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FRAGMENTS AGAINST RUIN 
 

Ian Walker 
 

 

 
 
 
My earliest Titanic memory is of a day in school sometime in the 1960s. We were all 
ushered into the assembly hall where a 16mm film projector had been set up and the 
heavy curtains were drawn so that only a few shafts of sunlight illuminated the rising 
dust. The film we watched that afternoon was A Night to Remember, the 1958 British 
movie about the Titanic disaster (the one with Kenneth More as Second Officer 
Lightoller).  
 
It is an oddly disorientating memory. This is not only due to the fact that we were 
watching the events of this chilly night unfold on a sunny day. Nor the irony that this 
school was sited near the point in the British Isles furthest from the sea (though 
apparently even in Birmingham the atmosphere on a windy day can carry sea water). 
It’s all that but it is also the odd status of the experience - was this entertainment or 
education? If this was indeed a history lesson, my post-postmodern fancy can now 
relish the fact that it took the form of a fiction. But then that’s pretty typical of the 
whole afterlife of the Titanic.  
 
In his book Down with the Old Canoe, a ‘cultural history of the Titanic Disaster’, 
Steven Biel charted the desire at various points over the last century for what we 
would now call ‘closure’. ’The Titanic disaster begs for resolution - and always 
resists it’, he concluded. Some have sought this resolution in researching every last 
fact about the event, others in diving to the bottom of the ocean to visit the wreck. 
Me, I’m here in Belfast to find the sites where the story began, but I know I can’t go 
back to that beginning with any sort of innocent eye. For one thing, I’m carrying a 
bunch of photos made here in 2003 by the German photographer Kai-Olaf Hesse and 
they are already filtering the way I see this place. For another, my head is full of what 
Biel calls ‘Titanica’ - images, stories, clips from movies and songs - and even as I 
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stand here at the edge of the water staring out towards the open sea, I know I can’t 
escape them.     
 

‘A scraping sound. A creaking. A crack. 
This is it. An icy fingernail  
scratching at the door and stopping short.’ 

   
Each country it seems has its own Titanic myth. In particular, Britain, Ireland and the 
USA all remember it in different and sometimes competing ways. But elsewhere, in 
places with no particular tangible connection, it can have unexpected resonances. For 
example, from Germany there have come several contradictory ways of remembering 
the event. In the year of the disaster itself it was the subject of a silent movie and a 
painting by Max Beckmann, while Thomas Mann also referenced it in his novel The 
Magic Mountain. One of the oddest German contributions to the Titanic myth was a 
Nazi film made in 1943, in which a (fictitious) German officer challenges the actions 
of his pig-headed British superiors.  
 
In 1978, the German writer Hans Magnus Enzenberger published his book-length 
poem The Sinking of the Titanic; the quotations scattered through this text come from 
its first section. Like many other Marxists, Enzenberger read the disaster as ‘a 
metaphor for the collapse of capitalism’ though he was sceptical that this collapse 
will actually ever happen. Meanwhile, he wrote, the disaster haunted the imagination 
as a ‘catastrophe in our heads’.  
 

 
 
Kai-Olaf Hesse’s Topography of Titanic has nothing to do with any of that, but it can 
be seen as extending another German tradition, that of the ‘Neue Sachlichkeit’ 
(‘sachlichkeit’ is most usually translated as ‘objectivity’, but it can also mean ‘reality, 
impartiality, detachment’). His images do indeed share the cool and distanced feel 
found in the work of photographers such as Candida Höfer and Thomas Struth, but 
they are often also surprisingly oblique and sidelong. The Titanic monument in front 
of City Hall, for example, is photographed from the side and beyond a heavy 
balustrade. Elsewhere, we rarely stand squarely in front of anything and rarely do we 
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get a whole sense of a building or structure which slides away out of the frame. 
Details often stand for the whole: a row of twisted metal spikes on the Titanic 
slipway, a pile of rolled-up plans on a shelf. Often things get in the way - gates, 
fences, frames, windows - and, while we do see the real slipway, the real dock, the 
real drawing office, much else is conveying through copies and reproductions, 
images within images. Holding the pictures up in front of the actual scenes, there is a 
curious space between these images made four years ago and what I’m looking at 
now, just as palpable as the gap between 1912 and 2007.  
 

