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Andrew A. Kuhn

T   “‘cló’ is a stamp, type, print, impression . . . ‘an cló,’
the printing press,” writes Ciaran Carson in his memoir The Star
Factory ():

‘cló’ is also the act of conquering, subjugation, destruction, defeat;
variety, change. So, depending on context, ‘bun na gcló’ can mean the
origin of species, the establishment of stamps, the bottom line, a
fount of images, an authority of peers, the arbiter of fashion, Com-
mander of the Echelons, a bank of type, a metronome, the basics of
taxonomy, the founder of a dynasty or sect, monotype . . . , a verita-
ble Tower of Babel; in other words, a jungle.1

A quick glance over Carson’s list, which I have only partially repro-
duced here, reveals the etymological connections between printing
and the processes of conquest and domination, both cultural and
militaristic. Colonization undoubtedly leaves its stamp or imprint
on the history of a region; but Carson’s list also suggests how the
complex social interactions that make up print culture have much to
do with power hierarchies, often imperial ones. In the context of Ire-
land the philatelic images adhered to envelopes, the activities of
printing presses, and the circulation of printed materials such as
newspapers, journals, and books bear the visual signs of the British
empire. Printing and bookmaking carry knowledge about the power
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hierarchies of empire even as they harbor revolutionary potential.
In his explorations of the urban space of Belfast, Carson draws
extensively on his conception of cló as he maps the city through the
world of books and the photographic, poetic, and narrative histories
they contain. He remains alert to the implications of colonization
and cultural dominance that are embedded within the material fea-
tures of texts.
As a preface to part one of Belfast Confetti, Ciaran Carson quotes

a passage fromWalter Benjamin’s A Berlin Childhood around theTurn
of the Century:

Not to find one’s way about in a city is of little interest. . . . But to lose
one’s way in a city, as one loses one’s way in a forest, requires prac-
tice. . . . I learned this art late in life: it fulfilled the dreams whose
first traces were the labyrinths on the blotters of my exercise books.2

As a way of understanding and existing in a city, Benjamin’s medi-
tation on losing one’s way resists the orderly representations of
travel books, maps, and street signs. Instead the writer finds an
alternative way of viewing and representing urban landscapes. This
topographical exercise is not without direction, however. In his
essay, “Unpacking My Library: A Talk about Book Collecting, ”
Benjamin uses a discussion of book acquisition to suggest alterna-
tive strategies for mapping the city.

I have made my most memorable purchases on trips, as a transient.
Property and possession belong to the tactical sphere. Collectors are
people with a tactical instinct; their experience teaches them that
when they capture a strange city, the smallest antique shop can be a
fortress, the most remote stationery store a key position. How many
cities have revealed themselves to me in the marches I undertook in
the pursuit of books!3

For Benjamin the joy of the city is not merely getting lost within it,
but finding one’s own tactical way of understanding it, both tactile
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and strategic. To possess a city is to own a certain knowledge of its
material existence—its books and bookstores or the everyday items
that populate urban space. Such material objects hold knowledge of
the city and how its social relations are constructed.
Just as the urge for collecting shapes Benjamin’s own vision of a

