
 

Migration 
Migration is a theme that has inspired writers and    
artists, probably since there were writers and artists.  
 
Genesis describes the migration of the Jewish people 
to Egypt and Virgil’s Aenid tells how Aeneas and his       
followers fled defeated Troy and wandered across the 
Mediterranean before eventually founding Rome. It is 
worth noting that both the Children of Israel and       
Aeneas and his people were effectively refugees in 
these stories. 
 
But, of course, migration is not confined to humans. 
Many animals migrate, especially birds but also insects like butterflies and, in places like the    
African savannahs,  even large mammals.  This sort of seasonal migration was crucial for hunter 
gathering people and so it is not too much of a stretch to see the cave paintings of steppe bison 
in the Cave of Altimera (up to 36,000 years old as migration inspired art. 

This duel theme has persisted to the present.  Not surprisingly, perhaps, as so many millions of 
people, amongst them countless writers and artists have been compelled, or have chosen to   
emigrate. And even willing migrants often feel a deep yearning for home - whether or not that 
home remains to be, possibly, returned to.  Loss, a sense of dislocation, fear of the new,             
excitement and discovery migrants and emigrants experience powerful and often traumatic emo-
tions which are bound to find literary and artistic expression.  So much so that  Penguin have 
published The Penguin Book of Migration Literature https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/575260/

the-penguin-book-of-migration-literature-by-edited-with-an-introduction-by-dohra-ahmad-foreword-by-edwidge-

danticat/  (2019)   

 

While the Tate  have produced this page on their website on Migration and Art                                             
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/migration-art  

 

Personal favourites of (human) migration inspired books include Colm Tóibín’s  Brooklyn, (2009) which 
charts an Irish girl’s migration to America  in the 1950’s,  and Laura Ingalls Wilder’s The Little House on the 
Prairie (1935).  The latter is a story of internal migration, from the forested eastern USA to the open plains  
and this is an  enduring theme in  American literature and especially in film. 
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Human migration has marked the Hebrides deeply. The place names with their mixture of Gaelic and 
Norse remind us that there is nothing new here.  The Clearences caused waves of migration with dis-
placed islanders exiled to the US and Canada, New Zealand and beyond, taking their culture with 
them.  Inward migration has gathered apace in recent decades. 
 
But we are also blessed with some of the most spectacular seasonal migrations of the natural world.  
Thousands of geese fly over Lewis and Harris in Spring and Autumn as they make their way to and 
from arctic breeding grounds and the honking of whooper swans is a common winter sound.  Long 
tailed ducks take up residence in the sea by the Braighe in the cold months and some years see winter 
eruptions  of waxwings or summer influxes of butterflies. 
 
If human migration has inspired the most art and literature, cyclical natural migrations have their 
share. One of my favourite songs evokes the melancholy beauty of autumnal migration. 
 
Who Knows Where the Time Goes 
 
Across the evening sky, all the birds are leaving 

But how can they know it's time for them to go? 

Before the winter fire, I will still be dreaming 

I have no thought of time 

For who knows where the time goes? 

Who knows where the time goes? 

Sad, deserted shore, your fickle friends are leaving 

Ah, but then you know it's time for them to go 

But I will still be here, I have no thought of leaving 

I do not count the time 

For who knows where the time goes? 

Who knows where the time goes? 

And I am not alone while my love is near me 

I know it will be so until it's time to go 

So come the storms of winter and then the birds in spring again 

I have no fear of time 

For who knows how my love grows? 

And who knows where the time goes?       Sandy Denny 
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