‘Something gives. 
An endless length of canvas, 
A snow-white strip of linen 
Being torn, slowly at first 
And then more and more briskly 
Being rent in two with a hissing sound.’ 
 

 

 
 
The Odyssey - ‘Northern Ireland’s Premier Entertainment and Educational Centre’ - 
is the first new monument one gets to as one crosses the Lagan on to Queen’s Island. 
Massive and round, it feels as much fortress as pleasure dome. I park across the road 
next to one of the Pay Stations which has on it a photograph of a besuited young man 
confidently gazing skywards next to the statement: ‘Odyssey - Working with Security 
Guard Company NI who are dedicated to changing the face of Security in Northern 
Ireland’. I cross the road and work my way round to the entrance. This is an odd 
place to find oneself on a Monday afternoon - a bit like a holiday resort in winter. I 
guess it would be rather different when there’s a big match or concert on.  
 
Today, though, all I can do is wander aimlessly reading the slogans as they tumble 
over each other: Welcome to the 3D Experience, Coffee with Thought, Hen and Stag 
Parties at La Tasca, 20p off Tennants with every Goal scored. Over in one corner, 
there is an actual Titanic Bar, but it’s closed. In the toilet across from it, someone has 
scratched ‘NOT’ on the wall. I pick up a brochure which tells me: ‘The colossal Titan 
the robot is returning for a week of gargantuan fun. Standing at a staggering 8 ft tall, 
Titan will stride through the building interacting with and entertaining visitors as he 
goes’.  
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Louis MacNeice was born in Belfast in 1907, but when he was one, his father was 
appointed Rector of Carrickfergus, a few miles down the shore of Belfast Lough. On 
April 2, 1912, the family climbed a nearby hill to watch as the largest ship in the 
world, the RMS Titanic sailed down Belfast Lough and out into the open sea. Two 
decades later, a lecturer in Classics in Birmingham and on the verge of becoming one 
of the major poets of his generation, MacNeice wrote a poem in which he evoked the 
Belfast shipyards that had built the ship: 

‘Down there at the end of the melancholy lough  
Against the lurid sky over the stained water 
Where hammers clang murderously on the girders 
Like crucifixes the gantries stand.’ 

 
I arrive at the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum just after it opens. There’s no one 
about as I walk through the mist down to the Gallery which houses the Titanic 
display. Among the plethora of plans, photos and models, a few things stand out - a 
sheet of steel especially manufactured by Harland and Wolff to show how thick the 
hull was, a broken plaster column, the ghostly photos of the ship under water. A 
postcard on its own in a glass case. It’s edges are ragged and torn; a 16 year old girl 
called Edith Braun carried it in her pocket, intending to send it to her sister in South 
Africa. On one side is a photo of the Titanic in its pomp. On the other: 
 ‘Dear Lily, 
      We are just sailing today by this boat for New York 
  4000 tons. All well.  
      With love to all 
       Your loving sis 
   E.B. 
 

 
 
The model that Kai-Olaf Hesse photographed of the ship itself going down, lights 
blazing, is in a small central rotunda, so one can admire its detail. The voice of 
Second Officer Lightoller (the real one) comes out of a loudspeaker up above. The 
model is actually about five foot long, but Hesse photographed it obliquely across the 
‘water’, so that it might be the ship itself, or more likely one of the models of it made 
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for the various film versions. In fact, it curiously reminds me of a photograph 
(actually a diptych) by Allan Sekula of the set for James Cameron’s film Titanic, 
built on the Mexican coast forty miles south of the US border.  
 
