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ABSTRACT

Ciaran Carson’s Breaking News (2003), published in the aftermath of the Good Friday Agreement, following
violent disputes known as the Troubles, explores the problematic transition from conflict to negotiated peace in
Northern Ireland. Although the Agreement marked a political transformation, the city’s entrenched divisions
persisted, continuing to influence both collective psychology and everyday experience. This article examines
Carson’s Breaking News as a poetic reinscription of Belfast as a city space in post-Agreement Northern
Ireland. Carson treats Belfast’s urban space as a medium for memory, political agenda, and linguistic
displacement. Through disruptive syntax, genre collages, spectacle, and auditory mapping, the collection both
records and resists sectarian violence while generating an urban imaginary. The Belfast Carson portrayed here is
multilayered, unstable, and under surveillance. His poetry does not passively depict space but actively
recontextualizes it with the help of reportage, broadcasts, and maps as bearers of memory and agency. The poetic
persona, occasionally adopting the role of flaneur, possesses a heightened awareness of urban dynamics,
surveillance, and political tension. This study questions the assumed natural link between place and its
representation by reading Belfast as a city shaped not only by geography but by memory, violence, media
narratives, and ongoing social negotiation.
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Writing has nothing to do with signifying.
It has to do with surveying, mapping, even realms that are yet
to come.(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, pp. 4-5)

The city is a map of the city,

its forbidden areas changing daily.

I find myself in a crowded taxi

making deviations from the known route.
(Carson, 1976, “The Bomb Disposal,” lines
9-12)

Introduction

After Seamus Heaney, Ciaran Carson is one of the most significant second-generation poets to emerge from
Northern Ireland in the late twentieth century. His work is deeply shaped by the political and social realities
of the Troubles!. Writing poetry in a period marked by sectarian violence, military surveillance, and the
fragmentation of everyday urban life, Carson develops a distinctive poetic response to Belfast and other
cities affected by such conflicts. From the 1990s onwards, his poetry increasingly departs from fixed or
stable representations of place, instead portraying urban and rural spaces as mutable, provisional, and open to
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constant reconfiguration. In this context, space is never simply a background against which events unfold,
but an active agent that inscribes perception, movement, and subjectivity. Carson resists binary oppositions,
such as rural and urban, centre and margin, order and chaos, and instead foregrounds a spatial experience
defined by flux, multiplicity, and transition. In the same vein, Matthew Hart (2010), in Nations of Nothing
but Poetry, demonstrates “how enduring poetry (and innovative political practices) emerge from the
contradictions among beloved local identities, the redoubtable nation-state form of government, and the
increasingly globalized nature of twentieth-century culture” (p. 5). Carson's poetry can therefore be
understood as a transnational artefact that portrays the dialogic relationship between national and local
identities. As political pressure, state control, and everyday violence disrupt conventional ways of inhabiting
the city, subjectivity in Carson’s poetry is likewise reconstituted as mobile, fragmented, and contingent. His
poems thus explore how individuals negotiate space under conditions of conflict, tracing moments of
movement, interruption, and uncertainty that challenge attempts to impose fixed meanings, stable borders, or
authoritative mappings of place.

Starting with his first collection in the 1990s, First Language (1994), Carson depicts Belfast as a
disintegrated city space, lacking fixed coordinates. Unlike in previous collections, Belfast is no longer a
“dominant frame of reference” but is depicted as a city space that is open to change, in constant movement,
and rhizomatic (Alexander, 2010, p. 193). In his odyssey through this city space, Carson is skeptical of
mapping and disregards the potential of maps to delineate a fluid site that can host or encompass several
different occasions, such as demonstrations and barricades that may alter the city's frame. Belfast is no longer
a place, but a city space open to challenges, explosions, and disintegration. Within this city space, Carson
creates an urban cartography that welcomes change by extending the potentials of textual space.

Within this constantly shifting and never fully legible city space, Carson’s poetic persona moves under the
pressure of persistent yet often invisible forms of violence and surveillance. Rather than inhabiting the city as
a stable or clearly bounded place, the poetic persona is continually in motion, negotiating spaces shaped by
control, interruption, and uncertainty. Carson challenges taken-for-granted assumptions about urban
experience by presenting the city not as a fixed entity but as a temporary and continually reconstructed space.
This reconfiguration of the city is accompanied by an equally important transformation of textual space,
which offers a flexible, open terrain for imagining alternative ways of dwelling. As Barrios (2011) observes,
“the bond between the narration and location that characterizes traditional rooted discourses has been
broken,” allowing language and poetry to function as a site of refuge and reorientation (p. 16). Writing thus
becomes a means through which Carson can reimagine Belfast beyond its territorial fixity, enabling the city
to exist simultaneously as specific, indeterminate, and open to uncertainty.

