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ANALYSIS



CONTEXT
• Derek Mahon’s After the Titanic is a dramatic monologue written 

from the perspective of a survivor of the Titanic disaster, most likely 
inspired by J. Bruce Ismay, the chairman of the White Star Line, who 
famously survived the sinking while many others perished. The poem 
deals with themes of guilt, shame, trauma, and isolation. Ismay’s 
survival, despite his wealth and power, was viewed by many as an act 
of cowardice, and this poem explores the emotional aftermath of 
that night. The speaker grapples with survivor’s guilt and the 
haunting memory of the disaster, retreating into a life of isolation 
where he is unable to find solace or redemption. Mahon’s use of 
imagery and symbolism brings to life the psychological torment of 
the speaker, who is condemned to relive the tragedy perpetually.



STANZA BY 
STANZA 

ANALYSIS



LINES 1-2

• "They said I got away in a boat / And humbled me at the inquiry."

• The poem begins with a defensive tone, as the speaker reflects on how 
others perceive him. The "inquiry" refers to the public investigation that 
followed the sinking of the Titanic, during which the speaker (likely 
representing Ismay) was questioned and judged. The phrase "They said I 
got away in a boat" hints at the public’s accusation that the speaker acted 
selfishly by saving himself while others died. The use of "humbled" 
suggests that the inquiry was a humiliating experience for him, as he was 
forced to confront the public’s perception of his actions.



LINES 3-4

• "I tell you / I sank as far that night as any Hero."

• The speaker insists that his emotional suffering was as profound as 
the physical deaths of those who drowned. He compares himself to a 
"Hero," implying that although he survived, he experienced a profound 
psychological downfall. This line underscores his attempt to defend his 
humanity and to assert that survival came at a great emotional cost. 
The speaker’s guilt and shame are immediately evident as he equates 
his inner turmoil with the literal sinking of the ship.



LINES 5-7

• "As I sat shivering on the dark water / I turned to ice to hear my costly / 
Life go thundering down in a pandemonium of / Prams, pianos, sideboards, 
winches,"

• Here, Mahon vividly describes the chaos and horror of the sinking. The 
speaker’s physical reaction—"shivering on the dark water"—is paralleled 
by an emotional reaction as he "turned to ice," symbolizing emotional 
numbness and shock. The phrase "costly life" suggests both his privileged 
social status and the personal price of survival. The list of objects—prams, 
pianos, sideboards, winches—evokes the material wealth and domestic 
lives that were lost in the disaster, and their "pandemonium" emphasizes 
the overwhelming sense of destruction.



LINES 7-9

• "Boilers bursting and shredded ragtime. Now I hide / In a lonely house 
behind the sea / Where the tide leaves broken toys and hatboxes"

• The imagery of "boilers bursting and shredded ragtime" further intensifies 
the chaos of the disaster, with the "ragtime" music—a symbol of the ship’s 
luxury—being torn apart by the violence of the sinking. The speaker’s 
current life is marked by isolation: he now lives in a "lonely house behind 
the sea," physically and emotionally cut off from society. The "tide" 
symbolically brings remnants of the past—"broken toys and hatboxes"—
to his door, representing the memories and traumas of the disaster that 
he cannot escape. These items, associated with innocence and domesticity, 
further emphasize the emotional weight of the lives lost.



LINES 10-12

• "Silently at my door. The showers of / April, flowers of May mean 
nothing to me, nor the / Late light of June, when my gardener"

• The speaker’s detachment from the natural world is evident here. The 
"showers of April," "flowers of May," and "late light of June" 
traditionally symbolize renewal and hope, but for the speaker, these 
signs of life and regeneration have "no meaning." His emotional state 
is so deeply affected by the disaster that he is unable to appreciate 
the natural beauty of the changing seasons, further isolating him from 
life and joy.



LINES 13-14

• "Describes to strangers how the old man stays in bed / On seaward 
mornings after nights of"

• The speaker’s isolation is deepened by the image of the "old man" who 
"stays in bed," avoiding life. The use of "old man" suggests that the speaker 
has aged prematurely, burdened by his guilt and trauma. His avoidance of 
"seaward mornings" indicates his fear or inability to face the sea, which 
symbolizes both the Titanic disaster and his inner turmoil. The fact that 
his gardener "describes to strangers" his reclusive habits underscores the 
speaker’s alienation from those around him.



LINES 15-17

• "Wind, takes his cocaine and will see no one. Then it is / I drown again 
with all those dim / Lost faces I never understood, my poor soul"

• The speaker’s drug use—"takes his cocaine"—reveals his attempts to 
numb the pain of his trauma. However, even in his attempts to escape, the 
speaker is haunted by the "dim / Lost faces" of those who died in the 
disaster. The phrase "I drown again" indicates that the speaker is 
continually reliving the tragedy, unable to escape the psychological impact 
of the event. His confession that he "never understood" these lost faces 
suggests his detachment from the people on the ship, perhaps a reflection 
of his privileged position, which has left him isolated from the common 
human experiences of grief and suffering.



