"The ABC of Earthwonders":
The Life and Legacy of
The Tim Robinson Archive
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Tim Robinson travelling to Arainn, 1984
The Tim Robinson Archive, NUI Galway

Dr Nessa Cronin, Centre for Irish Studies, NUI Galway, Ireland.
Burren Beo Tea Talks, 8 September 2021
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Unfolding the Landscape with Tim Robinson



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qozTus83d58
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Born in Yorkshire in 1935 - studied mathematics at Cambridge University. After a career as
a visual artist in Istanbul, Vienna and London, he settled in the Aran Islands with his
partner Mairéad in 1972 and began a detailed study of the landscape the West of Ireland
through the lens of cartography and writing.

The Folding Landscapes mapping project was Ireland's winning entry for the Ford
European Conservation awards in 1987.

Elected to Aosdana in 1996, and to the Royal Irish Academy in 2011.
The Parnell Visiting Fellow at Magdalen College, Cambridge in 2011.

Visiting Artist at the Centre Culturel Irlandais in Paris in 2012.

His paintings and constructions have been exhibited as part of joint and solo exhibitions
at Camden Art Gallery, Serpentine Gallery, Irish Museum of Modern Art and the Hugh

Lane Gallery

He has won two Irish Book Awards for his writing on Ireland, and has undertaken a
translation of Mairtin O Cadhain’s Cré na Cille with Liam Mac An Iomaire which will was
published with Yale University Press in 2015. Won the MLA Translation Prize 2018.

His books include Stones of Aran: Pilgrimage and Labyrinth, the Connemara trilogy
(Connemara: A Little Gaelic Kingdom, Connemara: Listening to the Wind, Connemara: The
Last Pool of Darkness), and a suite of essays, My Time in Space.

Documentary Film: Tim Robinson: Connemara, Directed by Pat Collins (Harvest Films,
2011)

Essay Collection: Unfolding Irish Landscapes: Tim Robinson, Culture and Environment,
edited by Christine Cusick and Derek Gladwin (Manchester: University of Manchester
Press, 2015)

Connemara and Elsewhere: Photography inspired by Robinson’s Connemara - Nicolas
Feve, French photographer living in Dublin.




‘Most of these writings relate to the ABC of earth wonders - Aran, the Burren, Connemara
- that I have been spelling out in the maps; some go farther into holes and corners, others
fly off into wider spaces’

- Tim Robinson, ‘Preface) Setting foot on the shores of Connemara & other writings, 1996

I try to ensure that copies of as many as possible of these lists [of placenames] from
Connemara and Aran and the Burren come into my hands, and are added to my archive,
which will eventually go to NUI Galway. Now, it may be that some minor historical
puzzles can be resolved through consulting such lists, or a scholar may use them to
buttress a thesis about land-use or emigration or plant distribution. That is, the
placenames become grist to the academic mill. Artists and writers may pick and choose
among them for their own creative purposes.

- Tim Robinson, ‘The Seanchai and the Database), Irish Pages, 2003




In 2006, the Robinson Archive was officially donated to NUI Galway as part
of a generous gift to the people from the region from Tim and Mairéad
Robinson. The process of depositing and cataloguing the archive
commenced in July 2013 with a team of librarians and scholars, with the
majority of the items being deposited in Autumn 2014.

Series of events in September 2014 to mark the preview of the Robinson
Collection at NUI Galway:

- Exhibition, Book Launch, Conference, Public Interview, RTE Radio 2 Part
Documentary, meeting of Royal Irish Academy, and Moore Institute
Visiting Fellowship Scheme.

Archive Contents: (Maps, Manuscripts, Placename Index Cards)

- 489 pages of maps

-9,650 pages of correspondence dating from 1960-2010

-24,365 pages of manuscripts, and first editions of his maps and books
-300 Irish and English language reference books

-material relating to his life and work in Vienna, Istanbul, London and
Cambridge

-11,700 items of placename index cards contained in 13 drawers

- field notebooks, index cards, rubbings

-drawings, photographs and other fieldwork related material and
observations relating to work in the Burren, Connemara and the Aran
Islandssinceiozz oo S e S
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“one of the world's most precious and delicate terrains”

The Burren Material, Tim Robinson Archive, NUI Galway
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‘Mapping the Burren,
Tim Robinson. Arainn 8/11/77.
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Page from hardbound
notebook entitled 'Burren
Map: Notes from Edition 1" by
Tim Robinson, containing
sheet numbers and
bibliographic references,
[1976-1977]. Tim Robinson
Archive, NUI Galway.
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Sample from Liam MacGloinn’s ‘Burrenology’
letter to Tim Robinson (300 page MS, n.d.)
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The Burren Map (1977, 1999
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» Burren Map digitised:


https://digital.library.nuigalway.ie/islandora/object/nuigalway%3A10955

‘I approached mapping as an art-form particularly suited to ordering large amounts of
fact into an expressive whole. So I came to the practice of cartography largely ignorant
of its specific techniques, theories and received ideas, or to say deeply suspicious of its
technological and organizational structures that distance the drawer of the map even
farther from the place to be drawn, alienating the hand from the foot.

For me, making a map was to be a one-to-one encounter between a person and a
terrain, a commitment unlimitable in terms of time and effort, an existential project of
knowing a place. The map itself could hardly then be more than an interim report on
the progress of its own making.

— Tim Robinson, ‘Interim Reports from Folding Landscapes), pp. 75-76.
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The Art of Writing

‘How can writing, writing about a place, hope to recuperate its centuries
of lost speech? A writing may aspire to be rich enough in reverberatory
internal connections to house the sound of the past as well as echoes of
immediate experience, but it is also intensely interested in its own
structure, which it must preserve from the overwhelming multiplicity of
reality.
— Tim Robinson, ‘Preface, Connemara: Last Pool of Darkness, p. 3.
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Robinson’s personal placenames index-card cabinet.
Film still, Jarsma: Fragments from an Archive, ©2016.
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The Living Archive — Literary Legacies

ROBERT MACFARLANE
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https://engageartstudios.com/
https://imma.ie/artists/tim-robinson/

Reconsidering landscape legacies ...
Introduction to the 1999 edition of the Burren Map.

ING LANDSCAFES

a lwe-inch map of the
uplands of north-west Clare ,’
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https://www.clarelibrary.ie/eolas/coclare/folklore/glas_gaibhne_of_burren.htm

Community legacies...
and hopeful futures...

Finavarra Ho.
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- Tim Robinson 10/6/99
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