As a lifelong inhabitant of Belfast, Carson grounds his poetry in the city against the backdrop of the
Troubles. In Irish literature, this tendency to put the emphasis on “place and space” together with all cultural
baggage has been noted by Gegikli as well (2024, p. 304). Never having lived outside Belfast for a
significant period, Carson registers the city’s provincial details with sharp attentiveness. He is also in
command of transnational flows and influences alongside local details and attributes; his poetry is therefore
multi-layered, encompassing links to the global as well as the local. In his depiction of the city, Carson
spatialises Belfast by moving through its various sites; moreover, he traverses the city with close attention to
the “real histories and concrete details, but in the chinks of these descriptions are memories, dreams, and
imaginings of other places, embedded thickly,” as Danielle Barrios argues (2011, p. 19). He manages to
envision an all-encompassing and fluid site of city space without establishing any hierarchy among
inhabitants, streets, or sites. Places that had been claimed, pointed to, and regulated as sites of belonging or
exclusion during periods of political violence cease, in Carson’s poetry, to function as stable paths with fixed
coordinates sanctioned by state ideology. Instead, the city emerges as a network of crossings, interruptions,
and provisional routes shaped by memory, fear, and improvisation. Likewise, as Alex Houen (2002) asserts,
“while the image of the map arises throughout Carson’s work, mapping itself is invariably made provisional”
(p. 261). Carson’s Belfast is not organized according to a single center or hierarchical logic; rather, it unfolds
through lateral movements and unpredictable connections between streets, districts, and moments in time. In
this sense, Carson’s subjects are no longer figures securely rooted in place and governed by binary
oppositions such as nationalist/unionist or private/public. They appear instead as mobile and perceptual
subjects who navigate the city through fragments of information, rumor, sound, and recollection; often
traversing multiple spaces without physical movement. The city thus produces a consciousness shaped less
by territorial stability than by circulation and disjunction. Belfast, in Carson’s poems, no longer refers to a
homogeneous geographical entity or a unified community of dwellers; it appears instead as an indeterminate
and shifting site in which meanings, identities, and experiences remain perpetually unsettled.

For Carson, place can no longer be a reliable reference point for the coordinated self; thus, he does not give
credence to a static reading of topological data; that is, cartography and maps cannot be taken as dependable
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tools to give accurate information about the cities. Cities as living entities hosting a heterogeneous group
ofpeople are hard to stabilize with maps. The Belfast Carson experienced resembles a labyrinth that can no
longer stabilize itself. The city he seeks to poeticize exists in a state of constant motion, foregrounding the
immediacy of the present over fixed notions of the city of the past. Tindall (1991) beautifully puts into words
how one can sense “the soft veil of nostalgia that hangs over urbanized landscape” (p. 144). Barry (2000)
further adds that “all cities are haunted by the ghosts of their former selves, and the haunting partly consists
of the prevalence of such verbal and topographical echoes of the past” (p. 46). The notion of double vision is
characteristic of a multilayered and multitemporal understanding of space, one that overlays histories and
geographies upon one another. City space, then, might both imprison and provide the maze-walkers with so
many possibilities. This article examines Breaking News as a key moment in Ciaran Carson’s urban poetics
and argues that the collection reimagines Belfast as a volatile, discontinuous city space through an
experimental use of textual space, defamiliarisation, self-surveillance, and spatial fragmentation. By
foregrounding interfaces, contact zones, and shifting vantage points, this study aims to investigate how
Carson unsettles essentialist conceptions of Irish place and develops a poetics of space that remains open to
reconstruction rather than fixity.

Tracing Urban Space, Memory, and Violence in Breaking News

Ciaran Carson represents a generation of poets who were exposed to extreme political turbulence during the
Troubles. In his renowned “Troubles” poem collections, Belfast Confetti (1989) and First Language (1994),
he aims to convey the violent and volatile atmosphere of the city of Belfast from his peculiar vantage point;
that is, Belfast, as an unstable physical city space, is a site of alienation, confusion, and violence. Carson
treats his native city as a space of movement and change, using it to rethink fixed identities and national
markers, rather than reproducing the modernist tendency to idealize the city as a sacred image of a lost past.
By depicting his native city alongside other cities and resisting essentialist frameworks, Carson foregrounds
experience and performance as key modes through which urban space becomes decodable.

Carson takes fragmentariness even further, marking a striking departure from his earlier, prominent
collections. His long lines are reduced to short lines, resembling newspaper headlines. The poems in the
collection are consistently minimalist, almost telegraphic in style. As Neal Alexander (2010) also points
out, the lines are “often of only one or two words, where the placing of line breaks and the shape of the
poems on the page are integral to their subtle effects of disclosure and elision, connection and
disconnection” (p. 10). This minimalist style, with occasional silences, fragments, and intrusions, serves not
only radical formal experimentation but also refers to the losses and wreckage in the city during the post-
Troubles period. The fact that many of the poems appear to “say too little” reflects a broader skepticism
about the capacity of textual space to represent urban space; as Sarah Broom (2006) argues, the poems in this
collection “convey in their hesitations and silences a sense of the difficulty of saying anything at all about
Belfast” (p. 176). That these lines seem to be inoperative in depicting Belfast as a living entity is a marker
that Carson’s poetics refuses the illusion of total knowledge, allowing silence and hesitation to register the
ethical difficulty of speaking for a city marked by political violence.

In the collection, Carson portrays Belfast in the aftermath of the Good Friday Agreement (1998), a period in
which sectarian tensions were officially moderated and Ireland became increasingly open to transnational
movement and exchange. The poems in the collection are inspired by and dedicated to the war
correspondence of the Anglo-Irish journalist, William Howard Russell (1820-1907). Yet the peace agreement
did not remove peace walls, barricades, or the city's spatial divisions from view. Concerns about espionage
and surveillance were still valid. Even in 2013, so many years after the peace agreement, in the parade of the
Pride of Ardoyne Band?, Catholic and Protestant residents of Belfast were involved in a big and bloody riot
(BBC, 2013). According to the BBC documentary Twelfth in Northern Ireland (2013), huge barricades
between districts, peace walls, can be seen, keeping two communities separate, and the walls are all covered
with graffiti. Although it has not been long since people voted for peace, disturbing incidents continue to be
recorded. Belfast residents, divided into two, continue to engage in politics, and the peace agreement does
not appear to alter their sentiments.

