they have just been abandoned 
in the landscape, relics of an antiquat-
ed system. This means there is no path 
built or worn to the top and you have 
to navigate either wilderness or private 
property, that can mean anything from 
overgrown forests to dry-stone walls 
and electrified fences. The points that 
are located at summits popular with hik-
ers and hill walkers are usually well doc-
umented online, but some of them have 
disappeared in recent years. I haven’t 
fully figured out how this is possible yet, 
it appears that the points can not only 
become physically lost to the land but 
they can also become lost to memory 
and time.

I can abandon the map a good distance 
out today, I clearly see what I am aiming 
for. The flat bog makes the hill look much 
higher than it actually is, it is visible for 
kilometres in any direction. As I pass 
more and more bogland, the road seems 
to rise up from ground level. The car is 
now about two metres above the bog on 
either side of the road, and this elevated 
view only allows me to see further across 
the bog and the true scale of the opera-
tions here. Further down the road I pass 
an excavator. I understand now why this 
road appears to be above ground lev-
el. It’s not that the road was built on a 
bank or stilts, it is that the bog has been 
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harvested at such a rapid rate that the 
ground level is two metres lower than it 
was when this road was built. The roads 
here are straight, these were not curved 
and winding cattle tracks that formed 
into roads over time. This is a grid, a line 
drawn on a map, the most efficient way 
from A to B, or in this case, from bog to 
power plant. Everything around me is 
commercial peat extraction, dark brown 
soil cut at right angles, symmetry cut 
into the ground. Something so natural 
is not meant to be this angular, straight 
and precise. 

I take a right turn, the road quickly be-
comes a gravel track that skirts around 
the foot of the hill, taking me around the 
northeastern side of it. I pull in at what 

looks like a small roadside quarry to 
see if there are any tracks up the top of 
the hill, but it doesn’t look like there is. 
Just beyond the quarry, there is a small 
holy well covered in decorations. It is 
not unusual to see holy wells near sites 
like Croghan, as most of the high hills in 
Ireland were important in some way to 
pre-Christian Pagans, and in an attempt 
to assimilate the local inhabitants with 
the arrival of Christianity, they were ad-
opted as important sites to the new faith. 
There are charms, mass cards, faded 
photographs, medals, flowers,  and baby 
shoes left at the well, people are still 
coming here to pray. There is a low wall 
around the well, a metal gate that creaks 
as I open it, layers upon layers of paint 
are holding it together, I’m not even 
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sure how much metal is left inside this 
shell of paint. Two concrete slabs rest 
against each other, forming an A-frame 
over the water. There are a few small 
steps down to the water. A plaque says 
it is a site associated with St.Brigid. I’m 
wasting time here, I need to find a way 
up this hill, I can do research about the 
well later. 

Driving back down the gravel track, I 
stop and get out at a house that has a 
dog in the garden. There is an electronic 
gate and a long driveway. I can see some-
one moving around in the kitchen and I 
wave, they either don’t see me or are 
ignoring me. I guess their gate is closed 
for a reason. I shout ‘hello’ a few times, 
nothing. I scream ‘HELLO!’ and the 
person looks out the window. A woman 
wearing marigolds and plastic flip-flops 
comes out of the sliding patio door and 
walks across the lawn towards me, the 
dog walks by her side, and a second dog 
appears from around the back of the 
house. She seems nice, she explains she 
had music on while washing the floors 
and doesn’t really pay attention to the 
gate because nobody usually drops by 
unannounced. The dog seems suspi-
cious. “The best way up the top is down 
in the village, take a right at the petrol 
station and up the lane until you can’t 
drive any further, from there you are 
walking.” I thank her and carry on. 

I get back in the car and head for the vil-
lage. I drive straight past what seemed 
to be the woman’s directions and end up 
back on another bog road. I was expect-
ing to pass through a village but Croghan 
isn’t like that anymore. It’s two build-
ings, one of which is a derelict petrol sta-
tion with a single pump that looks like it 
hasn’t worked since the early 1990’s. It 
seems like one of those towns of chance; 
it just so happened to be a crossroad 
where other larger roads crossed each 
other, a natural way for a settlement to 

develop. I’m sure it was a busier place in 
the past but there is very little for people 
here now. The bogs are cut by machines, 
there is no longer any need for hundreds 
of labourers, and the peat fired power 
stations are almost at the end of their 
life. I turn back around on the bog road 
and head for the ‘village’ again. I take the 
turn the woman mentioned and drive up 
the lane until I reach the end. There is a 
tree in the centre of a small farmyard 
forming a natural roundabout, a subtle 
way of ejecting cars back to where they 
came from. I open the gate into the field 
and start walking up a cattle track which 
is covered by a canopy of trees, a tun-
nel of shade for those few summer days 
when it is too hot to be out in the field. 
The cows are out grazing and seem not 
to care about me. The tunnel ends af-
ter about 30 metres and I’m back out in 
the open air. Nobody has been up here 
in some time, there is no path, the only 
things up here have been the cows. This 
is a lot steeper than I thought it would 
be, I have to take the tripod off my shoul-
der and start using it as a walking pole. 
I try to go straight up to the top but it’s 
not possible, not with all this gear on my 
shoulders. I skirt around to the east side 
of the hill, there seems to be a more gen-
tle gradient to the top from there. Un-
consciously I end up going all the way 
around to the north side, just letting my 
feet follow the path of least resistance, 
walking in a corkscrew fashion, spiral-
ling up and around towards the top. 

Even from here, something seems off. 
The trig-points are so unnatural and 
angular, they stick out from the natu-
ral green foliage of the mountain tops 
they are found on but I can’t see it yet. 
Croghan is a small and narrow hill, I 
should be able to see it from here. I con-
tinue towards the top. I make the final 
push up the last few metres to the top 
and all that is left is a concrete square 
pummelled into the ground, it looks 
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like someone has taken a sledgehammer 
to the trig-point. It must have been de-
stroyed some time ago because there is 
no debris left. I doubt someone carried 
all that concrete back down to the road, 
it must have just slowly rolled down the 
sides of the hill, been trampled into the 
soil by the cattle, and the dust blown 
away by the wind to be scatter across the 
bogs below.

Carrying all this gear up here in the heat 
makes me feel like I am about to pass 
out. I am very lightheaded, I need to 
sit down and put my head between my 
knees. Sitting there on the hillside with 
my eyes closed a breeze blows over the 
hillside. Out of the corner of my eye I can 
see ragworts swaying from side to side in 
the wind. I open my eyes fully and sit up, 
the lightheadedness is dissipating and 
I face towards the east. The sun on my 
back and the wind on my face, there is 
a graveyard on the hillside that I hadn’t 
seen from the road. Beyond the grave-
yard, the bogs, and beyond that, the 
horizon and a blue sky with some large 
sharply defined white clouds floating by. 
To think that at one time all of that bog 
would have been a dense forest, I would 
be looking out over the tops of trees. The 
surface of the soil would not be visible, 
never mind two metres below the sur-
face. I read that roughly 1 millimetre of 
peat forms each year [1], if you were to 
look at a turf bank as a time scale, our en-
tire lives begin and end in less than the 
top ten centimetres. Comparing that 
timescale to the size of the printed ver-
sion of this thesis, vertically the page you 
are holding is almost 350 years. Your life 
begins and ends in less than one third of 
the vertical height of this page.

