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 “Fjord of Killary”: An Ecocritical Reflection 

 “In most literary theory ‘the world’ is synonymous with society- the social sphere. 

Ecocriticism expands the notion of ‘the world’ to include the entire ecosphere. As a critical 

stance, ecocriticism has one foot in literature and the other on land” (Wenzell 128). Cheryll 

Glotfelty’s assertion regarding the relationship between the natural and social environments that 

surround a literary work is particularly relevant within the realm of Irish literature. Ireland’s 

physical and political landscapes have been closely intertwined for centuries, an idea that has 

been reflected in both classical and contemporary works. Kevin Barry’s “Fjord of Killary” is a 

prime example of this fusion between environment and culture. Set at the Water’s Edge Hotel in 

the Fjord of Killary, the story is driven by what occurs beyond the lounge bar. Barry strikes a 

balance between the internal goings-on of the hotel (the speaker and his interactions with his 

patrons) and the conditions of the environment surrounding it. Not only do the events reflect 

what happens to the characters in the story (and by extension, the social ‘world’ around them), it 

also expresses concerns that directly affect the natural environment.  



                                                                                                                                

When one thinks of Ireland, a series of images may come to mind: verdant rolling hills 

dotted with sheep and farmhouses, bars packed with friendly locals, and cobblestone roads lined 

with charmingly antiquated buildings. In “Fjord of Killary”, Barry turns this notion on its head 

with his description of the fjord and the general gloomy atmosphere. Almost immediately, 

readers are given the sense that the setting exists outside the idyllic romanticized image of rural 

Ireland: “It was set hard by the harbor wall, with Mweelrea Mountain across the water, and 

disgracefully gray skies above. It rained two hundred and eighty-seven days of the year [...] On 

the night in question, the rain was particularly violent- it came down like handfuls of nails flung 

hard and fast by a seriously riled sky god. I was at this point eight months in the place and about 

convinced that it would be the death of me” (Barry 2). This departure from the “stereotypical” 

Ireland presents an issue that has permeated not only Irish culture, but also the international 

perceptions of Irish culture. The construction of a western green utopia, free from the tethers of 

the industrial east, was in part a response to British colonialism: as Ireland was taken over by the 

English, traces of “traditional” Irish culture (language, literature, architecture, etc) began to fade 

away. Barry attempts to dismantle, or at the very least, subvert, this constructed Irishness through 

his depiction of the landscape. Even his narrator is temporarily swept up in the romantic vision 

of Western Ireland: “...The West of Ireland...the murmurous ocean...the rocky hills jard-founded 

in a greenish light...the cleansing air...the stoats peeping shyly from gaps in drystone walls…”  

(5). The speaker’s idealization of the country is also marked by the use of ellipses, a hollow 

imitation of Joyce (the quintessential Irish author). Barry’s desolate scene is a stark contrast 

against the bright postcard images in popular culture. He paints an honest and accurate picture of 

the Irish reality: one that does not always include rolling hills of green and sunny skies.  



                                                                                                                                

Like the landscape against which the story is set, the time frame is another significant 

indicator of the issues addressed in “Fjord of Killary.” Published in The New Yorker in 2010, it 

followed a period of immense economic growth (and subsequent collapse) known as the ‘Celtic 

Tiger’. The aftermath was not only a financial crisis, but something of an environmental crisis as 

well. Barry subtly addresses the industrialization of the West through his colorful cast of Killary 

locals. Their preoccupation with roads and directions may be an indication of the cultural and 

environmental shift that came with the Tiger. Writes Barry, “The talk shifted to roads, mileage, 

general directions. They made a geography of the country by the naming of pubs”  (2). Rather 

than using natural landmarks, the barflies seem to only be concerned with manmade highways 

and drinking establishments. Barry uses the social environment of the lounge bar, in addition to 

the land outside, to comment on the post-Tiger landscape: even the idyllic West of Ireland has 

been connected to the modernized East by paved motorways and businesses.  

There is also an overwhelming sense of dread and decay, as if the land surrounding the 

hotel is slowly decomposing. The building itself is in a precarious state, eventually succumbing 

to the flood. Barry notes “the iodine tang of kelp [that] hung in the air always, [which] put me in 

mind of embalming fluid” (3). The land is representative of something that is dying, or at the 

very least beginning to corrode. The fjord itself is a product of glacial melting, which is an effect 

of a changing climate. Barry inundates the reader with this imagery of decay, but also implies 

that something catastrophic is looming in the distance: “...the rain continued to hammer away at 

our dismal little world, and the sky had shucked the last of its evening gray to take on an intense 

purplish tone that was ominous, close-in, Biblical” (6). Within a narrower context, it may appear 

that Barry is referencing the impending flood. However, when analyzing the Irish landscape as a 



                                                                                                                                

whole, it may also represent the imminent effects of climate change that threaten the future of the 

planet’s ecological wellbeing.  

Throughout “Fjord of Killary”, the landscape itself becomes a character amongst the cast 

of eccentric Killary barflies and morose hotel staff. Barry’s narrator is at constant odds with the 

environment around him: he seems to harbor disdain for his patrons and staff, and the harsh 

western weather sends him spiraling into a months-long depressive episode. The speaker’s naive 

ideas about the rural west quickly fall away as he realizes that the romanticized vision of a green 

utopia is simply a construction bred out of the need for a monolithic ‘culture.’ The natural world 

in “Killary” plays a central role in Barry’s commentary on cultural and ecological issues. The 

recurring imagery of precarity and decay serves as a means of discussing the delicate state of 

Ireland’s economic and environmental affairs: just as the threat of the flood looms over Kevin 

and the bargoers, the perils of climate change and late stage capitalism are evident on both a 

national and global scale. The purple skies and smell of decay not only indicate an immediate 

threat to the Water’s Edge and its inhabitants; it also represents the fast approaching 

consequences of a world that disregards ecological issues in the interest of capitalism. To quote 

Barry: “‘It’s end-of-the-fucking-world stuff out there’” (2).  
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