In Breaking News, Carson not only focuses on Belfast’s peculiar situation but also draws historical and
political parallels between Belfast and wars and conflicts as diverse as those in Crimea and India. Hence, the
collection gives the impression that between Belfast, Gallipoli, Varna, and sites associated with British
imperial conflict in India or here, there, or anywhere, contemporaneous or ubiquitous relations can be
observed. The multilayered spatial and temporal relationships observable between cities are likewise
reflected in the permeability of genres and forms. In this sense, Carson’s adoption of a documentary,
journalistic register in reporting analogous spaces foregrounds the hybridity of poetic discourse.
Correspondingly, Jahan Ramazani (2013) comments on the interrelatedness of the genres of poetry and
journalism because of the connectedness of spaces and times, “[g]enres change as they absorb and resist other
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genres. Hence, all genres are ineluctably intergeneric, and all genres are genera mixa” (p. 5). Finding itimpossible
to homogenize any genre, Ramazani (2013) further analyzes the contemporary textual space:

Intergeneric dialogue has been an especially pronounced feature of poetry in the late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries, when media spectacle and mass-reproduced or digitally
circulated texts, sounds, and images have increasingly permeated the private spaces once
thought to be poetry’s preserve. (p.10)

Read in this light, Carson’s formally hybrid practice can be understood as a spatially adjusted response to
contemporary conditions of circulation, in which poetic form penetrates journalistic modes in order to
register the simultaneity and interpenetration of distant yet connected urban spaces.

A multilayered and hybrid depiction of city space emerges in the collection’s opening poem, “Belfast.” In
this opening text, Carson accumulates cultural materials and symbols central to Irish cultural memory,
reassembling them to produce a renewed form of urban spatiality within an Irish context. Rather than treating
Belfast as a fixed or transparent setting, Carson approaches the city as a space to be reimagined and
rearticulated, situating it within a contemporary urban condition through the mediating framework of textual
space. Belfast is a space to which Carson’s writing returns repeatedly; each time, the city appears altered,
operating a renewed reworking of the spatiality of its social life. As Peter Denman (2012) closely observes,
in portraying Belfast in his poetry, Carson is markedly aware of the distinction between taking the city as a
place and as a space: space is the “scope and extent of a vision that includes historical and speculative
dimensions,” whereas place is “the grounded territory of Belfast as mapped, named and remembered” (p.
220). Yet Belfast, perpetually in motion and shaped by ongoing conflict, resists stable mapping and cannot be
apprehended as fixed terrain. It is precisely this instability that necessitates Carson’s recourse to writing as
“the transformative and fixative process that locates momentary apprehension in an imaginative amber”
(Denman, 2012, p. 220).

Carson pushes this formal strategy further, using radically shortened lines and a deliberately broken
page layout, highlighting fragmentation at the level of the line itself. The collection’s title operates on
multiple registers, as Kennedy-Andrews (2008) observes: it “alludes to the continuous stream of reportage
that brings the most up-to-date news of what is happening around the world but also refers to the convulsions
of war in the poet’s home place and around the world, and to the breaking up of conventional poetic form
under pressure of violent events” (p. 218). This formal pressure becomes materially visible in the titular poem
“Breaking News,” which is split across two facing pages. The poem titled “Breaking” stages the moment of
rupture, a car disintegrating in a quiet yet uncanny street, while, on the facing page, “News” has already
transformed the event into a report. Meaning thus emerges not through narrative continuity but through
the spatial and temporal gap between the fragments, compelling the reader to register how violence is both
experienced and mediated. The incident is presented indirectly, seen through the dust on a shop
window, where fragmented sensory details are followed by the later appearance of a Belfast Telegraph
headline as follows (Carson, 2003):

Breaking News

red alert alarms

car parked shrill

in a red lights

zone flash

about to as dust
clears

disintegrate above

it’s the paper

oh shop

so quiet The Belfast Telegraph
sign reads

you can

almost fast rap

hear 1t rust

As Eric Falci (2020) identifies, one striking point about Carson’s poetry is “the formal bind at the heart of
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poetry,” which is “the relation between lines and sentences” (p. 169). This formal tension is particularly
evident in “Breaking” and “News,” where the poems' structures mirror the fragmented temporality of
violence. “Breaking” stages the moment immediately preceding the explosion, while “News” gestures toward
its aftermath. Yet significantly, the explosion itself is never directly represented. Instead, Carson positions the
event in the gap between poems, allowing formal discontinuity to enact the rupture that the explosion
produces. The textual space converges with corporeal city space to become the site in which Carson situates
the event. The bomb must have detonated somewhere between the two poems; in other words, the explosion
occurs in the middle of the page. This intervening textual gap functions as an imaginative space in which the
fragmented elements of the city are momentarily held together as text. The appearance of The Belfast
Telegraph in the immediate wake of the explosion runs parallel to both the title of the poem and that of the
collection, underscoring the logic of “breaking” as simultaneity rather than sequence. In Belfast, news breaks
so rapidly that journalism itself cannot keep pace with the speed and violence of events. As Neal Alexander
(2010) observes of the collection, the poems “make narrative connections across space and time that further
destabilize Belfast’s location” (p. 47). From the titular poem, it becomes clear that the city may transform into
something else at any moment, almost faster than the reader can turn the page.