Out of all the trig-points I have been to so 
far, this one feels different, not because 
it has been destroyed or because of the 
importance of Croghan in pre-Chris-
tian Ireland, but because it feels like 

a convergence point between old and 
new. Looking out at these clouds float-
ing over the bog, I am instantly trans-
ported into a Paul Henry painting. Not 
only visually, but culturally and socially 
there are parallels that can be drawn be-
tween this view of peat lands and Hen-
ry’s western romantic landscapes of the 
then disappearing way of life in 20th 
century Ireland. His work often features 
an instantly recognisable large skyscape 
filled with imposing clouds while people 
tend to the land in a traditional manner 
in the foreground. Henry created some 
of the last great works depicting rural 
life in the west of Ireland. He focused on 
life just before the arrival of twentieth 
century modernity which was speedily 
creeping across the country. His skies 
are uninterrupted by power lines, his 
subjects often looking away, focusing on 
their fields undisturbed by the painter. I 
am here looking at peat bogs just before 
their commercial harvesting ends forev-
er, we share a parallel view from either 
end of a century, never to be repeated 
ever again. Considering the political up-
heavals Ireland was going through at the 
beginning of the 20th century it is inter-
esting to note the lack of influence these 
events had on Henry’s work, he seemed 
more interested in capturing the last 
moments of an old way of life rather 
than looking at what was about to arrive.

If Paul Henry was the last to look at and 
record a traditional romantic rural way 
of life in Irelands west, Sean Keating was 
the first to look in the opposite direction 
and record what he called ‘emerging his-
tory’ with a special focus on the estab-
lishment of post-independent Ireland 
[2]. Throughout Keating’s work there 
is a constant tension between old and 
new, constructed and natural, colonial 
and post-colonial. Initially focusing on 
scenes depicting men during the War 
of Independence, Keating was from the 
start, a politically engaged artist. 
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Keating was close to the cause of Irish 
nationalism [3] and following the estab-
lishment of the Irish Free State, after 
winning independence from English 
rule, he turned his efforts towards cri-
tiquing the post-colonial path Ireland 
was heading towards. Some of his most 
well-known works are about the con-
struction of infrastructure projects in 
the new Irish Free Sate. It’s important 
to note that Keating wasn’t commis-
sioned to record the new infrastructure 
projects of the Free State, he did so of his 
own volition as he understood the im-
portance of what was happening at the 
time [4]. Ireland was being reinvented 
for the second time in a century, firstly 
through the translation and mapping 
of the country by the OS, and now an 
Irish national retranslation through the 
founding of the Free State using the OS 
maps and their anglicised place names 
as the basis for modernisation. 

Considering Keating’s Irish nationalist 
sympathies, seen in works like ‘Men of 
the West’, he approached these new in-
frastructural works in the same way that 
he viewed the war for independence. 
It appears to have been a natural sub-
ject progression for him, both being a 
fight for the creation of a new Irish state 
which embraced our history and adopt-
ed a new national aesthetic. According 
to Eimear O’Connor, “He enthusiasti-
cally immersed himself in the post-co-
lonial project bringing the pre-revolu-
tionary imagined nation into being and 
along with that a new school of Irish art. 
One that would demonstrate the social 
and political reality of post-indepen-
dence Ireland both at home and abroad” 
[5].

Although Keating’s work focused more 
on the Ardnacrusha hydroelectric plant 
and the Shannon scheme, the bog of 
Allan and the establishment of Bord 
na Mona (State owned peat harvest-

ing company) were equally important 
in constructing a modern, electrified, 
anglicised, mapped Irish Free State. If 
we take Night’s Candles are burnt out  
(1929), a scene from the construction 
of the hydroelectric dam at Ardnacru-
sha, we can see a painting loaded with 
numerous references to the Irish Free 
State of the 1920’s, from a gunman to 
a priest, tri-colour clothing, an indus-
trialist holding construction drawings, 
and a body wearing old clothes hanging 
from a noose, clothing not dissimilar to 
those worn by figures in Henry’s rural 
landscapes. The entire scene appears to 
be an analogy for the artists feeling to-
wards the direction Ireland has taken at 
that crucial moment in history. We can 
interpret this as old Ireland is dead and 
although a new independent Ireland is 
under construction it is not one which 
embraces its own history and rejects 
all others. Rather it is a country which 
has chosen to assimilate to its previous 
occupier’s desire for modernity at the 
expense of its own unique Irish cultur-
al heritage. According to S.B. Kennedy 
“unlike their contemporaries elsewhere 
Irish artists ‘never saw Modernism as an 
expression of a socialist utopia’; here the 
debate surrounding it ‘was smothered 
by the quest for national identity.’” [6]. 
If we take this in a post-colonial context, 
Keatings work makes perfect sense. Irish 
artists were not concerned with creating 
some kind of socialist utopia, instead 
they were trying to figure out how they 
should self-represent for the first time in 
hundreds of years. 

Keating was an outspoken artist, he pub-
licly expressed his concerned views on 
the direction of new Irish art, and the 
country, by publishing scathing articles 
about the failure of post-colonial Ireland 
and what he called the ‘Irish slave mind’ 
[7]. In hindsight, it appears that Keat-
ing was right. He identified that Ireland 
was at a cultural fork-in-the-road at 
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the beginning of the Free Sate and that 
simply filling the vacancies left in the 
British administration in Ireland with 
Irish people would not solve our prob-
lems [8]. His career-long pursuit was to 
develop a new Irish aesthetic identity, 
although unfortunately it now seems 
that this was a lost opportunity and his 
dream of a truly culturally and artistical-
ly independent Ireland never came into 
being [9]. Instead of being totally free 
to start again, Keating and Ireland were 
filling the void left behind by the end of 
British rule. They inherited an adminis-
tration, maps, culture, aesthetics, a lan-
guage, and a history. It was a problem-
atic colonial cultural history that would 
not be completely disregarded but one 
that would be painted onto top of and 
built over.  It was going to be a modern 
country of infrastructure projects and 
the construction of this new post-colo-
nial Ireland would be built on the foun-
dation that was the OS maps.

I am looking out over a Paul Henry sky, 
a Sean Keating industrial power plant, 
a destroyed Ordnance Survey trian-
gulation point, from an ancient pagan 
hill. Contemplating both of these art-
ists I see a commonality between their 
works, not just that they are Irish but 
that they were artists of defiance, Henry 
to a lesser extent documenting the dis-
appearance of a simple traditional way 
of life, and Keating actively critiquing 
a capitalistic power structure hijacking 
the new Irish Free State. Eimear O’Con-
nor summarises it as, “It is in his fearless 
engagement with the debates of the day 
and his allegorical works that the 21st 
century audience can track Keating’s at-
titude to what he saw as the failure of the 
revolution and the socio-political con-
ditions and to the ordinary citizens of 
ireland in the post-independent years. 
The complexity and reality of which was 
all part of the tension between tradition 
and modernity that was crucial to the 

construction of a national post-colonial 
identity” [10].

Keating’s criticism of power structures 
is also reflected in the work of Allan 
Sekula 70 years later. The above quote 
could be just as easily applied to Sekula’s 
work, his interest in worker’s rights, the 
changes brought on by capitalist moder-
nity and how these complex intertwined 
realties can be critiqued and alluded to 
though visual art, are all issues present 
at the core of his practice. Between the 
two artists and their associated terms, 
Sekula’s ‘Critical realism’ and Keating’s 
‘Emerging history’, I see a significant 
overlap. Both concerned with similar 
topics relating to our transition into 
modern society and how it is possible 
to go beyond the basic forms of visual 
documentation by alluding to what they 
cannot see. In Keating’s case, the other 
fork in the road for the Irish free state, 
a truly free post-colonial Ireland which 
didn’t follow in the footsteps of its for-
mer occupier. 