In Sekula’s photo, the great replica rears out of the barren land in broad daylight as 
the model rises out of the ‘sea’ in Hesse’s picture. Sekula’s commentary is typically 
and bracingly pungent: ‘The production facility features the largest freshwater 
filming tank in the world … the neighbouring village, just to the south of the walls 
and guard towers of the set, has no running water’. Later, he comments of the film 
itself: ‘We peer morbidly into the vortex of industrialism’s early nose-dive into the 
abyss. The film absolves us of any obligation to remember the disasters that 
followed. Quick as a wink, cartoon-like, the angel of history is flattened between a 
wall of steel and a wall of ice. It’s an easy, premature way to mourn a bloody 
century.’ One feels as if a bucketful of icy water has been thrown in one’s face.  
  
  

 
 
 
Now, I am sitting in the café of the Institute of Electronics, Communications and 
Information Technology (ECIT), one of the first new buildings in the burgeoning 
Science Park on Queen’s Island. Inside everything is cool and pastel coloured and the 
people at the other tables are speaking with a variety of accents: American, European 
and Asian. (The girl who served me my lunch is, I’d guess, from Eastern Europe.) On 
the table in front of me are a deepfilled Italian Chicken sandwich made by Freshways 
Ltd, IDA Industrial Park, Dublin, a Devondale Yoghurt and Apricot Flapjack made in 
Honiton, Devon, and a bottle of Deep River Rock Pure Sparkling Water bottled by 
Coca-Cola Bottlers (Ulster) Ltd, Tullymacross, County Antrim.  
 
Out in the atrium of the ECIT building is a banner which quotes George Bernard 
Shaw: ‘You see things and say ‘why?” but I dream things that never were and say, 
‘Why not’?’. (Later, on the television news, I discover that while I was eating my 
sandwich at ECIT, Ian Paisley and Gerry Adams were sitting down together at 
Stormont to announce a power-sharing deal.) Somehow it feels as if all these things 
are connected. 
 
Looking out of the café window, I can see layers of reality laid one in front of the 
other. Immediately in front of me is a newly-planted Silver Birch tree. Then there’s a 



 6 

tarmac pavement protected by a row of orange cones. The road beyond is cobbled, 
though whether it’s new or old I can’t tell. (Further along, it suddenly stops, running 
off into the wasteland beyond. On the side, there’s an empty box filled with loose 
cobblestones waiting to be laid.) Then there’s another row of orange cones, an old 
railway track, a wire fence, then the empty space that I know is the Thompson 
Graving Dock and beyond that the low red brick structure of the Pump House. When 
Hesse photographed the Pump House, it was from afar, through a wire fence and 
across a field of debris. It’s no longer possible to stand exactly where he stood - 
there’s a brand new building there now, ‘White Star House’ occupied by Citigroup.   
 
 

          
 
This is now part of the Northern Ireland Science Park and earlier I had been given a 
conducted tour of the area, in anticipation of it opening to the public for the ‘Made in 
Belfast Festival’ in April. Starting off at the long low gunmetal grey ‘Innovation 
Centre’, we went around and into the Pump House - filled with noise and mess of 
renovation, and gazed down into the well of the building at the enormous pumps 
lying far below ground level - at the level I guess of the water outside. These pumps 
could empty the docks on either side in 100 minutes. There are apparently a maze of 
tunnels and pipes below ground all round here, a complexity that belies the apparent 
openness of the space above ground. 
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The Thompson dock itself is like the great space of a cathedral (or more appropriately 
a railway station) turned upside down. Hesse photographed its details such as the row 
of wooden props lined up along the bottom. Standing here, though, gazing down into 
it through the protective metal fence, it is the overall scale that is impressive. Along 
the sides, four sets of steep steps descend down tunnels into the base of the dock. 
Maybe one day, visitors will go there on their tour and look up. Meanwhile, as I stand 
up here peering through the fence, I’m told that large as this dock is, it wasn’t big 
enough for the Titanic and the gates at the end had to be moved outward. The ship 
came in here for the last stage of its fitting out and apparently only the bottom third 
of it was below ground level - the rest towered above our heads. For a moment, I 
almost see it, a ghost ship blocking the sky.  
  