With Breaking News (2003), Carson’s motive to problematize lyric transcendence becomes even more
evident in his representations not only of Belfast but also of other contested or historically reputable cities
such as Crimea, Balaklava, and Varna. Rather than treating Belfast as a repository of a stable past or as a site
of organic communal continuity, Carson figures it as a multilayered space defined by flux and
transformation. The opening poem of the collection, “Belfast,” is formally divided into two parts: east and
west, mirroring the city’s spatial and ideological bifurcation. The city is portrayed in an uncanny stillness,
interrupted only by the whistle of a blackbird in the east and the rustling of a black taxi in the west. This
directional division corresponds to Belfast’s topography, structured by the River Lagan, which flows
northeast through the city toward Belfast Lough and constitutes its primary geographical division. Yet the
poem’s east/west division carries further spatial and political implications: East Belfast is conventionally
associated with Protestant Unionism, while West Belfast is identified with Catholic Nationalism; this
separation is reinforced by peace walls, ghettoization, and demographic consolidation. Such divisions extend
beyond physical space into mental cartographies, producing no-go areas that regulate everyday practices,
including access to shared urban sites such as bus stops. These social, political, and spatial polarities invite a
metonymic reading of the poem’s imagery, particularly references to “the yellow / shipyard cranes” and the
whistling “blackbird,” which evoke the yellow and black colours of the iconic Harland and Wolff shipyard
(Carson, 2003, lines 2-4). As one of the world’s largest shipbuilders, most famously responsible for
constructing the Tifanic, Harland and Wolff symbolize the industrial and imperial legacy through which
Protestant Unionism historically consolidated political power, especially during the period of the Home Rule
debates. Accordingly, the poem’s eastern section, embedded in this imagery, metonymically figures a
Unionist Belfast grounded in narratives of industrial prestige and authority.

While Carson’s Belfast is configured through formal and thematic division, the poem ultimately
problematizes binary spatial logics. It emerges instead as a heterogeneous textual field composed of
overlapping spaces, contexts, and literary collages. The poem, written in haiku-like conciseness, also bears
the traces of early Irish nature poems, with its attentiveness to the detailed parts of nature, such as the
blackbird’s characteristics and what they mean for Irish history and mythology. The poem echoes the ninth-
century poem titled “The Blackbird of Belfast Lough,” which, according to John Hewitt (1991), is “the first
written reference” to Belfast (p. 129). More intertextual references appear in allusions to Wallace
Stevens’ (1923) poem, “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” and to Louis MacNeice’s (1935)
“Belfast,” in which the apocalyptic vision of the city is articulated with special reference to shipyards,
where hammers clang on girders and gantries that stand over the lough like crucifixes. By
establishing a network of intertextual relations, the poem presents Belfast in a transhistorical spatial
existence. Carson’s positioning of the city at the center of this complex, many-layered figuration of
spatiality and historicity signals his resistance to reducing Belfast to a polarized sectarian web of
forces and insensitive hierarchical binary oppositions.

The poem “Belfast” is not only a composite of different literary works but also offers a new site of
conjunctions and coexistence. As Theinova (2024) observes, Carson’s text insists on probing a plural and
ultimately ambiguous character of Belfast (p. 146). This plurality is reflected in the poem's juxtaposition of
urban and industrial modernity with images drawn from the natural world. Among these, the blackbird is
particularly significant. While it is commonly associated with rebirth or reincarnation, it is also known for its
strong territorial instincts. Carson thus employs the bird as an image that simultaneously evokes renewal and
the contested nature of place, reinforcing the poem's complex representation of Belfast. Rather than
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demarcating the urban and the rural from one another, Carson superimposes two so-called distinct areas and
communities: the east and the west of Belfast, and they are both “beyond” and “beside” (Carson, 2003, lines
2, 7). The multilayered spatiality of the cities is laid bare by juxtaposing natural rural elements with those of
urban figures; in that, the whistling of a blackbird reminds one of the iconic cranes of Harland & Wolff’s
shipyard, and the black taxi is somehow in harmony with the blue thistles. These so-called opposite spaces,
rural and urban, seem to be juxtaposed at the level of form and sound, as well. The two separate halves of the
poem, “east” and “west,” relate to the alliterative repetition of the “b” sound, such as “beyond,” “blackbird,”
“beside,” “black,” and “blue,” all of which are linked to the title of the poem, which again starts with “b,”
Belfast. In other words, by making use of the material space of the poem, the poetic persona tries to refer to
the city space of Belfast:

Belfast
east

beyond the yellow

shipyard cranes

a blackbird whistles
inn a whin bush

west

beside the motorway
a black taxi

rusts in a field
of blue thistles (Carzon, 2003, lines 1-10)

The representation of Belfast in the poem remains open to the superimposition of heterogeneous times and
contexts, as the city is shown to amalgamate multiple historical processes that continue to be transformed
over time. David Burleigh (2021); likewise, finds these lines as “[p]recise” and “highly evocative, beautifully
matching the two halves of a divided city” and he further asserts that “these verses establish a net of
resonances, while leaving a sort of aesthetic space for meeting and exchange” (p. 25). Images such as the
yellow shipyard cranes and the black taxi evoke an industrial and political past that may now appear residual
within contemporary urban space; by contrast, the blue thistles and the blackbird’s whistle gesture toward a
more archaic apprehension of the natural world, recalling a pre-urban, rural past. Yet these seemingly
disparate temporal registers do not recede into nostalgia. Instead, they hover over the present city space,
coexisting within the same spatial and textual frame. The simultaneity of diverse spaces and times generates
a new semiotic system through which the city may be read, not as a coherent whole but as a layered
palimpsest. Carson himself acknowledges this fractured temporality in an interview with Elmer Kennedy-
Andrews (2009): “T used to be very absorbed in the fabric of Belfast, but it’s changed so much in recent years
that I hardly know where I am any longer. Nevertheless, its fractured history keeps impinging on what |
write” (p. 17).