The act of translating Ireland, mapping 
it, and turning it into a landscape on 
paper that can be archived, referenced 
and sold is as fascinating as it is terrify-
ing. Reading A Paper Landscape by J.H. 
Andrews [11], you are guided through 
an extensive overview of the work of the 
Ordnance Survey in Ireland. Although 
the book appears as if it is written in ad-
miration of the work done by the OS and 
the engineering challenges they over-
came, there are passages which cannot 
ignore the problematic nature of colo-
nial map making. One resource the book 
draws from which is often overlooked is 
the memoir program. The workers trav-
elling around the country were asked to 
keep diaries about their daily lives. The 
plan was to publish the memoirs along-
side the maps but their publication was 
later abandoned for a number of rea-
sons including a fear of inciting Irish na-
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tionalism [12]. Andrews notes, quoting 
Thomas Larcom, Lord Director of the 
Ordnance Survey in Ireland, “In writing 
the history of a place-name one has tak-
en a long step towards writing the his-
tory of the place itself”[13]. I find that 
quote very revealing. It wasn’t about 
saving or documenting Irish history, it 
was about creating it, about controlling 
the narrative and how the land of the 
British Empire was represented. This 
shows the contemporary importance of 
the OS project in Ireland. The OS was 
not only used to create maps, but was a 
cultural tool used to control history and 
how it was presented. This is further 
shown when the OS in England refuses 
to send any photographic equipment 
to Ireland [14] so that all photographic 

work would be done in England under 
strict control. In a sense it could also be 
said that the island of Ireland was the 
first country in the world to be entirely 
photographed as the maps of its surface 
were reduced and enlarged using pho-
tography.

I leave my gear where the trig-point once 
stood and walk towards the old grave-
yard, it is maybe 200 metres from the 
peak of Croghan. It is east of the summit 
and the ground slopes down gently for 
about 100 metres before levelling off. 
Halfway there and I have to climb over 
a barbed wire fence. Someone owns 
the land I am on and someone probably 
owns the land I am climbing over onto. 
There are little tufts of dyed sheep’s 



wool, blues, reds, and natural off-white, 
caught on the barbs. The farmers mark 
the pregnant yews and also use dye to 
mark different flocks. I climb over care-
fully, I don’t want to add my jeans to the 
sheep’s wool on the barbs. I assume at 
some point in history, long before this 
fence was here, there would have been a 
natural path from the top of Croghan to 
the graveyard. Being so close together, it 
would make sense for people to go from 
the graveyard to the close by peak, but 
there is no track anymore. There is not 
even a trace that anyone has been here 
in a long time, just some wool and some 
hoof prints left by the grazing sheep. 

The graveyard has a stone wall built 
around it and a metal gate which is rust-
ed shut. Three stones jutting out from 
the wall act as steps used to climb over 
it. I’ve seen this before, it’s a way to keep 
the sheep out but to allow people to get 
in. The grass in the graveyard is com-
pletely overgrown, so much so that it is 
hard to tell where some of the graves are. 
A number of crosses and headstones are 
still standing but others are lost to the 
overgrowth. Even the ones that still have 
headstones are anonymous, any letters 
or numbers telling you who is buried 
here have been eroded by the elements. 
I don’t think anybody has been buried 
here in over a hundred years, it appears 
to be a forgotten graveyard, even the de-
scendants of these people have probably 
passed on. From the wall I can look over 
to the back of the house where I asked to 
woman for directions, I can’t see her or 
the dogs.

I leave the graveyard and go back to the 
top of Croghan to collect my gear. It is 
becoming more overcast as well as ap-
parent that there is nothing for me here. 
On my spiral walk back down from the 
summit, I stop to look back and take a 
picture. What I was looking for isn’t here 
anymore, but I think I found something, 

perhaps something more than I expect-
ed to find on a hill in the bog of Allan.

A number of days after this trip, I felt 
very lost with this work. I didn’t know 
what I was doing anymore. What more 
was there to be learned from pictures 
of pillars on mountain tops? I began 
to think I had been wasting my time, 
and so I took a break from everything, 
packed away the camera and my note 
book and tried to stop thinking about 
maps and history. I was browsing in a 
book shop a few weeks later and came 
across a book featuring works from an 
Irish artist I admire. I took it off the shelf 
and flipped through it. It wasn’t expen-
sive and seemed interesting so I bought 
it and put it in the pile of unread books 
beside my bed. It wasn’t until months 
after my trip to Croghan that I read that 
book and came across a text by John 
Toumey, an architect, co-founding di-
rector of O’Donnell+Toumey and inau-
gural professor of Architectural Design 
at University College Dublin. I have de-
cided to included the text in full below, 
as it needs to be read in its entirety. I 
didn’t realise what I was looking for or 
what I was looking at for so long and it 
wasn’t until I read this text that I had a 
realisation I should not be trying to find 
some lost or forgotten old part of a tra-
ditional romantic Ireland from a Henry 
painting. That is long gone. Instead my 
focus should be on the layers, not even 
individually but built up on top of each 
other. Our perception of land isn’t one 
which happens in isolation, everything 
out there in the world is an accumulation 
of factors. Be it environmental, cultur-
al, social, or aesthetic, these individual 
elements cannot be separated out from 
each other when contemplating histori-
cal Irish landscapes and the impact they 
had on our contemporary understand-
ing of that same land in the present, ev-
erything is mixed together and co-exists 
in tandem. I cannot separate the old 
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from the new, the past from the pres-
ent, the constructed from the natural, 
but I can see them all together as a con-
tinuum. There is a line that connects all 
the way back from the OS mapping and 
their archives in 1824, through the up-
heavals and wars Ireland went through 
from 1916-1921 and the foundation 
on the state to the present day. From an 
unmapped Irish land to a mapped angli-
cised landscape, and then to a construct-
ed English speaking independent Irish 
landscape. Not only did the text allow 
me to make sense of what I had already 
done, through further research it led 
me to a space which was dramatically 
and directly affected by the mapping of 
Ireland and the infrastructure projects 
of the Free State. I had found an island 
where the layers had stopped building 
up, where time had been stopped, an en-
tire island that was forced to become a 
time capsule.

Perhaps I have done this whole journey 
backwards. I started at the end but I am 
finally about to reach the start.
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Crowded Landscape by John Toumey



Five minutes into a solitary walk in the 
lonely landscape of the West of Ireland 
and you realise that you’re no longer as 
alone as you might have imagined. The 
empty landscape is crowded with mem-
ories and associations, random impres-
sions gathered from years of reading and 
seeing, patchy learning accumulating 
from writers’ descriptions and artists’ 
observations. And neither is that land-
scape entirely empty of structure, even 
if the underlying structure is less than 
visible. The prospect we take to be ‘natu-
ral’ is the result of labour, policy and de-
sign. The line defining the difference be-
tween what has been formed by nature 
and what has been shaped by human en-
deavour is often at its most interesting 
where we can register how the one has 
been modified by the other: when the 
open sea hits the wall of the pier, when a 
cairn caps the top of a mountain, when a 
pathway bridges a stream, when a stone 
tower house rises out of a stone-walled 
field pattern. 

When I was young, my parents kept 
the Shell Guide to Ireland shoved in 
the backseat of the family car. It was 
my introduction to the archaeology of 
the man-made natural environment. 
Kate O’Brien’s description of the road 
into Roundstone echoes in the interi-
or reaches of my inherited landscape. 
When we were students , we learnt to 
discriminate between elements discov-
ered out in the field of the constructed 
landscape of Maurice Craig’s Ireland 
Observed (1970). We couldn’t have be-
gun to think about how to see the shape 
of things from first principles without 
Frank Mitchell’s wide-ranging and 
scholarly Reading the Irish Landscape 
(1986). We wouldn’t have been able feel 
ourselves invited to interpret the com-
plex overlay of history and geography 
to be found in the lay of the land without 
following the closely mapped footsteps 
set down in Tim Robinsons Folding Ire-

land (1984-) useful insights borrowed 
from generous intellects. 

Now I can’t step my way across any bit 
of flower-speckled bogland without 
remembering the close attentive gaze 
of Seán McSweeny’s paintings. I can’t 
look up on a cloudy day with unfiltered 
vision; what I see recalls the sweeping 
scale of Paul Henry’s skyscapes. I can’t 
admire the lines of geometry drawn in 
those same skies by the rural electrifica-
tion schemes of the 1950’s without the 
interference of Dorothy Cross’s bronze 
Foxglove, where the wild flowers com-
bine with her own fingertips. Singular 
images, imprinted one at a time, multi-
ply in the mind.

