“Mahon uses language and imagery to transform personal observations into
universal reflections.”

Discuss with reference to the poetry of Derek Mahon on your course.

Derek Mahon is a poet who explores the margins. His poems often focus on
individuals who are silenced, isolated, or forgotten, but through precise
language and vivid imagery, he draws us into their worlds and reveals the
broader truths they embody. Whether the voice belongs to a disgraced
survivor, a silent mushroom, or a heroic explorer, Mahon uses carefully
chosen form, symbol, and tone to elevate the personal into the universal. As
Brendan Kennelly once remarked, Mahon is ‘a poet of the perimeter,
meditating on the centre’—a writer who draws our attention to what is often
overlooked, and in doing so, offers profound insight into the human

condition.

In After the Titanic, Mahon explores the uneasy truth that those who act
selfishly may still suffer deeply, and that emotional pain does not always align
neatly with moral judgement. The words ‘They said I got away in a boat’ could
be looked at in two different ways. On the one hand, it might be argued that
Ismay is distancing himself from the findings. He does not necessarily agree
with those who condemn him. This can be seen in his attributing the
comment to others - ‘They’ — but not saying that they were right. On the
other hand, these lines could be read as a measure of Ismay’s guilt and shame,
particularly as they are followed by the description of his torment: ‘I tell you /
I sank as far that night as any / Hero. This bitter comparison invites the

reader to reflect on how guilt can destroy a life just as surely as physical death.

The metaphor of Ismay ‘turning to ice’ captures the emotional numbness of

trauma, while at the same time his reference to his ‘costly life’ sinking with
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the ship is tasteless when we consider the true cost of the disaster in terms of
loss of life. Mahon’s language transforms this moment into a reflection on the

burden of guilt and the fragility of reputation.

In the second half of the poem, sea becomes a cruel reminder rather than a
refuge, bringing ‘broken toys and hat-boxes’ to his door. Mahon’s restrained
phrasing makes these fragments speak volumes. Even in nature’s beauty: ‘The
showers of April, flowers of May’ Ismay finds no comfort. He is cut off from
the world, his life reduced to quiet routines and unspoken grief. The line ‘I
drown again with all those dim / Lost faces I never understood’ reveals how
isolated Ismay was from those who died, most of whom were poorer
passengers he never truly saw as individuals. Yet in the final lines, he asks us
to include him in our mourning. His plea, ‘Include me in your lamentations’,
suggests not a demand for forgiveness, but a wish to be remembered as
human. Mahon does not try to justify Ismay’s actions, but he does invite us to
consider the crushing weight of guilt and the possibility that even the morally

compromised may deserve some measure of pity.

In Antarctica, Mahon turns his attention to another figure on the edge:
Captain Lawrence Oates, who walked into a blizzard to save his companions
during Scott’s doomed expedition. Here, Mahon’s use of the villanelle form
enhances the poem’s universal reach. The repeated line, ‘At the heart of the
ridiculous, the sublime’, challenges us to consider how nobility can exist even
in acts that seem futile. The image of Oates ‘goading his ghost into the
howling snow’ is striking. It shows the physical pain and emotional strength
of a man who knows he must die. As in After the Titanic, Mahon is interested
in how an individual action, born out of a specific moment, can resonate far

beyond its original context.

Aoife O’Driscoll www.aoifesnotes.com



The poem’s language and imagery allow Oates to become a symbol, not just a
man. Mahon describes him as a ‘solitary enzyme’, highlighting his isolation
and suggesting a process of quiet dissolution. The ‘earthly pantomime’ he
leaves behind is a world of appearance and performance; Oates’s departure, by
contrast, is real and unadorned: ‘He takes leave... / Quietly’. The formality and
restraint of the poem echo Oates’s dignity. Though set in an extreme
landscape, the poem’s central concern is deeply human: how far we will go for
others, and what meaning, if any, lies in such sacrifice. Through controlled
language and powerful imagery, Mahon transforms this historical anecdote

into a reflection on endurance, loss, and courage.

While Antarctica explores heroism, Rathlin brings us face to face with
helplessness. Mahon recounts the massacre of women and children on
Rathlin Island in 1575 through the perspective of Somhairle Bui, who hears
‘the screams of the Rathlin women / Borne, seconds later, on a north-east
wind’. The image is stark and immediate. No violent act is described directly.
Instead, Mahon relies on the sensory detail—the sound carried by wind—to
evoke the horror. In doing so, he transforms one man’s grief into a universal
experience of historical trauma. His restrained language, describing the
violence as ‘unspeakable’, is more powerful than graphic detail. The resultis a

poem that mourns rather than sensationalises.

Mahon’s interest lies not just in the historical fact, but in its lasting impact.
The island is described as being ‘through with history’, but on the mainland,
‘bombs doze in the housing estates’. Violence may be paused, but it can leap
into action at any time, as is evidenced by the word ‘doze’. The metaphor of
the turbulent seas which leave the travellers ‘Spray-blind’ indicates that the
poet is uncertain what the future holds for Northern Ireland. Will it be a

return to the barbarous violence of the past or will it be a brighter future?
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Mahon reminds us that, while there may be peace now, we can never take it

for granted.

Mahon’s ability to universalise through imagery is perhaps most pronounced
in A Disused Shed in Co. Wexford. Here, a group of abandoned mushrooms
becomes a haunting metaphor for the victims of forgotten history. The
mushrooms ‘crowd to a keyhole’ and are ‘racked by drought / and insomnia’.
Personified and trapped in darkness, they symbolise not only historical
neglect but also the broader human need to be seen and remembered. The
shed, ‘in the grounds of a burnt-out hotel’, becomes a powerful image of
abandonment. Mahon’s language is precise yet suggestive. The ‘gravel-
crunching, interminable departure / Of the expropriated mycologist’ marks
the moment when care ended and isolation began. The poem becomes a

meditation on what it means to be silenced.

The brilliance of A Disused Shed lies in its slow build. Mahon does not declare
his theme outright. Instead, he draws us in through detailed imagery and
rhythm. The mushrooms, though wordless, become eloquent: they stand for
all those left out of history’s official record. The universal emerges from the
specific. As in Rathlin, Mahon uses silence - both literal and poetic- to great
effect. The poem asks us to consider not just what happened, but what was
ignored. In doing so, Mahon reveals the emotional and ethical power of

remembrance.

Mahon’s genius lies in his ability to transform small, local, or historical
moments into profound reflections on memory, loss, endurance, and moral
complexity. Through language that is spare but emotionally charged, he
reveals what is most enduring in human experience. Whether he is writing
about an explorer, a disgraced survivor, a grieving bystander, or even a colony

of fungi, Mahon ensures that we listen—and remember.
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