Carson’s urban experience is distinctly subjective, shaped by media infusion, consumer culture, and the
intrusion of virtual environments and cyberspace, all of which contribute to the commodification of city
space. The poetic persona, portrayed as a flaneur, is embedded within this subjective urban field, where
campaigns, surveillance, danger, and complexity structure everyday perception. In this sense, Carson’s
flaneur differs markedly from Baudelaire’s, who is pictured primarily as an aloof observer and leisurely
stroller of the modern city. Carson’s flaneur, by contrast, does not occupy an external or privileged vantage
point; rather than observing the city from without, he is integrated into it and transforms the city into text as
he moves through it. Not contesting any claim to omniscience or panoramic vision, Carson’s flaneur can
register only momentary, partial, and fragmentary images and sounds. According to Kennedy-Andrews
(2008), the “continual shifting of perspective creates a montage of moving images, fleetingly and
impressionistically registered” (p. 208). In this sense, Carson’s flaneur, as Kennedy-Andrews (2008) further
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argues, “indicates a transformation of perception in the new metropolitan milieu, and it is this perspective of
situatedness, historicity and fragmentariness that forms the basis of Carson’s new urban poetics” (p. 208).
Consequently, the poetic persona is compelled to read and decode urban space through the partial clues,
traces, and fragments available to him.

For the poetic persona figured as a flaneur, the city of Belfast remains too opaque and volatile to reach
generalizing statements. Pervasive anxieties about surveillance, frustration, and depression with the
aftermath of war and the ambiguities of the peace process, together with the limits of language in registering
political pressure and social complexity, give rise to a crisis of representation and show themselves in many
poems in this collection in the forms of spacing, silence, suppression, and incompletion as signifying
strategies. In the poem “Wake,” this condition is conveyed through a site of radical in-betweenness. The
flaneur is awakened by the sound of a bomb at dawn, a temporal threshold that is neither fully night nor fully
morning. Consequently, the lyric “I” is uncertain, even of the source of the sound that has shaken the
window. The poem’s fragmented structure corresponds to the brief interruption in perception that follows an
explosion, as the mind moves from shock toward recognition:
near dawn

boom

the window
trembled

bomb

I thought

then in
the lull

a blackbird

whistled in

a chink
of light

between
that world

and this (Carson, 2003, lines 1-13)

The flaneur offers neither precise coordinates nor factual information about the explosion; instead, he is
situated within a moment of rupture, uncertainty, and lull. The recurrence of the blackbird’s song, with its
distinct acoustic presence, further consolidates this in-between urban space. Although the flaneur senses a
separation between the bird’s world and his own, he remains unable to define either with coherence and
clarity: the bird inhabits “that world,” while he remains in “this” (Carson, 2003, lines 14-15). The persistent
sonic echo of the city, marked by the implied presence of army helicopters and bomb blasts, reflects within
this acoustic threshold a space shared by both human and non-human life. It is precisely within this
suspended interval that the blackbird “whistled in / a chink / of light / between / that world / and
this” (Carson, 2003, lines 9—15).

The sound of political violence is so pervasive that, within the poem, the army helicopters hovering above the
flaneur’s home come to stand metonymically for that violence itself. The revving of the helicopters dominates
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the acoustic space of the home to such an extent that the poetic persona, figured as a flaneur, is no longer
able to hear himself. In the opening poem “Spin Cycle,” the sound of the helicopter is interpreted by
Kennedy-Andrews as follows: “the whir of a washing-machine is like the spin cycle of the poem
itself” (2008, p. 220). The sound and circular movement of the helicopter may be read as evocative of
Vorticism, recalling Pound’s notion of the vortex as a force through which ideas are incessantly
drawn, circulated, and discharged. In this sense, the sound of political violence functions as a centripetal
force; however, the poetic persona remains alert and cautious, resisting its ubiquitous force to occupy the
centre of his perception. Although he cannot fully escape the vortex of political violence while inhabiting
the city space, he attempts to displace its centrality by alienating himself from the acoustic core of violence
represented by the helicopter. The earplugs thus function as a tactical device, transforming an imposed
centripetal force into a centrifugal one. In other words, the flaneur tries to temper the possibility of political
violence occupying the centre of his experience through an acoustic intervention:

Spin Cycle

here it comes

again I said

I couldn’t

hear

myself
speak for the

thug-thug

helicopter
overhead

Tputin
the ear-plugs

everything went
centrifugal (Carson, 2003, lines 1-13)

Although the poetic persona appears to exercise a degree of authority in softening the effects of violent
space, the second poem, “Spin Cycle 2,” describes a far more radical erasure of subjectivity and autonomy.
Here, the speaker virtually disappears, reduced to the fragments of everyday sound and diminished into a
childlike register:

Spin Cycle 2

gun-gun

ear-plugs in

blank-blank (Carson, 2003, lines 1-3)
Political violence is thus conveyed metonymically through a child’s language that both trivializes and
intensifies its presence. Although the poetic persona inserts earplugs to block out the sound of gunfire, he
remains unable to shield himself from the violent city space. Both city space and textual space are shown to
be dominated and made sterile; in that, a sterility is registered in the linguistic void of “blank-blank” (Carson,
2003, line 3). Language, unable to refer beyond itself, collapses into emptiness and becomes another vacant
space. Deprived of its expressive authority, the poetic voice is effectively annihilated, suggesting a symbolic
death of authorship.