The construction of the Thompson Dock was enormously difficult and its total cost 
was £350,000 - the equivalent of many millions today. That was the same as the cost 
of building Belfast City Hall - a fact that a very satisfying symmetry to it. Finished 
just six years before the Titanic was launched, the vast ornate structure of City Hall 
still resonates with civic pomp and pride, and that heavy touch of late Imperial 
swagger one finds at other civic buildings from the same period in Cardiff and 
Glasgow. (The same swagger, one might say, that invested the Titanic with such 
hubris.)  
 
 

           
 
 
The Titanic memorial is on the eastern side of City Hall. (It used to be round the front 
apparently, but they had to move it because it was causing too many automobile 
accidents.) It’s a white marble confection in which a classical maiden of 
indeterminate meaning (Fame?) hands down a bronze wreath to several smaller 
figures struggling beneath what looks like a wet sheet (the sea? A winding cloth? 
Perhaps both.).  
 
Immediately behind this memorial is another sculpture - a bust of Lord Pirrie, 
chairman of Harland and Wolff. (This is another version of the bust that Hesse 
photographed on Queen’s Island, incongruously surrounded by modern and, as it has 
turned out, very temporary buildings. No-one seems to know what’s happened to that 
one - lost or simply put in store.) This sculpture is hard and black - the very opposite 
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of the Titanic memorial in front of it. It is as if the vague elevated rhetoric of the 
latter were haunted and undercut by the flat factuality of the former. Or maybe it’s 
the other way round. On the plinth of Pirrie’s bust, there are a number of plaques 
commemorating the achievements of Harland and Wolff. The Titanic is notable by its 
absence; the ship that is depicted is the Olympic - the one that didn’t sink. 
 
 

 
 
There are many memorials to the Titanic around the world. Liverpool has one 
standing next to the Mersey; Southampton from where the ship sailed, has a string of 
them (549 men from the city died in the disaster). In a park in Lichfield stands a 
statue of Captain Smith (rather larger than the one that Hesse photographed in the 
Titanic Quarter Offices); it was apparently intended for Smith’s home town of 
Hanley, but they turned it down. Perhaps they already had suspicions about Smith’s 
role in the disaster. (Still it’s nice to think he might feel the sea-spray on his face on a 
windy day.) There are monuments in Washington and New York and most of the 
unclaimed bodies are buried in Fairlawn Cemetary, Halifax, Nova Scotia. 
 
But it is Belfast that calls itself ‘Titanic Town’ and increasingly uses the connection 
in its urban rhetoric. (This is a comparatively recent phenomenon and for many years, 
both the Northern Ireland government and Harland and Wolff did their best to 
supress the memory; whenever the BBC proposed a programme on the Titanic, they 
put pressure on to have it suppressed.) Some have felt this recent shift to be unwise, 
but, as Stephen Brown remarked, ‘we prefer our heroes flawed round here. (Ulster’s 
lionisation of George Best, Alex Higgins, Josef Locke and the Titanic attest to this 
tendency.)’. Belfast can perhaps get away with this celebration of the Titanic as a 
positive image because what was built here was a ship which had not yet hit the 
iceberg.  
 
In the Belfast Welcome Centre on Donegall Place, there is a display of Titanic 
merchandise. You can buy a Titanic eggcup, a mug, a model set, a ship’s bell, a linen 
face towel, a spoon, a thimble, a keychain, cufflinks and bathsoap. In the middle, 
though, is a rather surprising item: a little wooden model of a lifeboat with Titanic 
written on its prow. (Which reminds me that, when the Carpathia got to New York, 
carrying the lifeboats from the Titanic, one of the first things to happen was that the 
name on their prows was painted out.) 
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Steven Biel writes very interestingly about the nature of Titanic ‘buffdom’, an 
interest in history that is both obsessive and meticulous, fixated on facts yet almost 
religious in its devotion. Here in Belfast, I hear another wonderful term: Titananorak. 
As I wander across this wasteland, unwilling to leave, anxious to make one last note, 
shoot one last photo, I suddenly get very worried. Maybe I’m one of those too, maybe 
I too am being sucked down into the vortex of obsession.  
 