city, books offer a way of organizing the city in Ciaran Carson’s
poetry. In Carson’s Belfast Confetti () the poet ignores the main
thoroughfares and landmarks of Belfast. Instead he introduces the
reader to the side streets and dead ends of a city subject to the
detailed scrutiny of international news outlets and governmental
agencies that created knowledge about the geography of violence
during the Troubles. To get lost in Carson’s fragmented and
dynamic Belfast is not to be without a logic that underlies the turns
and switchbacks. Books and documents, both in their material ele-
ments such as layout, paper, and ink and in their linguistic and
visual content, organize an urban space that cannot be found on a
conventional map or travel guide. Consequently, studies in spatial-
ity are crucial to interpreting Carson’s work: theorists of historical-
materialist geography such as David Harvey and the spatial studies
of Henri Lefebvre, Michel Foucault, Michel de Certeau, and
Fredric Jameson.4 In an attempt “to discuss the mapping of urban
space,” Neal Alexander examines “the ways in which [Carson’s]
writing of the city itself probes the logic and limits of maps and the
connections they make visible.”5 Rather than examining how Carson
conceptualizes space or “mapping,” however, I turn to the material
significance of books in Carson’s imagining of Belfast, showing how
the materiality of such documents can be used as a metaphor for
conceptualizing the ever-changing landscape of Belfast. These
material objects, especially photographic histories of Belfast, con-
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tain a vision of the city that cannot be simply mapped or physically
traversed. As one of many possible representations of urban experi-
ence, the books and documents that Carson adapts for his own
poetic investigation help us to imagine a new Belfast, one evoking the
city’s history and the intimate lives of its inhabitants.The books that
Carson references in his poetry and prose works demonstrate that
cities consist of something more than their inhabitants or physical
architecture. Spaces have a material presence with which any textual
reconstruction of urban history must reckon.
Ciaran Carson has an obsession with books, one that goes

beyond the fascination typically ascribed to writers. In Carson’s
poetry and prose, books represent more than just the raw material
or indifferent medium through which literary and cultural meaning
is transmitted. He shares Benjamin’s vision of the book.

Opening a second-hand book, breathing visibly over its pages, I think
of all the hands it’s passed through, of their fingerprints, and careful
signatures on flyleaves; I think of personalized ex libris plates; of
invented coats-of-arms; of books being tokens of a Sunday School,
distributing awards for “Regularity, Diligence, and Good Conduct”;
of dates and dedications; of those readers to whom it was a present,
and who didn’t read it; of all the dead who read it; of old tobacco-
dust, embedded between pages; of creaking bindings, and of hinged,
tissue-papered illustrations; of the X in Xmas. . . . 6

For Carson literary works and historical documents are never
merely abstract linguistic or visual texts that can reside in some
idealized form. They always enter a reader’s hands through varied
and meaningful material circumstances. He reminds us that we can-
not escape the influences of marginalia, previous ownership, or the
imperfections emblazoned on a book by accidents of the printing
process or the neglect, abuse, and violence visited on a book read
with great vigor or cast aside as refuse. Whether handled with an
almost spiritual reverence or loved as a child’s worn toy, the book’s
condition inevitably reveals something about its contents. The city,
in its material existence, holds a similar knowledge. The creative
destruction of the modern city shows signs of use and abuse, as the
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billboards, throwaways, and graffiti become the marginalia of the
city, and the physical elements of its landscape alert us to how an
urban space has evolved and how its inhabitants live.
One of Carson’s more powerful meditations on the physical pres-

ence of narratives and their implications for the city and nation
appears in The Star Factory, where he recounts a memory of follow-
ing his father into the outhouse one night in order to hear him fin-
ish a story. This recollection, in Carson’s wonderfully associative
way, brings him to remark, “Now I remember that ‘library,’ in some
households, was a euphemism for once-euphemisms like loo and
water-closet. . . . And as I write, in  Glandore Avenue, my toilet is
a library.”7 Carson begins by describing the installation of book-
shelves and the careful selection of secondhand books for the bath-
room of his Belfast residence. He then obsessively lists the volumes,
thirteen in all, sitting within arm’s reach of his “faux-Edwardian
commode seat.”8 As Carson takes his readers into the seamy
recesses of Belfast’s outhouses and bathrooms to discuss the power
of narratives and books, the remarks of Professor MacHugh from
James Joyce’sUlysses on the nature of empire resonates with Carson’s
own explorations of the “library.” In “Aeolus,” MacHugh’s estima-
tion of the Roman Empire, as well as the subsequent English one,
can be summed up in the “cloacal obsession” and its defining tech-
nology, the watercloset:

“What was their civilization? Vast, I allow: but vile. Cloacae: sewers.
The jews in the wilderness and on the mountaintop said: It is meet to
be here. Let us build an altar to Jehovah. The Roman, like the English-
man who follows in his footsteps, brought to every new shore on
which he set his foot (on our shore he never set it) only his cloacal
obsession. He gazed about him in his toga and he said: It is meet to be
here. Let us construct a watercloset.”9