Carson’s depiction of urban and city space is multidimensional and all-encompassing. He does not surrender
to the pastoral impulse to take refuge in the countryside in the face of urban disillusionment, nor does he
retreat from the city. Instead, he steers his focus on portraying smooth spaces* within the urban environment.
To elaborate. temporary mobility zones or openness and becoming seem to resist the striated mechanism of
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state control, surveillance, and regulation. These smooth spaces show themselves ephemerally within the city
space and out of its dominant structures. Once the oppressive acoustic presence of the helicopter, which acts
here as a key agent of striation, dispels, a temporary sense of composure and calm returns to the city space.
In “Breath,” another poem from the same collection, the suspension of this sonic apparatus allows the poetic

persona to momentarily reconstruct the city as a purified and silent space:
Breath

watching
helicopter

gone

there’s a
clear blue

space

above
my head

I feel
rinsed
clean

you know
that quiet

when the
washing-machine

stops

shuddering (Carson, 2003, lines 1-17)
City space, in other words, engulfs and exerts a determining force over urban atmosphere and subjectivity, so
that the emergence of a smooth interval within the city is registered affectively by the poetic persona. The
“clear blue / space / above” (Carson, 2003, lines 5—7) suggests a momentary break from the sonic presence of
state surveillance and the return of provisional calm. In “Minus,” the speaker again inhabits such a fleeting,
smooth space once the sound of the helicopters has disappeared. He encounters a city marked by vividness
and silence, though this experience is influenced by ambiguity and negation rather than relief. The title
“Minus” operates metonymically as a language of negation and, from the outset, establishes a troubled
textual field in which language itself is rendered as a discreditable object. This logic of negation is
immediately reinforced in the opening line of the poem: “no” (Carson, 2003, line 1). Freed from helicopter
noise yet exposed to sub-zero temperatures, the poetic persona experiences the city space as paradoxically
affirmative, associating it with a fragile calm that emerges only within, not outside, the city’s striated
structures:

Minus

no

helicopter

noise

thiz hour

gone by

the room

still

Iraize

the blind

a moomn
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a0 bright
it hurts

and oh

z0 cold

my breath
sounds

like frost (Carson, 2003, lines 1-19)

Once the noise of violence recedes, the poetic persona seems to be ready to be awakened and refreshed with
the equivocally positive feeling of the city space, which is at a minus degree and dark. The title “Minus”
operates polysemically: beyond signaling a language of negation, it refers to the material cold of the urban
environment while also marking a condition of lack or deprivation. Yet this negativity does not yield to
withdrawal or nostalgia. Instead, the speaker remains open to the city’s fleeting vividness, ready to perceive
and embrace the urban moment as it presents itself. Significantly, he does not seek consolation in rural space
or in an idealized past; rather, even under conditions of cold, darkness, and negation, the city itself remains
the site of sensory possibility and lived experience.

In Breaking News, with the minimalist poems without punctuation, Ciaran Carson, as the flaneur and the
poetic persona, depicts the city of Belfast somewhere in between sound and silence, movement and
motionlessness, order and chaos, presence and absence, life and death that would characterize the disjunctive
and unsettling conditions of the metropolitan terrain. In “Home,” the second poem of the collection
following “Belfast,” the poetic persona achieves a momentary clarity through presenting an explicitly
cartographic mode of observation. As he is “hurtling from / the airport down / the mountain road,” his gaze
“zooms / into the clarity / of Belfast / streets,” before he pauses to survey the city as if reading a map:
“motionless / at last / I see everything” (Carson, 2003, lines 1-3, 12—15, 22-24). This aerial perspective
seems to briefly stabilize the city, offering a provisional sense of coherence in contrast to the uncertainty of
the rural landscape “past barbed wire / snagged with / plastic bags/fields of scrap / and thistle/farmyards”
(Carson, 2003, lines 6-9). Yet this topographical precision does not imply possession or mastery over this
space. Rather than occupying an omniscient or totalizing viewpoint, the poetic persona remains positioned at
a threshold, acknowledging the city space as mutable, unsealed, and resistant to fixed communal boundaries.
Carson thus mobilizes mapping not as an instrument of control but as a tentative mode of orientation within a
city where no point remains absolute, and boundaries are inherently porous. Significantly, the persona
“zooms” into the city “from the edge / of the plateau,” a gesture that reinforces spatial distance and
contingency rather than omnipresence (Carson, 2003, lines 10-12). Carson’s use of aerial vision in “Home”
provides only a fleeting sense of order, as the speaker “zooms” into Belfast from a distance and momentarily
perceives the city clearly without assuming an omniscient or controlling position.

Belfast itself becomes a site of transit, an intersection, and part of a wider narrative. It emerges as an open
and expansive space, comparable to other spaces and histories rather than standing as a fixed or self-
contained location. The city does not function as a stable symbol of a definite place; instead, it appears as a
transient and fluctuating signifier, open to diverse interpretations and relations. Belfast functions as a
symbolic city that points to other places. For Carson, it becomes a site of encounter with multiple cultural
and historical contexts, including Indian, Crimean, Russian, and Irish spaces. Accordingly, he draws
analogies between cities across Crimea, India, Russia, and Ireland.