The human eye is never naked, there is 
no innocence in our experience, we are 
always busy translating, reconstruct-
ing the view, recasting what is glimpsed 
in a moment within the wider dimen-
sions of what has been gathered in a 
lifetime. The instant impact of what we 
see makes a lasting impression on our 
mind’s eye. We retrieve these half-for-
gotten moments from our past to relive 
them in our present experience and this 
inward reliving equips us to look out at 
the world again with fresh eyes [15].
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INISHARK



‘I can probably get you out there but 
getting you back will be another story. 
Bring double supplies incase the weath-
er changes’ (a text I received from Eric 
the boatman). ‘We did bring people out 
to Shark but I don’t know how it is now, 
best to just drive over and see what hap-
pens’ (the last text I received from Nico-
la the ferry operator before she stopped 
responding to my messages). It’s hard 
to explain how it works out there, I 
don’t really understand it myself, but it 
is something like, “nothing can be done 
about it while you are over in Dublin, we 
don’t know if being here will help either 
but it probably increases your chances 
of crossing”.

I was trying to get to Inishark, a small 
island west of the slightly bigger island 
of Inishbofin, which is off Cleggan on 
the west coast of Ireland. Shark is one 
of the most westerly islands of the Re-
public of Ireland and as such, it is one of 
the last pieces of land on the continental 
shelf. Beyond Shark there is the emp-
ty Atlantic all the way across until you 
reach Newfoundland in Canada. After 
getting no guarantee from anyone with 
a boat over the phone that they would 
bring me across, I decided to just get in 
the car with my friend Niall, drive across 
the country and hope someone with a 
boat would take pity on us. Due to Bof-
in’s large size, being sheltered from the 
worst of the Atlantic storms by Shark 
and an electricity supply, it supports a 
continual year-round population. This 
means a number of ferries run each day 
from Cleggan to Bofin. Shark is much 
harder to get to. Due to its isolated na-
ture, the government of the time either 
couldn’t or wouldn’t bring electricity to 
the island during the rural electrification 
scheme of the 1920’s. That mixed with 
a dwindling population and increas-
ingly ferocious Atlantic storms which 
marooned the islanders for months at 
a time, and took a number of lives, led 

to its eventual evacuation in 1960. No-
body has lived there since [1].

On our way across the country from 
Dublin to Cleggan, we hit a huge down-
pour. I hadn’t seen rain like it in months, 
it was torrential for miles as we crossed 
the river Shannon into the west of Ire-
land and only got worse as we crossed 
the river Corrib in Galway city. The 
weather wasn’t good news and would 
explain why the boat owners were reluc-
tant to guarantee our crossing over the 
phone. Their hesitation mixed with the 
storm made me fear the worst. We could 
end up spending three days in the rain in 
Cleggan looking out to sea knowing that 
Shark was out there in the mist, we just 
couldn’t get to it.

Cleggan is a small townland, the main 
draw being its pier which services Bofin. 
Apart from the pier it has a shop, a few 
pubs, and some houses scattered across 
the nearby fields. Olivers Bar & Guest 
House and its small adjoining shop are 
the centre of activity in the area. Oliv-
ers functions as a pier bar where people 
drink while waiting on cancelled ferries 
and where some of the boatmen come 
in at the end of a long day. If you need to 
find someone, leave in a letter for a local 
person or conduct any kind of business 
in the area, this is the place where it hap-
pens. 

Niall and I settled into a corner in Oliv-
ers beside the fire and started trying to 
read the room. My back was to the wall, 
I was facing Niall across the table and 
over his shoulder there was a table of 
boatmen. The younger men looked at 
their phones, the older men stared out 
the window at the rain. The pub slowly 
started to fill with other outsiders. It is 
the kind of place where it makes abso-
lutely no difference what a smartphone 
weather app says. If that table of boat-
men are not happy, the crossing will not 
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happen. 

The boatmen got up and left through 
the back door of the pub which leads 
straight onto the pier. A few minutes lat-
er the barmaid came around to tell the 
tables that the 2pm ferry was cancelled, 
we could book into a guest room for the 
night or take our chances buying tick-
ets for the 6pm ferry but based on the 
weather, it wasn’t looking good. We de-
cide to sit it out, we didn’t have the mon-
ey for rooms and there was no point get-
ting to Bofin only to get stranded there 
for the night in a storm with nowhere to 
stay.

We couldn’t spend the entire day in 
the pub so we decided to head out for 
a walk. Following the road out the oth-
er end of the town, we took the path of 
least resistance, a small road that gently 
sloped downhill towards a rocky beach. 
Beside every road we drove on from 
Dublin, to Galway, out to Roundstone 
and onto Cleggan, there were power 
lines hanging from posts by the road-
side. I could trace a single line crossing 
the entire country from the Irish Sea to 
the Atlantic but here on this beach, the 
line came to an end. Due to the sparse 
rural setting of Cleggan, these power 
lines and poles sit awkwardly within the 
landscape. They are a reminder of the 
connected grid which most of Ireland is 
now part of. Individual isolated homes 
up boreens each require tens of poles 
and hundreds of metres of cable just to 
power a handful of bulbs and applianc-
es. There is a small junction on the road 
to the beach and the amount of poles is 
almost absurd. Poles and lines tangled 
into a messy web around the junction of 
empty fields and dry stone walls, not a 
building in sight. The lines run off in ev-
ery direction, up hills, down dirt roads 
with grass growing in the middle, dis-
appearing around bends in the natural 
rocky landscape. Seeing that last pole, 

the point where the line stops, indicted 
that we were close to where we were try-
ing to get to, a place beyond the reach of 
the maps and the modern constructed 
version of Ireland.

Waking up the next morning in the car, 
the rain had stopped and the sky looked 
clear enough. There were patches of 
blue between the grey clouds which was 
better than the day before. I got up and 
walked back across the road to Olivers to 
see if there had been any ferry updates. 
The barmaid said the first boat from Bo-
fin would be in soon and we would be 
able to cross. 

Getting to Bofin was a relatively un-
eventful affair. The sun broke through 
the clouds and we sat out on the deck 
of the ship watching the mainland dis-
appear as we passed the turn at the old 
lighthouse and moved into the harbour 
on Bofin where the pier allows the larg-
er ferries to dock. As we were getting off 
with all our bags and photo equipment, 
one of the boatmen popped his head out 
of a hatch, “wait on the pier, someone 
will be with ye”. He disappeared back 
below deck  as quickly as he appeared. 
The boatman never said how long we 
would be waiting on the pier or who we 
were waiting for, we had no other option 
but the wait. It started to gently spit rain.

There was a small corrugated building 
across from the pier which looked like 
a shop. We agreed to head up for a cof-
fee and some biscuits while we waited 
for our next boatman. Inside the shop 
it was surprisingly better stocked then 
you would have imagined, it seemed like 
it was the islands convenience store. We 
started chatting to the shop owner and 
the general, “who are you? what are you 
doing here? ah you are going to Shark, 
hope the weather is alright” conversa-
tion ensued. There was a woman work-
ing behind the till who overheard us 
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talking and came over. She mentioned 
that her grandparents were originally 
from Shark but resettled to Bofin after 
the evacuation. She had never set foot on 
Shark, she said it would be too sad based 
on the stories she had heard. She told us 
that recent storms have been damaging 
the graveyard and disturbing the bodies 
of the last people buried there. Without 
saying the words, I got the feeling that 
she was asking us to be respectful. The 
island is not a tourist attraction. Rather, 
a tragic place for a lot of people, a num-
ber of whom are still living. The memory 
of Shark is still alive out on Bofin.
We headed back to the pier and waited 
some more. Soon enough we heard the 
sound of a small outboard motor, and a 
small rib pulled up at the side of the pier. 
A young boatman shouted up “Are ye 
the lads heading to Shark?”, “Yeah” we 
responded in unison. “Right. We need 
to get out before that ferry pulls in”. He 
said that as he pointed to a big ferry that 
was quickly approaching the pier. We 
threw all our gear onto the rib as fast as 
possible, put on life vests and cast off as 
quickly as we could.