One has to be very wary of hyperbole when it comes to writing about the Titanic. A 
satirical online newspaper in the USA once carried a mock-up of a fake 1912 
newspaper with the headline: WORLD’S LARGEST METAPHOR HITS ICEBERG. 
The text below ‘reproduced’ a telegram sent from the rescue ship Carpathia: 
TITANIC STRUCK BY REPRESENTATION OF NATURE’S SUPREMACY 
STOP INSUFFICIENT LIFEBOATS DUE TO POMPOUS CERTAINTY IN 
MAN’S INFALLIBILITY STOP MICROCOSM OF LARGER SOCIETY STOP. 
Oufff - another bucket of cold water. Still it’s hard not to think in these excessive 
terms, to see the grandeur of this ship, its sinking and its subsequent mythologisation 
as meaning something very big indeed. 
 

‘Then there is silence again. 
Only a thin tinkle is to be heard 
In the cupboards, 
A trembling of crystal, 
More and more faintly 
And dying away.’ 

 
I’m sitting in the foyer of the Titanic Quarter offices in Thomas Andrews House; the 
walls are a nautical blue and the rug on the floor carries the insignia of four sloping 
funnels. The plaque at the bottom of the stairs tells me that the ‘Titanic Island Group’ 
consists of:  
 Titanic Island Limited  
 Ivy Wood Properties Limited 
 Titanic Quarter Limited 
 Titanic Properties Limited 
 Titanic Property Development Limited 
 Titanic Investment Properties Limited 
 Titanic Trademark Limited 
(Reading that back, I realise it reads as a sort of coolly minimalist poem to set against 
MacNeice’s apocalyptic vision of industrialisation.)  
 
Over the road, the old offices of Harland and Wolff are housed in a dour red brick 
building, protected for historical rather than architectural significance one would 
guess. Inside, the paint is peeling and everything is covered with dust, but the place is 
filled with a heavy no nonsense gravitas. The most impressive spaces are the two 
huge barrel vaulted drawing offices; they will be wonderful when restored, though 
their present decrepitude is I think more moving. One of these is open and lit by pale 
pearly daylight, but the other is darkened. 
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Hesse’s photograph of this space is interestingly framed, showing a large blank space 
of floor but necessarily omitting the large windows in the vault that provide most of 
the light in the space.  The office was, I’m told, used for the launch of the ‘Titanic 
Quarter’, and they wanted to project video images on the wall. So the windows in the 
vault were covered over by huge transparencies of old photographs. Most of these I 
recognize - vintage photographs including that wonderful shot of the masses of 
workers walking down the road with the Titanic in the background. The effect is 
startling - I thought at first it was an artist’s installation. The daylight filters through 
these ghost images, the present filtered through the past.  
 
 

          
 
 
One of the photos up in the ceiling shows an interior, a block of shelving filled with 
rolls of plans and documents. I recognize this from Hesse’s close-up photo and ask if 
it still exists. It does apparently and another door down the corridor is unlocked. The 
shelves hold only a part of what stored in here - lots of other documents are piled up 
on the floor around the room. I wouldn’t know, though, if this is an invaluable 
treasure-trove, or indeed just the pile of rubbish it now resembles.   
 
Oddly, the photos in the ceiling don’t include the shot of the Drawing Office itself, 
large tables with rolls of plans laid out on them, the besuited draughtsmen studiously 
at work. No-one is looking at the camera. It’s very quiet. In Beryl Bainbridge’s novel 
about the Titanic, Every Man for Himself, the hero is the nephew of the owner of the 
White Star Line, J. P. Morgan. Somewhat improbably, he has been gaining what we 
would now call job experience, working in these drawing offices at Harland and 
Wolff. On the ship, he remembers the noise from outside: ‘Hour upon hour the 
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hammering continued, the clamorous echoes screeching off the tin roofs of the 
draughtman’s huts. [Rather inaccurate that, as we can see.] At the end of the day 
when the hooter blew and work stopped, the sudden shocking silence plummeted 
from the leaden skies.’  
 