In Breaking News, particularly in “Exile,” where the poetic persona declares, “motionless / at last / I see
everything” (Carson, 2003, lines 22-24), he occupies the position of the flaneur, an observant city-dweller
who surveys urban life from a stance of deliberate stillness and critical distance. Kennedy-Andrews (2008)
describes the atmosphere of this poem as unfolding “in the mythical half-light of imagined foreign
battlefields” (p. 221). Declaring himself to be in exile, the speaker walks through “the smouldering/dark
streets / Sevastopol / Crimea / Inkerman / Odesa / Balkan / Lucknow” (Carson, 2003, lines 4—11). These
cities and their histories are related to Belfast without collapsing one into another: “Belfast / is many / places
then / as now / all lie in ruins” (Carson, 2003, lines 12—17). Carson aligns the Russian Revolution, the
Indian Mutiny, and the Crimean War with the historical and political context of Belfast, particularly in
terms of how these events are connected to Britain’s imperial past. By situating Belfast alongside the dark
streets of Sevastopol, Crimea, and Lucknow, he resists treating these cities as places with singular or essential
identities. Recognizing this shared state of destruction, Carson can no longer experience Belfast as a stable
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home. Instead, he encounters an unsettling and ambiguous gap, realizing that the world itself appears as a single
space marked by ruin. Carson’s perception undermines the placeness of cities, even his home, which illustrates a
moment of deterritorialization. Reflecting on Belfast, Carson does not experience rootedness or belonging.Still,
he experiences an examination of an ambiguous gap, recognizing that Belfast’s specificity and identity as a
place are destabilized in his perception.

Carson’s poetic persona, as flaneur, challenges the authority of official maps, territorial divisions in the
world, and borders being fixed entities. Yet this deterritorialization and disorientation create a new form of
awakening, which would help Carson decode the meaning of urban space through fragments, traces, hints,
and partial signs. The fragmented literary form of Breaking News also resists the organization and
categorization impulses generated by grand narratives. In “Exile,” Belfast appears once again as “many
places,” fragmented and “all lie / in ruins” (Carson, 2003, lines 13, 14, 16, 17). This image recalls
Walter Benjamin’s (1999) claim in The Arcades Project that the ruin of a building or a city alone can awaken
a genuine sense of history. For Benjamin, ruin stands in opposition to urban spectacle (p. ix); it reveals
history not as a smooth, linear progression but as a record of collapse, loss, and discontinuity. Such ruins
produce an unhomely urban space. Carson’s experience of city space similarly generates a textual space in
which a new spatiotemporality can emerge and in which he attempts to preserve at least a fragment of
Belfast, as he concludes:

Belfast
gast

bevond the yellow

shipyard cranes

a blackbird whistles

i1 a whin bush
west

beside the motorway

a black taxi

rusts in a field
of blue thistles (Carson, 2003, lines 1-10)

Like Benjamin, Carson encounters cities in ruin, engulfed by street violence and surveillance. The poetic
persona ultimately surrenders to the textual space in an attempt to inscribe cities into history, even while
doubting the efficacy of language itself: “it is / as much / as I can do / to save / even one / from oblivion”
(Carson, 2003, lines 19-24). Nonetheless, he opens space for alternative histories, memories, and narratives,
privileging subjective urban experience over imposed borders and official inscriptions. As Carson’s poems
suggest, our understanding of news stories “is not linear, prismatic, or predictable, but rather as unreliable,
miscellaneous, and haphazard as the stories themselves” (Costello O’Reilly, 2024, p. 518). Within this
textual space, Carson engages in a socially creative process of constructing and reconstructing space,
subjectivity, and the self. He does not seek an original unity presumed to have been lost; rather, his
conception of space and identity is grounded in fragmentation, dissemination, and dispersed origins.

Conclusions

Ciaran Carson is often positioned within a later, post-lyric phase of Northern Irish poetry, marked by formal
fragmentation, urban spatial poetics, and heightened awareness of mediation and language itself. He
questions the so-called organic ties between land, place, and space, which are closely related to surveillance
and conflicts among groups of inhabitants. He thus attends to the fluid, unstable nature of these entities and
of subjectivity. With the expansion of globalization and the acceleration of political and economic integration
in Europe, the epistemological differences between Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic became
increasingly difficult to maintain within poetic discourse, especially in relation to questions of identity, place,
and belonging. In the same vein, Jarniewicz and McDonagh (2009) reflect the change in Irish poetry as
follows: “Irish poetry since 1990 has been clearly marked by the notable absence of a dominant voice and an
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eclectic, surprising and challenging mélange of subject matter” (p. 121). Nationalist labels on poets, such as
Ulster or Republican, lost their meaning as poets like Seamus Heaney and Derek Mahon changed places. As
a long-time resident of Belfast writing in the context of the spatial turn, Carson’s work reflects the difficulty
of sustaining organic ties to a single, stable place. In his poetry, home does not function as a fixed
geographical location; rather, it emerges as a constructed poetic space shaped by movement, juxtaposition,
and multiplicity. Within this space, history is reconfigured, identities are unsettled, and dualistic modes of
thinking are critically dismantled. In this context, Kennedy-Andrews (2008) argues that the poet should
“map his one place in a world where there is no secure ground of being, no reliable coordinates that he
can use” (p. 19).