The rib cleared the end of the pier and 
we headed out westward into the Atlan-
tic leaving Bofin behind us. The young 
boatman who picked us up didn’t say 
much, and we couldn’t really hear any-
thing over the sound of the engine and 
water anyway. After a few minutes he 
lowered the revs on the engine and said 
‘So ye are some university photogra-
phers?’. He said his name was Harry and 
he was from Bofin, but we could already 
tell he had spent a lot of his life on the 
water by the way he was at ease on the 
boat. The engine was revved up again 
as the waves started to get bigger in the 
open water. Harry didn’t say anything 
for the rest of the crossing but I know 
he was silently amused by throwing the 
boat around a bit and scaring the two 
city boys who were going to Shark for 

the first time.

The further we moved out past Bofin 
the heavier the ocean mist and drizzle 
became. It was hitting us sideways as we 
skimmed across the surface of the water. 
Any patches of blue in the sky were long 
gone and it was now just a heavy, dull, 
misty grey. We clung onto the boat for 
another 20 minutes before a dark shad-
ow appeared on the horizon. The engine 
slowed and we moved in closer to the 
island. Harry was following some kind 
of underwater path, navigating around 
rocks and large blooms of kelp just under 
the surface. Moving slower, the drizzle 
was no longer hitting our faces but land-
ing on the tops of our heads. Without 
the sound of the engine we could hear 
almost nothing for the first time, there 
was just a faint sound of water lapping 
on the underside of the rib and the dis-
tant sound of waves breaking over rocks 
somewhere off in the mist. It was impos-
sible to gauge the size of the island from 
the rib, the mist was too heavy. The bad 
weather was concealing most of the is-
land which I knew, having looked at 
maps and charts, should have been right 
there in front of us.

As we approached, it appeared as though 
the island might never have been inhab-
ited. There were few signs that anyone 
had ever been here before. It was only 
when we passed the last outcrop of rocks 
that the symmetry of human construc-
tion became visible. We slowly drift-
ed past three ominous concrete steps 
leading down into the water. They must 
have been part of a stairway before but 
they don’t even lead anywhere on top 
anymore. It looked as if it was the end of 
a pier at some point but it had broken off 
some time ago. The steps led from noth-
ing and into nothing, the elements just 
slowly grinding them down before their 
inevitable disappearance. The edges of 
the steps were so worn down that it was 
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hard to tell if they were manmade or 
just some kind of unusual natural rock 
formation. As we drifted around the 
steps, more poured concrete became 
visible, an old sea wall, a loading ramp, 
a few more steps, rusted anchor points 
cast into the concrete. Someone was 
on Shark at some point but they have 
not been there in a very long time. The 
manmade structures around the ‘har-
bour’ were so badly damaged that it was 
too dangerous to land on them. Harry 
pulled up close beside a rock just before 
the first constructed part of the pier and 
jumped off. He took a green rope in his 
hand and pulled the rib in, tying the rope 
to an old rusted anchor point set into the 
rock. We started to unload the boat to 
the rhythm of the tide. As the boat raised 
up a bag was thrown onshore and when 
the boat dropped back down we waited. 
A moment later the boat began to raise 
again and we repeated until everything, 
including ourselves, were on the island. 
Harry untied the boat and climbed back 
onboard before wishing us luck. We 
clarified that he would come back for 
us on Wednesday at midday but if the 
weather was too bad, he would try again 
at the next available daylight opportuni-
ty. He slowly floated out of the harbour, 
lowered the engine and gently retraced 
the underwater path out of the harbour 
before disappearing into the mist. We 
could hear the noise of the engine long 
after the boat had vanished from sight. 
Then the sound of the engine were soon 
absorbed by the deadening wet air and 
we were truly alone.

We had to do a number of trips up and 
down from where we landed to where 
the village was. The island is pretty high, 
from sea level to the main surface of the 
island there is about a 10 metre differ-
ence. It was a steep climb up a muddy 
sheep trail but we got everything moved 
and out of reach of the tide. The island 
is surrounded by cliffs on almost every 

side, the destroyed harbour being one 
of the only places where it is possible 
to land. The village is a loose cluster of 
about ten buildings, a church, hous-
es, sheds, and on a hill northwest of the 
village, the old schoolhouse. It rains so 
much here that small streams have de-
veloped all over the island, and it was 
hard to find a place that would be dry 
enough to pitch our tent for a few days. 
After a short inspection, we agreed not 
to pitch it inside any of the buildings, as 
the roofs on most of them had already 
collapsed and the ones that were still 
standing felt like they could come down 
at any second. With two small natural 
streams on either side of it, and an old 
stone wall marking a field boundary, we 
pitched our tent on what would have 
been the main path through the village. 
The gable end of a house to our west 
broke the worst of the wind but it was 
far enough away that it wouldn’t land on 
us if it did fall over while we were there. 
The rain eased off and after we got our 
gear all set up we decided to go for an ex-
ploratory trip around the village while it 
was still daylight.

The rural electrification scheme which 
was implemented by the Irish Free State 
was never extended to the island due to 
either cost, or difficulty, or a combina-
tion of both. This island was not part of 
the plans for a new modern reimagining 
of Ireland. In the two months leading 
up to Christmas 1959, only six land-
ings were possible on the island and by 
the following year the frequency and 
ferocity of the Atlantic storms had left 
the remaining islanders with no choice 
but to evacuate the island [2]. The island 
was finally evacuated in October 1960 
with the people either moving to gov-
ernment supplied homes on Bofin or the 
mainland. Imagine how dark and cold it 
was out there for those last people, the 
dwindling amounts of paraffin for light 
and turf fires for warmth through those 
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longs months as the supplies on the is-
land ran down to nothing. 

We walked through tall thick grass in 
the mist, heading west towards the last 
house at the edge of the village. It’s hard 
to tell what time period each building is 
from. Some are plastered and have cast 
concrete window frames which would 
indicate they were newer but some are 
just dry stone wall structures which 
could be hundreds of years old. I’m sure 
some of these were long abandoned by 
the time the island was evacuated. Af-
ter we left the village the terrain turned 
to fields, in some of them you can still 
see what look like vegetable beds, gen-
tle ripples through the soil where rows 
of vegetables would have been grown at 
some stage.

The landscape on the island was strik-
ing. Looking down the coast to the 
west as far as the mist permitted there 
were cliffs. The entire island seemed to 
be eroding due to the battering it is re-
ceiving from Atlantic storms. All that 
was left on the beach was solid rock, and 
even the rocks had been rounded down 
by the power of the waves. I had never 
seen a body of water that powerful be-
fore. Shark is 13 kilometres from the 
mainland and the power of the water was 
scary. Those waves had been travelling 
all the way from Newfoundland, bring-
ing with them flotsam and jetsam from 
all over the world. Some of the items had 
probably been adrift for years. The is-
landers would probably have relished in 
finding anything the ocean spat up here, 
a net, some rope, a crate, all useful items 
out here but now it is just litter from a 
world that turned its back on the island. 
I found a rubber boot which looked like 
it could have come from a trawler ship of 
the north Atlantic fleet, a bottle of water 
from the Bahamas, a plastic milk carton 
from eastern Europe, a lighter that still 
had gas in it but the spark wheel was 

rusted so it wouldn’t turn, a marine safe-
ty flare that had not gone off.

We headed back up to the village and 
walked out to the east side of the har-
bour. The mist cleared as it got darker, 
curlews squawked and we saw a sea ot-
ter inspecting shells as we passed the old 
pier. Looking inland towards the cen-
tre of the island as the sun set, we saw 
the faint silhouette of what looked like a 
manmade object on top of a nearby hill. 
It appeared too symmetrical to be natu-
ral but it was hard to tell in that light and 
at that distance. Out to sea there was the 
faint hum of a distant fishing boat. It was 
impossible to say how far away it was 
or if it is just our imaginations. Either 
way it was reassuring to think there was 
somebody close-by incase we needed 
help. On returning to our tent, we boiled 
some soup. Rain drops hissed as they 
landed in our fire and we tried to unsuc-
cessfully to dry our shoes. Our first day 
on Shark drew to an end. 