 

 
 
That silence is now ever present, both inside and outside, as we walk across the 
flattened wasteland behind the Drawing Offices. This bears all the marks of departed 
activities: the outlines of flattened buildings, rail tracks, bits of extruded metal poking 
out amongst the cracked concrete and scrubby vegetation, even the painted bays from 
when it was latterly used as a car park. All the other structures that were here, the 
sheds where the platers and smiths and joiners worked, the great gantries towering 
above the ship, are long gone.  
 

 
 
One’s focus of interest though is on two wedges of concrete over towards the river, 
which look somewhat like modernist sculptures or perhaps slices of elderly cheese. 
Their mythic significance though far outweighs their actuality, for these are the 
slipways where the Titanic and Olympic were built. The far one has a plaque put on it 
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by the Belfast Titanic Society, a tiny note of white and red that draws ones eye to it. 
When Hesse photographed the Olympic slipway, he did so formally, from nearly end 
on, precisely centred on the three chimneys of the power station in the distance. But 
standing here now, one’s sense is rather of a lack of composition, openness, 
emptiness, the chill wind off the water, the sun trying to break through the white mist, 
an indeterminate terrain vague, albeit one with a history embedded in every texture. 
 
 

         
 
 
What will sit here in a few years time will largely be comprised of the usual furniture 
of Maritime redevelopment already familiar from redundant ports around Britain: 
apartments, offices, a hotel and health club, restaurants and bars. But the building 
planned to go immediately behind the Offices and next to the slipways is more 
intriguing: the ‘Titanic Signature Project’. On photoshopped models and plans, this is 
a huge, spiky, translucent shock of a building towering over everything else here. 
Plans are that it will include a ‘Titanic Experience’ exhibition, a ‘Flying Theatre’ 
which allows viewers a birds eye view across Northern Ireland and a ‘Titanic-themed 
banqueting suite’. Quite how it will connect with what’s already here is unclear, but 
the model seems to show visitors strolling along the Titanic slipway as if they were 
on a Parisian boulevard.  
 
 

            
 
 
I thought another one of the sites Kai-Olaf Hesse photographed would be long gone - 
that ruined green gate saying ‘Harland and Wolff Ltd’. But we found it, over the 
other side, down by the river’s edge, and it’s looking even the worse for wear. The 
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first part of the name has disappeared (into some treasured collection, perhaps?), 
leaving only ‘Wolff Ltd’; the view beyond it across to the city centre is now blocked 
by a pile of rubble. 
 
The site is overgrown but it is still a resonant spot - a chance to get near the water. On 
the other side of the river, a stream of lorries are unloading out of the Stena ferry 
from Stranraer. Here, a giant rusted anchor lies on the riverbank, a bit of heritage 
waiting to be installed somewhere, surely.  
 

 
 
 
If I turn round, there is a huge building resembling an aircraft hanger; thorough the 
open door, I can see scaffolding and enormous lights being rigged up. I’m told this 
will be the set for a Tom Hanks movie City of Ember. Looking at Wikipedia later. I 
discover this is the film version of a novel of the same name, which is ‘centered 
around the underground city of Ember, the one known settlement and “the only light 
in the dark world” that’s slowly dying as supplies run low and the electrical system 
starts to fail’. Odd to connect that with this scene of entropy on the banks of the 
Lagan and the promises of regeneration.             
  
At the end of A Night to Remember, as Kenneth More / Second Officer Lightoller 
floats on an overturned lifeboat with other survivors, he says: ‘I know what the sea 
can do. But this is different.’ ‘Because we hit an iceberg?’, he is asked. ‘No. Because 
we were so sure. Because even though it’s happened, it’s still unbelievable. I don’t 
think I’ll ever feel sure again. About anything’.  
 
