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Unlocking the Mystery of Mysteries in “Islands of Creation”
By Amy Mathews Amos

Charles Darwin’s got nothing
on Albert Uy. Well, okay,
maybe a little bit. Darwin
sought to unlock “the mystery
of mysteries,” as he called
it, namely: why are there so
many different species of life
on Earth? He published his
work On the Origin of Species in
1859 to explain the process of
natural selection, and in doing
so established the bedrock of
modern biology -- the theory
of evolution. Today, Uy is
taking Darwin’s work one
step further.
By applying
modern genetic techniques to
birds on the Solomon Islands
(the Galapagos Darwin was
looking for, according to one
scientist), Uy is capturing
the process of one species
emerging from another. And in
the Smithsonian Channel ﬁlm
Islands of Creation, the winner in
the broadcast category at this
year’s American Conservation
Film Festival (ACFF), we get to
watch it happen.
The Solomon Islands are a
Paciﬁc island chain comprised

of six primary islands and
hundreds of smaller ones
located about 1,100 miles
from Australia. Like Darwin’s
Galapagos, the archipelago is
isolated from the mainland,
and the creatures that land
there inevitably adapt to the
unique conditions found on
each island. Natural selection
means that those individuals
with traits that increase
their chances of survival in a
particular environment are
more likely to reproduce. In
other words, they have more
offspring -- who also have those
favorable traits – than other
individuals. Over time, the
population becomes dominated
by individuals with those
preferred traits. Eventually,
as the population continues
to adapt to local conditions,
it can diverge so much from
its mainland cousins that it
can no longer interbreed with
them. And voilá, a new species
is born.
Islands in archipelagos
such as the Galapagos and

Solomon Islands are natural
experiments: they aren’t just
isolated from the mainland,
they’re often isolated from
one another. As a result, each
island has its own variation on a
theme. In Darwin’s Galapagos,
that theme is ﬁnches. Darwin
developed the theory of
evolution in part by noticing
how ﬁnches on different islands
differed in the shape and size
of their bills. He speculated
that “(s)eeing this gradation
and diversity of structure in one
small, intimately related group of
birds, one might really fancy that
from an original paucity of birds
in this archipelago, one species
had been taken and modiﬁed for
different ends.” Biologists later
conﬁrmed that each bill type
reﬂected the type of food found
on each island - nuts in some
cases, fruit or insects in others.

An image from “Islands of Creation.” Courtesy of American Conservation Film Festival.
In Uy’s Solomon Islands, the
theme is monarch ﬂycatchers.
The ﬂycatchers come in two
versions: those with a chestnut

brown belly and those that are
completely black. The chestnut
colored birds inhabit a different
island than the black birds, and
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although evidence suggests the
ﬂycatchers are a single species
simply varying in color, Uy
wonders: for how long? How
long before these populations
diverge so completely that
they can no longer interbreed?
And how exactly, does that
happen?
Uy’s methodical process
– ﬁrst determining that
monarch ﬂycatchers rely on
color to defend their breeding
territories, and then isolating
the genetic mutations that
create different colors – is a
biology nerd’s dream. The
ﬂycatchers seem on the cusp of
diverging, and Uy’s discovery
that black birds consistently
inhabit smaller islands suggests
that something about those
smaller islands is driving that
process. But what?
For viewers of the lessnerdy persuasion, Islands of
Creation also highlights the
human connections that make
the science possible. Uy is an
American scientist of Filipino
descent who ﬁrst travels to
the distant Solomons from
his home at the University

of Miami solely to advance
scientiﬁc understanding. Yet
inevitably, he becomes part
of the local community – a
community that relies entirely
on the surrounding forest
(and its copious coconuts) to
survive. Commercial logging
threatens that subsistence life
and, potentially, Uy’s newly
emerging species of ﬂycatcher
even before it forms. Once
locked in his academic ivory
tower of scientiﬁc inquiry,
Uy ﬁnds himself transformed
by the island and its people.
“What the Solomon Islands
have really made me is a selftrained conservation biologist,”
Uy says. “The things we do (as
scientists) ought to matter to
the communities that we carry
out our projects in.”
And so we see Uy speaking
to island school kids in their
local dialect about their
unique natural heritage and
their responsibility to make
wise decisions for future
generations.
We meet the
village matriarch and patriarch
who “adopt” him as their own,
and the youngest member of
their family – who shares Uy’s
birthday – and also shares his
name.
So does Islands of Creation
answer the real mystery of
mysteries that plagues most
people -- questions raised at the

beginning of the ﬁlm—such as
what is our place in the grand
scheme of things? Not quite.
But it nicely answers a more
speciﬁc question posed at the
end: why should we care about
how new species form? As Uy so
eloquently answers: “(s)cience,
and biology in particular,
really drives the message home
that we are just part of these
billions of iterations of natural
selection – this grand tapestry
of life.”
Just a part, yes. But as Islands
of Creation and other ACFF ﬁlms
make clear, a part with the
power to destroy many of the
other parts.
Whatever our place in the
grand scheme of things, surely
it can’t be this.
Islands of Creation will
be playing at NCTC’s Bryd
Auditorium
on
Saturday,
October 24th at 12:30 pm and
at the Shepherdstown Opera
House on Sunday, November
1st at 4:50 pm. Filmmaker
Neil Losin will be present on
October 24th to discuss the ﬁlm
and accept ACFF’s Broadcast
Award.

Amy Mathews Amos is an
ACFF Board Member and serves
on its Selection and Programming
Committee.
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