In the same line of thinking, writing in post-Troubles Ireland, Carson deploys several methods to
spatialise the places of the past, which shows how the materiality of place is dissolved into a textual space.
arson’s poetry voices this feeling of uncanniness and defamiliarization with a so-called home place. Looking
at these places from a voyeuristic perspective, Carson also observes himself from outside, which, in turn,
reconfigures the self as a subject of spatial experience.

In addition to the move from rooted to diasporic notions of culture and identity, another important theme
Carson explores in the changing conceptualization of Irish place is the shift in the centre of gravity; that is,
from the rural to the urban and/or from country to city. The nationalist representation of Ireland generally
depends upon the rural spirit, and Carson, in his peculiar way, challenges this fetishisation. The urbanized
Irish space has come to the fore in his poetry, and “the city of flux and diversity,” as Kennedy-Andrews
(2008) asserts, “is not the natural home of traditional religious, political or cultural pieties” (p. 11). The
contact zones of these two places have always been the vantage point for liminal, hybrid, and bricolage
subjectivities, like Belfast interfaces, for Carson. What is more, the city becomes “a site of discontinuity and
difference, of infinite ‘plurabilities,” became the locus of an alternative vision to . . . totalizing, rural-based
cultural nationalism” (p. 11). Carson deploys a different method to unsettle the fixed visions of Irish place. In
the light of this new urban poetics, Carson, putting the recent Troubles in the background of his work,
problematizes viewing Belfast in essentialist terms “as standing, unchanging and monolithic, in stark
opposition to the pre - or anti - modern land” (p. 12). Thus, in his poetry since the 1990s, Carson experiments
with disjointed, decentred, and ungrounded forms of space by portraying Belfast as a city space, which is
volatile and unreliable, but open to reconstruction and constant overhauling.

Investigating this new urban space, Carson makes use of the idea of mapping in configuring new concepts of
place and subjectivities. In the second half of the twentieth century, with the dissolution of national borders
and mononational identities, mapping gained much more importance. There appeared to be several different
viewpoints on mapping. In the recent context, it can no longer be seen as an objective way of picturing the
land; it highly depends on the position of the agent who maps the city. Also, the city that is mapped is not a
stable and fixed place, being a living site that is under constant construction and reconstruction. It is hard to
link a city to a mono-national population due to transnational identities. In Carson’s poetry, it is clearly seen
that Belfast is no longer solely a place to escape, but it is a city space with labyrinths and ever-shifting
frameworks. Hence, Carson remaps spaces that are on the constant move, momentary, and which depend on
personal experience.

In Breaking News, Carson takes fragmentation and experimentation with language to such an extent that the
speeches in the poems are minimalist or even telegraphic. This stylistic restraint contributes to the idea that
language is impotent to represent Belfast or city space. Carson extends the geographical reach of Breaking
News to locations such as Crimea, India, Gallipoli, and Varna, emphasizing that cities cannot be reduced to
stable identities or represented as fixed places. Instead, these spaces reveal the simultaneity of historical,
social, and political processes across different locations and temporalities. That kind of coexistence can only
take place in smooth spaces, which grant the freedom to move between spaces and liberate one from the
gridded striated spaces. By placing the setting at the heart of Belfast's city space, Carson indeed reflects the
destabilizing aspect of the metropolis by poeticizing the arbitrariness of sound and silence, motion and
stillness, order and disorder, presence and absence, and life and death.

Consequently, Carson refuses any omniscient or totalizing position over Belfast or other city spaces. Instead,
he embraces urban experiences that enable alternative perspectives and narratives. The city space he
reconfigures is profoundly multilayered, and his poetry accommodates multiple temporalities simultaneously,
challenging linear conceptions of history. Moreover, he juxtaposes urban, rural, domestic, and international
spaces to unsettle assumptions of spatial homogeneity or uniqueness. In Breaking News, Carson reiterates
these experimental concerns through his avant-garde use of language, which itself forms another spatial
dimension that actively contributes to the reimagining of city space.
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Notes

1 ‘The Irish Troubles’ refers to the period of sustained political conflict in Northern Ireland from the late 1960s to the 1998 Good
Friday Agreement. The violence emerged from tensions between unionists/loyalists, who supported continued union with Britain and
were predominantly Protestant, and nationalists/republicans, who sought a united Ireland and were predominantly Catholic. Beyond
armed conflict, the Troubles permeated everyday life through surveillance, spatial division, and the normalisation of fear, posing acute
aesthetic and ethical challenges for writers concerned with voice, witness, and the representation of communal trauma.

2 The loyalist flute band has been organising a parade for 300 years in order to show their loyalty to the Queen, though Catholics
despise it. The parade takes place every year on the 12th of July, which reveals bloody riots and fights.

3 The walls are full of either KAT (Kill all Catholics) or KAH (Kill all Protestants) graffiti.

4 In A Thousand Plateaus (1987), Deleuze and Guattari differentiate between striated space; ordered, measured, and territorially
regulated; and smoothed space; open, fluid, and resistant to fixed boundaries. The two spatial modalities coexist and continually
transform into one another.

Declarations

This article is substantially derived from the author's unpublished PhD dissertation, "The Spatial Turn in Contemporary Irish Poetry:
The Poetry of Seamus Heaney and Ciaran Carson" (Middle East Technical University, 2018), with new discussions added from
a contemporary perspective for publication in this journal.
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