LINES 18-20

• "Screams out in the starlight, heart / Breaks loose and rolls down like a stone. / 
Include me in your lamentations."

• In these final lines, the speaker expresses the full extent of his emotional pain. His 
"poor soul" is depicted as "screaming out in the starlight," a poignant image of 
despair and isolation. The phrase "heart / Breaks loose and rolls down like a stone" 
conveys the heaviness of his guilt and grief, as if his heart has become a lifeless 
object. The final plea—"Include me in your lamentations"—reveals the speaker’s 
desire for empathy and recognition. He wishes to be mourned alongside the dead, 
seeking some form of redemption through collective grief. The speaker’s plea 
highlights his overwhelming guilt and sense of exclusion from humanity due to his 
survival.



KEY THEMES



SURVIVOR’S GUILT AND 
SHAME
• The poem revolves around the speaker’s profound sense of guilt and shame over 

surviving the Titanic disaster while others perished. His survival is viewed as a 
moral failure, and he is haunted by the memory of those who died. The speaker’s 
emotional and psychological descent mirrors the sinking of the ship, as he 
continually relives the trauma of that night.

• "I sank as far that night as any Hero." This line underscores the speaker’s attempt 
to equate his emotional suffering with the physical deaths of those who drowned. 

• "Include me in your lamentations." The speaker’s plea to be included in the 
collective mourning reveals his deep need for redemption and recognition of his 
suffering. 



ISOLATION AND 
DETACHMENT FROM LIFE
• The speaker’s guilt and trauma have led to a life of profound isolation. He 

lives in a "lonely house behind the sea," cut off from society, and is 
emotionally detached from the natural world. His inability to connect 
with others or find meaning in life reflects the deep psychological scars 
left by the disaster.

• "The showers of April, flowers of May mean nothing to me." This line 
captures the speaker’s detachment from the natural cycle of life and 
renewal, symbolizing his emotional numbness. 

• "Now I hide / In a lonely house behind the sea." The speaker’s physical 
isolation mirrors his emotional state, as he withdraws from life to avoid 
confronting his guilt. 



MEMORY AND TRAUMA

• The speaker is continually haunted by the memory of the Titanic disaster, reliving 
the trauma of that night in his thoughts and dreams. The objects that wash up on 
the shore—"broken toys and hatboxes"—symbolize the remnants of the past that 
he cannot escape. His memories are inescapable, and he is doomed to "drown 
again" with the lost souls of the disaster.

• "I drown again with all those dim / Lost faces I never understood." The speaker’s 
recurring sense of drowning symbolizes his inability to move on from the trauma, 
as he is haunted by the memory of those who died. 

• "The tide leaves broken toys and hatboxes / Silently at my door." These images of 
discarded objects evoke the speaker’s inability to escape the past, as the remnants 
of the disaster continually return to him. 



MOOD OF THE 
POEM

• The mood of After the Titanic 
is one of deep melancholy, guilt, 
and despair. The speaker’s tone 
is defensive and haunted, as he 
tries to justify his survival while 
grappling with overwhelming 
guilt. The imagery of isolation 
and the repeated references to 
the sea create a sense of 
inescapable trauma, while the 
speaker’s emotional numbness 
and detachment from life 
contribute to the poem’s 
somber and introspective 
mood.



LITERARY DEVICES



REPETITION

• The speaker repeatedly refers to the night of the Titanic disaster and 
the trauma it caused, reinforcing the idea that he is trapped in a cycle 
of reliving the event. The repetition of images related to the sea and 
drowning underscores the speaker’s inability to escape his guilt.



METAPHOR

• The speaker uses metaphors to convey his emotional state, such as "I 
turned to ice" to describe his emotional numbness, and "heart / 
Breaks loose and rolls down like a stone" to symbolize the weight of 
his guilt.



IMAGERY

• Mahon employs vivid imagery to evoke the chaos of the Titanic 
disaster and the speaker’s current isolation. The "shredded ragtime," 
"broken toys and hatboxes," and "lonely house behind the sea" create 
a haunting picture of loss and destruction, while emphasizing the 
speaker’s emotional exile.



ALLUSION

• The poem alludes to the historical figure of J. Bruce Ismay, the 
chairman of the White Star Line, who survived the Titanic disaster and 
faced public scrutiny for his actions. This allusion adds depth to the 
speaker’s guilt and sense of public shame.



CONCLUSION
• Derek Mahon’s After the Titanic is a haunting exploration of survivor’s 

guilt, shame, and isolation. Through the perspective of a Titanic 
survivor, Mahon delves into the psychological aftermath of the 
disaster, examining how guilt and trauma can erode one’s emotional 
and psychological well-being. The poem’s vivid imagery and somber 
tone convey the speaker’s deep sense of regret and his desire for 
redemption, as he struggles to reconcile his survival with the loss of 
so many lives. Ultimately, the poem reflects on the inescapable power 
of memory and the profound impact of personal and collective 
trauma.