In the corner of the room where I’m writing is a record player and on it is a record - a 
flat, black, vinyl thing slowly rotating at 33 and one third rpm. It’s a technology that 
now feels as old as the Titanic. I bought the record that’s playing in 1975; it’s by the 
avant-garde composer Gavin Bryars and on one side is a piece called ‘The Sinking of 
the Titanic’. Inspired by the story that the band on the Titanic played on as the ship 
sank and also by a statement from Marconi, the inventor of the onboard wireless, that 
‘sounds once generated never die’, Bryars imagined the music floating through the 
ocean for ever. Subjecting the hymn tune Aughton ‘to aquatic treament’, he added 
scarcely audible human voices and a child’s music box.  
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Now the music shifts across this room, intangible, elusive, ineffably melancholic, and 
floats into my writing as well.  Bryars reworked the piece after Robert Ballard finally 
discovered the wreck of the Titanic in 1985 and indeed as I listen to the music 
floating by, I think of the ghostly photos of objects on the sea bed - a cast-iron bench, 
a statue of a Greek goddess, a tin cup, a doll’s face, a pair of boots - which seem 
likewise remote, far more so in fact than the much older photographs of the ship 
being built.    
 
Only two survivors of the Titanic are still alive in 2007: 96-year-old Barbara Dainton, 
who lives in Cornwall, and 95-year-old Millvina Dean who lives in the New Forest. 
They were but babies when the ship went down and can scarcely have any memories 
at all, yet, in the words of the ‘Encyclopedia Titanica’, they are the only ‘True 
Survivors’, the last living link. These bits of metal and stone I’m looking at here are 
by comparison inert, mute, as dead as the ship. (Just like photographs perhaps.) 
 
Queen’s Island is built on water. When the River Lagan was straightened and 
deepened to give access to large ships, the spoil was dumped to one side to create this 
17 acre site. At first, it was a place of leisure visited on days off by the citizens of 
Belfast; in 1851, a miniature version of the Crystal Palace was built here. But by the 
1860s, it had been taken over by shipyards. As with other industries like coalmining 
and steelmaking, this seemed for over a century to be a permanent state, but has 
proved not to be so. Now, the uses and meanings of this place are shifting again. 
 
The Titanic Quarter says that it is ‘Building the future from the past’; the Northern 
Ireland Science Park says that is ‘Transforming dreams into commercial reality’. 
We’ll have to see how this rhetoric is translated into reality. The regeneration will 
apparently take fifteen years to complete; I’d like to come back then to see how it’s 
ended up.  
 
But I’d also like to come back in a hundred years to see if Queen’s Island even still 
exists, whether the water level has risen so high that it’s been returned to the sea from 
which it came. (Or maybe the dire warnings about the disappearance of the warming 
Gulf Stream will have come true and there will be icebergs floating up the lough. 
After all, Belfast is a lot further north than where the Titanic sank.)  
 

‘The water is rushing 
into the bulkheads. 
Thirty yards above sea level 
The iceberg, back and silent, passes, 
Glides by the glittering ship, 
And disappears into the dark.’ 

 
On my last afternoon here, I drove up the coast to Carrickfergus and sat on a wall by 
the castle looking out to sea. It wasn’t a cool blue-tinged evening like Kai-Olaf found 
here; rather the light was almost white, hard to look into, the sea disappearing into the 
mist. For a moment, once more, I almost saw the great ship sailing past. Then the 
image failed; no matter. The Titanic sailed out of Belfast on April 2, 1912, and didn’t 
return. In another sense, though, it never left.    
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Photographs by Kai-Olaf Hesse from Topography of the Titanic, pages 2, 4, 6 (top 
left), 10 (top left and bottom left), 12 (top left and bottom left) and 15.  
 
Historic photographs from the collection of the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, 
pages 1 and 11 (top). 
 
Photographs by Ian Walker, pages 3, 5, 6 (top right and bottom), 7 (both), 8, 10 (top 
right and bottom right), 11 (bottom), 12 (top right and bottom right) and 13.  
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