The next morning, the mist was heavy 
and we couldn’t see further than a few 
metres in front of us but it didn’t really 
matter as there was not much to see any-
way. The interior of the island is a mix-
ture of dense wild grass which conceals 
streams of rain water. Our shoes were al-
most instantly soaked as we set off to try 
to find the object on the hill that we saw 
the night before. Once we moved fur-
ther uphill, away from the school to the 
north of the village, the terrain became 
exposed gravel. The bedrock looked like 
granite, there were little sparkly flecks in 
it. Every time we thought we were at the 
top of the hill we had seen it transpired 
that the object was not there and we had 
to carry on through the mist up the next 
hill. It was refreshing to not hear the 
roaring waves of the ocean, it was very 
peaceful up there on the hills. It seemed 
like we were slowly gaining altitude with 
each hilltop being slightly higher than 
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the previous one. We reached a kind of 
barren plateau and at this point we start-
ed to think we were lost. There were no 
paths, objects, or structures to orien-
tate yourself from up there and with 
the mist, we couldn’t even see where 
we were in relation to the coast. From 
what we saw the night before it felt like 
the object should have been much clos-
er. We started to question if we actual-
ly saw anything at all. I pulled a small 
hand-drawn map of the island from my 
pocket. I had drawn a sketch outline of 
Shark before we left the mainland just so 
we would have a rough idea of where we 
were in relation to the village, but in the 
mist, a map was pointless.

Shark has had relatively few maps made 
of it compared to the Irish mainland. 
There was a 1838 Ordnance Survey 
map and a 1856 Valuation map made 
of the island. These dates would make 
Shark almost the last place mapped in 
Ireland during each respective survey, 
the OS map of Shark only being released 
towards the end of the survey. The im-
plication is clear: Shark was not a top 
priority for the OS. Some editions of the 
maps didn’t even record Shark while 
some later maps only covered the inhab-
ited eastern side of the island. More than 
half of the island is literally falling off the 
edge of those early map [3] [4]. 

My ‘map’ was creased and dog-eared, 
the moisture from the mist and rain 
had finally seeped through my jacket 
and the paper had become soft, its lines 
blurred. When I set out on this journey, 
I never intended to make a map using 
photographs or an archive project about 
maps. It was more meant to be about the 
failure and shortcomings of maps, their 
blindspots. By looking at a map, we are 
not just looking at black lines on paper, 
we are looking at everything that a map 
can’t represent. By looking at them, we 
are also looking at everything they are 

not. They omit so much cultural history, 
but ever worse, they supersede history 
by claiming authority, in a way they say 
‘this is what this land looked like at this 
time’. Perhaps this is why photography 
became so integral to later land surveys. 
For example, the work of photographer 
Timothy O’Sullivan who was chosen by 
Clarence King as the official photogra-
pher for King’s Fortieth Parallel Survey 
which took place between 1867-1872. 
This survey was one of the first of it’s 
kind, pushing further into the American 
west and even predating a still uncom-
pleted east-west railway. Photography 
and cartography’s authoritative con-
nection with realism at the time was a 
tool that could be used by surveyors like 
King to claim control over land [5]. 

In the essay “Ireland ‘ABC of Earth 
Wonders’”, Derek Gladwin and Chris-
tine Cusick discuss the history of the 
OS mapping of Ireland and attempt to 
define its function beyond an ink soaked 
piece of paper, “Maps are cultural con-
structs shaped not only by those who 
create them, but also by those who per-
ceive them, and such perceptions fil-
ter through an unreliable medium of 
language. Maps, then, are metaphor-
ic ways of organising, orientating and 
then controlling all types of experienc-
es, whether they are personal, social, or 
cultural” [6]. Standing there, lost in the 
mist on top of a hill on Shark I realised I 
had set out on an impossible task to try 
to understand the OS and their work in 
Ireland. What I didn’t factor in was that 
I myself will interpret their work in a 
unique way based on my own personal, 
social, and cultural makeup. The only 
‘Ireland’ I have ever known has been 
an anglicised, partitioned island. I grew 
up in that new modern post-colonial 
experiment in self-representation and 
my relationship with land is a result of 
the OS, and obviously my views of their 
work will be seen through the context of 
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my own social and cultural background. 
In a way, I see my failure as my success 
and only by realising that, I have come 
to truly understand something about 
the limit of representation. The OS just 
so happens to be a very good analogy 
for this kind of functioning impossibili-
ty of defining land simply as land. In the 
same essay, Gladwin and Cusick go fur-
ther, they identify any attempt at a com-
plete understanding of a mapped space 
as “undesirable”, quoting cartographer 
and artist Tim Robinson, “‘A map is a 
sustained attempt upon an unattainable 
goal, the complete comprehension by 
an individual of a tract of space that will 
be individualised into a place by that at-
tempt’. In other words, complete under-
standing of a mapped place remains in-
comprehensible and even undesirable” 
[7].

I stuffed the soggy scrap of paper back 
into my pocket and we crossed the pla-
teau towards the next hill, when out of 
the mist a shape appeared. We realised 
we were already on the hill we spotted 
yesterday and the symmetrical shape 
we saw was a triangulation point. It was 
right there a few metres from us hid-
den in the mist. This pillar wasn’t on 
the trig-point map that I used to find 
Croghan and the other primary trian-
gulation-points but that may be because 
this point was installed later during a 
re-triangulation of the county which 
took place in the 1950’s [8]. To think 
that a group of surveyors brought tools 
and materials up here in the 1950’s to 
build this pillar, just a few years before 
the island was evacuated. I wonder what 
the locals made of those surveyors and 
what those surveyors thought of the 
conditions the islanders were living in. 
It was probably obvious to everyone at 
that stage that life on Shark was unsus-
tainable and would soon come to an end. 
I took some photos of the pillar in the 
mist and we walked down the west side 

of the hill. We were getting closer to the 
centre of the island, the edge of the ear-
lier OS maps. The further we descended 
the clearer it became. The hill we had 
just walked over provides some reprieve 
for the village from the Atlantic wind 
and rain. Now that we were on the oth-
er side of it, we were unprotected, and 
you could feel the difference, the wind 
was a lot stronger and a lot sharper on 
the western side. There is nothing of any 
height out there, no trees could survive 
that kind of constant battering. Only 
scrub and grass that blows with the wind 
and stays low to the ground seemed to 
survive. We crossed more and more 
streams and sodden grasslands. Occa-
sionally a flock of birds would jump out 
of the grass and take flight, or just spread 
their wings and let the wind do the work 
for them as they were carried away. 
Just when we thought we had finally 
reached the end of human intervention 
on the continental shelf, we saw what 
we thought was a wall in the distance. It 
wasn’t a wall like any of the others back 
in the village, which were a single stone 
deep and acted more as demarcation 
lines of land boundaries than walls used 
to keep anything in or out. This wall was 
bigger by comparison, at some points 
up to three stones deep, about a metre 
and a half high and it ran in both direc-
tions into the mist. The wall was built 
on a north-south axis and based on my 
sodden scrap map, I reckon it divides 
the island almost exactly in the middle. 
Who put all the effort into getting those 
stones there? And why build it so deep, 
high and long? We could only assume it 
was an attempt to keep grazing animals 
from crossing over to the west side of 
the island where it would not be worth 
chasing them down again. That was it 
then, the last human structure on the 
island and one of the most westerly hu-
man structures in Europe. We crossed 
over the wall through a section which 
has been blown over and we walked 
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alongside it. 

