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Amitav Ghosh’s Gun Island(2018) blends myth and folklore with a
contemporary narrative to address urgent issues such as climate change,
migration, and humanity’s relationship with nature. This research paper
examines how Ghosh reinterprets the myth of the Gun Merchant and
other folk narratives, bridging the past and the present to emphasize the
significance of cultural memory and storytelling in understanding and
responding to contemporary crises. Through the integration of myth with
modern-day events, Ghosh demonstrates the enduring relevance of
folklore in interpreting the human experience, ultimately advocating for
a renewed understanding of humanity’s interconnectedness with the

natural world.

Introduction

Amitav Ghosh has established himself as a prominent voice in literary fiction, using his novels to address

complex socio-political and environmental issues. In Gun Island(2018), Ghosh takes an interdisciplinary

approach, blending folklore, history, and science to explore the consequences of climate change and forced

migration. The central myth of the Gun Merchant—Bonduki Sadagar—serves as a narrative device that

connects the past with the present, revealing the continuity of certain experiences across time and space. By

intertwining myth with contemporary realities, Ghosh highlights the importance of cultural memory in

shaping our understanding of current ecological and social challenges.
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The Myth of the Gun Merchant: A Story Across Time

The myth of the Gun Merchant is the novel’s driving force, providing a historical parallel to the experiences
of the modern-day characters. The legend tells of a merchant cursed by Manasa Devi, the goddess of snakes,
leading him on a perilous journey in search of escape and redemption. This myth resonates with the theme

of displacement, reflecting both physical and existential aspects of the human experience.

In Gun Island(2018), Ghosh reimagines this myth, allowing it to evolve alongside the protagonist Deen’s
journey. The story of the Gun Merchant is not static but changes as it interacts with the environments and
people that Deen encounters. Ghosh’s approach to the myth reflects his view that folklore is not merely a set
of fixed stories from the past but is instead dynamic, capable of adapting to new circumstances and offering
insights into the present. The Gun Merchant’s tale echoes the experiences of the refugees and migrants who
populate the novel, suggesting that human history is marked by cycles of movement, displacement, and

survival.

The myth also offers a reflection on the human struggle against nature’s forces, a theme central to the
novel’s exploration of climate change. The Gun Merchant’s journey, marked by conflict with supernatural
forces, serves as an allegory for humanity’s confrontation with the natural world—a confrontation that has
taken on new dimensions in the context of the anthropocene. The myth acts as a narrative framework for
understanding the environmental disruptions that increasingly shape the modern world, offering both a

warning and a call for reflection on humanity’s actions.
Folklore as a Reflection of Ecological Crisis

One of the most significant aspects of Gun Island is Ghosh’s use of myth and folklore to explore the theme
of climate change. The environmental changes described in the novel—rising sea levels, unpredictable
weather patterns, and shifts in animal behavior—are framed within the context of folklore, allowing Ghosh
to convey the sense of an interconnected world where human actions have far-reaching consequences. By
using myth as a narrative tool, Ghosh is able to evoke a sense of continuity between the natural disasters
experienced by the characters in the present and the trials faced by the Gun Merchant in the

past.(Banerjee;123-135)

In the novel, the changing behavior of animals—such as the appearance of dolphins in Venice and the
migratory patterns of birds—serves as a form of communication, suggesting that the natural world is
responding to the disruptions caused by human activity. This concept is rooted in folklore, where animals

are often portrayed as messengers or intermediaries between the human and the supernatural worlds. Ghosh
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uses this folkloric element to emphasize the interconnectedness of all living beings and to suggest that the

natural world is attempting to send a warning about the consequences of human actions.

The myth of the Gun Merchant also provides a framework for understanding the causes and effects of
climate change. The merchant’s journey, marked by storms and encounters with supernatural beings,
parallels the experiences of individuals and communities who are displaced by environmental disasters in
the present day. By framing these contemporary challenges within the context of myth, Ghosh is able to

convey the magnitude of the ecological crisis while also emphasizing the need for resilience and adaptation.
Migration as a Timeless Human Experience

Migration is a central theme in Gun Island, and Ghosh uses the myth of the Gun Merchant to illustrate the
universality of this experience. The novel portrays migration as a natural response to crisis—a theme that
resonates with the current refugee crisis, driven by conflict and climate change. The characters in Gun
Island, like the Gun Merchant, are compelled to leave their homes in search of safety and a better life,

reflecting the timeless nature of human displacement.

The myth of the Gun Merchant is not limited to the context of Bengal; it evolves and finds echoes in
different cultures and regions, from the Sundarbans to Venice. This transnational aspect of the myth
highlights the interconnectedness of human histories and suggests that migration is a shared experience that
transcends borders.(Anjali;201-204) The journeys undertaken by characters such as Tipu and Rafi parallel
the mythic journey of the Gun Merchant, demonstrating that the impulse to migrate is rooted in a deep-

seated human need for survival and hope.

Ghosh’s portrayal of migration as a recurring theme in human history challenges the notion of migration as
a recent phenomenon driven solely by modern political and economic factors. Instead, Ghosh presents
migration as a fundamental part of the human experience, shaped by forces that are often beyond individual
control. By connecting the myth of the Gun Merchant with the present-day stories of migration, Ghosh
emphasizes the continuity of this experience and the role of cultural memory in shaping how we understand

and respond to displacement.
Folklore as a Source of Resilience and Connection

In Gun Island, folklore serves not only as a means of understanding the past but also as a source of
resilience and connection in the face of crisis. The myth of the Gun Merchant provides the characters with a

narrative through which they can make sense of their experiences and find hope in the face of adversity. For
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Deen, the myth becomes a guide, leading him on a journey of self-discovery and allowing him to see the

connections between seemingly disparate events and individuals.

The use of folklore also highlights the importance of storytelling as a means of preserving cultural memory
and fostering a sense of community. Throughout the novel, the characters share stories that link them to
their ancestors, their environment, and each other. This act of storytelling serves as a way of maintaining
cultural identity and continuity in the face of displacement and change. By drawing on the myth of the Gun
Merchant, Ghosh emphasizes the power of stories to create meaning and connection, offering a counterpoint

to the forces of fragmentation and isolation that often accompany migration and ecological crisis.

Ghosh’s narrative also suggests that folklore can be a means of fostering ecological awareness. The myth of
the Gun Merchant, with its emphasis on the relationship between humans and the natural world, serves as a
reminder of the need to live in harmony with the environment. Through the retelling of this myth, Ghosh
advocates for a renewed understanding of humanity’s place within the natural world, one that recognizes the

interconnectedness of all living beings and the consequences of disrupting this balance.
Conclusion

Amitav Ghosh’s Gun Island is a powerful exploration of the role of myth and folklore in understanding the
present. By weaving the myth of the Gun Merchant into a contemporary narrative, Ghosh bridges the gap
between the past and present, illustrating the enduring relevance of these ancient stories in addressing
modern challenges. The novel demonstrates that myths are not static but are instead living narratives that

evolve and adapt, offering insights into the complexities of the human condition.

Through the use of myth and folklore, Ghosh addresses urgent issues such as climate change and migration,
emphasizing the importance of cultural memory in shaping our understanding of these challenges. The
novel suggests that by engaging with these narratives, we can find resilience and hope in the face of crisis,
as well as a deeper connection to the natural world and to each other. Ultimately, Gun Island is a testament

to the power of storytelling to bridge temporal divides and to inspire action in the face of uncertainty.
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