Standing at that dividing line was a 
strange experience, knowing that there 
was nothing in front of me except an 
ocean while behind me was everything 
and everyone I had ever known. An en-
tire world of systems and structures, ar-
chives, construction and history. That 
wall is roughly where the Valuation 
map stops recording, there was nothing 
worth drawing beyond that point. Being 
there I was reminded of a short passage 
from the beginning of W.G. Sebald’s 
The Rings Of Saturn, during a coastal 
walk undertaken by the author. Sebald 
notices men fishing from the beach in 
an area where the fish stocks have been 
decimated by industrial trawling fleets, 
“They just want to be in a place where 
they have the world behind them, and 
before them nothing but emptiness” [9].

I can only imagine that this is what at 
least some of the last inhabitants of 
Shark felt like, their world slowly disap-
pearing as young people left for to find 
work on the mainland, never to return. 
With access to services becoming more 
and more erratic as the winter storms 
become stronger and lasted longer, the 
pier breaking apart under the strain of 
not only the waves, but also time. Know-
ing that they would be the last people 
to ever live out on Shark, it must have 
been difficult to leave the island and join 
a world which had already quickly aban-
doned their simple way of living. To me, 
Sebald’s observation could be read as a 
veiled criticism of the affect of global-
isation on the lives of the fishermen of 
Lowestoft, their livelihoods destroyed 
by distant fleets of trawlers. A similar 
criticism can be found through Keat-
ing’s work on the Shannon scheme and 
what he saw as Irelands lost opportuni-
ty of creating a new post-colonial nation 
[10]. Similarly this can be seen in Seku-
la’s thoughts on the demise of the long-

shoremen of the world’s ports and the 
rise of containerised shipping [11]. All 
of these being systems which would not 
be possible without cartography playing 
a foundational role. 

We walked beside the wall until we 
reached a cliff edge. The inlet we had 
arrived at didn’t look like what we ex-
pected to find at that point. We con-
sulted my ‘map’ and tried to figure out 
where we were. Possibly further along 
the coast than we thought, or maybe 
we were at that inlet which would place 
us more north than we thought, or that 
one which is also possible, which would 
put us back closer to the village than 
we thought. After realising that it real-
ly didn’t matter where we were in rela-
tion to the scrap of paper, I put it back 
into my pocket for the final time and 
we climbed down onto the beach. That 
beach was even more rough than the one 
we had visited the day before, it was just 
a rock surface facing onto eroding cliffs. 
The fresh earth of the cliff face looked 
as if it might have only been exposed to 
the sea air a few hours before we arrived. 
The previous nights storm must have 
caused the outermost layer of the cliff to 
collapse. There were large boulders of 
soil and rock left at the base of the cliffs. 

I like to think that at least some of the 
soil and sand that is being stripped from 
Shark and taken back by the ocean is 
making its way around the country and 
settling on Bull island. As one island 
comes together, another falls apart. 
I think back on all the hours I used to 
spend walking on Bull island, following 
other people’s footprints up the beach 
trying to match the distant figures with 
the shape and size of the impressions 
left in the sand. I’d follow my own foot-
prints back down the beach on my way 
towards the bridge to the mainland. 
On Shark there are no traces, none left 
by me anyway. It is as if even brief mo-
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mentary history, like footprints left in 
sand are not allowed here anymore. The 
stone surface does not record anything 
as insignificant as human footprints. 
History has stopped building up here, 
Sharks story has already come to an end. 

We were tired, cold, hungry, wet, and 
lost. We climbed back up the cliff and 
followed the coast east (or at least in the 
direction we thought was east) know-
ing that no matter where we were, once 
we hit the eastern coast of the island we 
would find the village soon enough. We 
finally made it back and it turned out 
we really were lost. The mist had really 
thrown us off course, and we were at a 
completely different point to where we 
thought we were on the map. I walked 
around the village taking some photos 
of the buildings as the rain began to get 
heavier. We had a dinner of tea, soup 
and beans before changing into some 
dry clothes and going to sleep.

The next morning I woke up to the rain-
fly gently blowing in the wind. Niall was 
up and gone somewhere. I looked at 
my watch and saw that it was just after 
10am, it was bright and dry outside and 
finally there were some patchy clouds 
instead of the complete blanket of grey 
like the day before. We had two hours 
to eat, break everything down, take any 
last photos, and get to the pier for our 
collection at midday. Out of some kind 
of subconscious force of habit, I looked 
at my watch again a few minutes later 
and realised that time has stopped, or 
more accurately, my watch has stopped. 
It is a mechanical watch that needs to be 
wound every two days, and for the first 
time in years I had forgotten to wind it. 
I am not sure if that happened because I 
finally made it to an island I had wanted 
to visit for some time and was distracted 
or because for the most part, time does 
not matter very much on Shark. I debat-
ed whether I should wind my watch on 

but then what would be the point, as I 
had no way of figuring out what time to 
set it back to. I sat there and watched the 
clouds float by in silence. There was not 
even the sound of ticking anymore and 
I was reminded of a John Berger essay 
titled Between Here and Then in which 
he tells a story of a complicated old fam-
ily clock in his kitchen which he acci-
dentally breaks one day while trying to 
wind it on. When it is gone for repair the 
absence of its ticking has an effect on the 
mood of the family home, the house can 
no longer ‘breath’ [12]. 

Berger’s essay about his kitchen clock 
moves from the actual story of the clock 
being repaired to a comparison between 
clocks and photography as inherently 
linked recording devices. Berger’s now 
silent room becomes akin to a photo-less 
world, or as Berger himself puts it, “An 
unphotographed world would be like a 
house without time! They [photographs] 
propose that cameras and timepieces 
are, in some way, complimentary” [13]. 
In his introduction to this collection of 
essays, this photo–time connection is 
also referred to. While discussing Berg-
er’s essay, Geoff Dyer quotes Barthes: 
“For me the noise of Time is not sad: I 
love bells, clocks, watches - and I recall 
that at first photographic implements 
were related to techniques of cabinet-
making and the machinery of precision: 
cameras in short, were clocks for seeing, 
and perhaps in me someone very old 
still hears in the photographic mecha-
nism the living sound of the wood” [14]. 
Berger continues, “Arresting past and 
future may, though, be a way of momen-
tarily entering eternity. The opposite of 
the eternal is not the ephemeral but the 
forgotten” [15]. If we consider Shark in 
the same way, it is as if the island became 
some kind of sacrificial middle ground, 
a liminal space between the past and fu-
ture, and I don’t mean the present, but 
as Berger suggests, the forgotten.
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Above I mentioned Timothy O’Sullivan 
in relation to the connection between 
the importance of photography to the 
military geological surveys westward 
across America. O’Sullivan worked his 
way across the west of America in the 
19th century, photographing in support 
of the construction of the railroad sys-
tem. There is a certain amount of am-
biguity about O’Sullivans place of birth 
with some sources stating he was born 
in Ireland in 1840 [16]. Considering the 
horrific famine which ravaged Ireland 
through the 1840’s, it is entirely possi-
ble that he emigrated, like many other 
Irish people at this time, to America. 
During the 19th century, many cities 
operated their own independent local-
ised timezones. With the introduction 
of a connected railroad and faster trav-
el, standardised time had to be adopt-
ed to cover larger areas to avoid small 
discrepancies in time which would lead 
to confusion for passengers and pos-
sibly accidents for railway workers at 
level-crossings and stations. The world 
became a smaller place as newer tech-
nology was adopted. Standardised time-
zones as we know them today would 
not exist in their current form without 
the railroad; and the railroad would not 
exist without the cartographic and pho-
tographic surveys of the American west 
of 19th century. In turn, the methods 
used to chart the America west would 
perhaps not exist without the Ordnance 
Surveys mapping of Ireland and the im-
migration of Timothy O’Sullivan. Time, 
photography, and cartography share an 
interlinked history, each one affecting 
the other. Sitting there on the edge of 
Shark with my unticking watch there 
was a certain finality to my journey, the 
circle became complete. From Berger’s 
clock-camera comparison to all these 
journeys I had undertaken in search of 
the original triangulation points, as well 
as between this island’s abandonment 

and the OS mapping of Ireland there is 
a thread running through history and 
through this work. Perhaps this thread 
could better be described as a set of his-
torical footprints in the sand, one lead-
ing on from the next. 

Like a kitchen where the clock has 
stopped ticking, this island is not fro-
zen in time; rather it is free of time. It is 
difficult to explain with words, it is like 
trying to explain the sound of silence 
using only noises. Starting out into the 
great Atlantic abyss, the dividing line 
between the old and new world (in colo-
nial terms), beyond the water there is a 
modern global world of maps, railroads, 
timezones, and cities. All of these are 
human imposed constructions which 
would not have been possible without 
the invention of accurate cartography 
and the mapping of the island of Ireland. 
It is astonishing how fast and slow our 
world can move simultaneously. Only 
a few decades ago people were subsis-
tence living on Shark in homes made of 
dry stone walls without electricity, and 
at the same time jumbo jets were flying 
overhead as undersea cables were being 
laid nearby for what would become key 
infrastructure for today’s internet.

Very rarely do absolute divides exist, the 
divide itself is something, a pencil mark 
on a map, a wall in a field, the black out-
line of an image on a roll of negative film. 
Shark very well may be that divide. The 
most well-known thing that ever hap-
pened here was that it was forgotten. It 
is as if the island itself is both a physical 
and metaphorical space, somewhere de-
fined on a map but separated out of time. 
The island is a liminal space where time 
no longer matters, it is like looking at the 
silent stationary hands of a watch that 
someone has forgotten to wind.

Niall returned from his walk and we 
packed up our gear. We moved every-
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thing down to the rocks just beyond the 
broken concrete pier and waited. The 
weather had finally cleared so we went 
for a swim and boiled some more tea. 
We waited until we heard the whining 
engine of the rib approaching from the 
east. We loaded the boat and let the 
tide take us back out of the harbour be-
fore the engine was lowered back into 
the water. My last sight of Shark was of 
those broken steps leading into the wa-
ter, simultaneously coming from, and 
leading to, nowhere.
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EPILOGUE



When I try to think back now and to how 
this all stated I can’t really recall any sin-
gular lightbulb moment, there never 
was one. It was a slow journey that start-
ed long before I ever arrived at Aalto and 
I think it will be one which carries on for 
a long time after I have left. What I dis-
covered is that my own personal identity 
is deeply intertwined with this land, its 
history and its culture, and I have come 
to understand that that is ultimately 
what I was exploring through this work. 
I had questions about the history of the 
land that defines who I am and after this 
process I think I have answered some of 
those questions. Finding some of those 
answers has just created more questions 
which I hope to answer at some point in 
the future but for now I am content. 

I am no closer to understanding how 
other people view Ireland or what you 
think of it based on my photographs, but 
my own personal view of this land has 
been changed forever through this pro-
cess. Hopefully through this text and 
these images you have been able to view 
this land through my eyes and you can 
see it as the historically layered cultural 
entanglement that it is. I don’t think I’ll 
ever look at any place in Ireland in the 
same again. I’ll know that just under the 
surface there are layers upon layers of 
history. Nothing here is ever as straight-
forward as it first appears to be.

Looking at the new land of Bull Island, 
an island that was physically created by 
the mapping, I wanted to investigate if 
there was a way to see the unseen. Could 
I visually investigate that which I could 
no longer directly witness because ei-
ther time had passed or perhaps a bet-
ter way of putting it, time moves on too 
grand a scale for me to document it with 
photography. Not only is Bull Island still 
growing but Ireland as a whole is con-
stantly moving further and further away 
from the initial OS mapping. Finding 

Sekula and his approach of critical re-
alism allowed me to move the project 
beyond being an archive project about 
the documents and structures left be-
hind by the OS. What I initially thought 
would be a straightforward topographic 
project of triangulation points quick-
ly became a much more complex and 
nuanced undertaking. With this new 
approach, I could allude to what had al-
ready happened in these places without 
feeling obliged to provide the viewer 
with a definitive answer, or in this case a 
set of images of near-identical concrete 
pillars. Even from this early stage it was 
clear that I will not fit a clean cut defini-
tive answer to any of the questions I was 
interested in and that is because there is 
not one, Bull Island is still growing and 
changing, we are still currently living 
through the impact these mapping proj-
ects had on the landscape.

With Croghan, now that I had estab-
lished what I was going to do and why, 
I wanted to look back at the people who 
had gone before me and dealt with sim-
ilar issues of the changing face of con-
temporary Ireland through critically en-
gaged art. Croghan is an examination of 
old land that was reinterpreted through 
the mapping process. Sean Keating fea-
tures in this essay and is an interesting 
case as he acts as a chronological half-
way point between the OS during the 
early 19th century, Keating’s work in 
the early 20th century and my work in 
the early 21st century. Keating’s work 
also dealt with the affects of the map-
ping of Ireland and its ‘emerging histo-
ry’ as he called it. Part Two was also a pe-
riod of reflection both for myself and for 
the project. I could have just kept going 
around Ireland finding and photograph-
ing trig-points but I felt like I needed to 
change course. By simply repeating what 
the OS did I was contributing to the con-
tinuation of their historical narrative. I 
wasn’t critically challenging what they 
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did, I was reflecting it, perpetuating it. 
This was an important turning point in 
the project, it opened up a lot of possi-
bilities for me and the kind of work that 
I wanted to make. Most importantly at 
this stage, I became aware of the work of  
Tim Robinson and was able to tap into 
a network of other critical works which 
were also engaged in questioning the 
Irish landscape.

In Inishark I was looking for the impos-
sible. In a country that claimed to be the 
first 100% mapped country in the world, 
I went looking for a place not affected 
by the mapping. I realised that even by 
finding a place that was beyond the mar-
gins of the maps, that in time this lack 
of mapping ultimately also came to de-
fine such a place. Even when a place was 
not mapped or partially mapped, it had 
relatively the same affect as mapping it, 
that physical space became defined by 
it’s relation to the mapping process. Go-
ing back to where it all started and the 
connection between a time scale I could 
not photograph on Bull Island, Shark is 
an interesting example of a place where 
modernity never really existed at all. 
This text explores the link between 
place and time, instead of place and con-
structed representation. This trip and 
my observations there led me to a per-
sonal understanding of the limitations 
of representation when it comes to land. 
There is a lot more tied up in how we un-
derstand land then just how it is depict-
ed and who depicts it. Shark will look 
like nothing more than an abandoned 
rock to most people, even my own expe-
rience of it is vastly different to that of a 
native islander or to one of their descen-
dants currently living on the neighbour-
ing island of Bofin. How you view Shark, 
and to a larger extent, any space will be 
based on a number of factors far beyond 
the way a way is depicted and who de-
picts it. Much like the original maps of 
Ireland which were made from the point 

of view of foreign soldiers, my time spent 
travelling across this land is simply that, 
my time. It is one persons individualised 
view of an intricate, historically dense 
and constantly reinterpreted space. 

I did not uncover one true history of the 
Irish landscape and that is because no 
such singular history exists. This island 
has long been contested and probably 
will be contested long into the future. 
My intention with this work was to high-
light the fact that the Ordnance Survey 
was an attempt at the impossible task of 
a singular interruption of land through 
representation. Just as I am sure my own 
thoughts and images omit great deals 
of personal and cultural history from 
the places I have travelled through, this 
work is simply my attempt to broaden 
the understanding of the mapping of 
the Irish landscape. Almost exactly 200 
years after the OS began mapping Ire-
land, I felt compelled to add to the dis-
course surrounding British colonialism 
in Ireland and contribute to the growing 
network of critical works, both visual 
and literary, examining how contempo-
rary Ireland came into being.
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