MacHugh’s mocking history emphasizes the technologies of empire
and their significance in the history of cultural domination. As a
similar technology of empire, printing can likewise enforce discipli-
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nary power and mandate acquiescence to dominant cultural forms.
But within these technologies there also resides a certain emanci-
patory potential. In Ulysses MacHugh’s conversation takes place
within the offices of the Freeman’s Journal, a newspaper that origi-
nated as a voice of empire but was transformed into a nationalist
publication by the beginning of the twentieth century.
A related awareness of the conflicting hegemonic and revolution-

ary uses of printing permeates Carson’s works. The “throne” of the
outhouse has a certain imperial resonance as a place “where
courtiers and Privy Counselors await the outcome of His Majesty’s
deliberations . . . , or one ponders the alternative hologram of the city
described by its ubiquity of plumbing and its labyrinthine sewers, the
underworld of culverts plunged in Stygian gloom.”10 However, Car-
son complicates this notion of the bathroom/library as merely a
place of empire or the administrative layouts of city planners and
sanitation departments by focusing on how printing and the history
of books offer a novel way of describing a city, its inhabitants, and its
relationship to empire.
Carson concludes meditation on his bathroom library by noting

that his father spends hours in the “library,” “browsing through its
relics of an empire. Sometimes he comes down with a book under
his arm; often, it is the Belfast Street Directory of , the year I
was born.”11 The Belfast Street Directory becomes a central
metaphor of how Carson imagines the relationship between textual
space and the historical and material space of a city. The textual
space of books has a relationship to the physical landscape, but not
a simple or direct one.The geography and architecture of the city are
built into the materiality of the book, and the city responds to the
ways in which it is textualized or conceptualized. The Street Direc-
tory contains references to physical locations; however, it is not
ordered spatially, but through the alphabetization of surnames. Car-
son wants to challenge even this sense of order as he imagines him-
self to be “a bookworm, ruminating through the one thousand, five
hundred and ninety-six pages of the Directory in teredo mode, fol-
lowing my non-linear dictates, as I make chambered spirals in my
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universe, performing parabolas by browsing letters and the blanks
between them.”12 The geography of the city is once more imagina-
tively transformed through a new organizing logic. Books allow Car-
son to reconstruct and explore urban space, using methods rarely
employed when trying to orient one’s self. Yet the book is more than
just the text on the page, as he notes in his poem, “Loaf”: “The cor-
ners of / My books weren’t dog-eared, they were chewed. But neatly
chewed, like the thumb-index / Of a dictionary.”13 Drawing upon a
methodically alphabetized book once again, Carson gestures toward
the materiality of the printed word and the sustenance it provides,
as he draws the metaphor uniting paper and bread.
The urban center, too, is more than just its physical spaces. Car-

son conceptualizes the city as a book, document, or canvas in
“Schoolboys and Idlers of Pompeii”:

At times it seems that every inch of Belfast has been written-on,
erased, and written-on again: messages, curses, political imperatives,
but mostly names, or nicknames—Robbo, Mackers, Scoot, Fra—
sometimes litanized obsessively on every brick of a gable wall, as high
as the hand will reach, and something higher, these snakes and lad-
ders cancelling each other out in their bid to be remembered.Remem-
ber . Remember .Most of all, Remember me. I was here.14

The city becomes infused with the consciousness of the people who
live there, and the human desire to reach out, be heard, and be
remembered finds visible annunciation.The city holds the words of its
inhabitants as books hold the streets, addresses, and buildings of the
city. At the end of this poem Carson poses a central question that he
explores throughout Belfast Confetti—“Where does land begin, and
water end? Or memory falter, and imagination take hold?”15 Testing
the limits of where brick,Mourne granite, and linen meet the Belfast
of the imagination captured in books, city blueprints, or lines of verse,
Carson disputes any hard boundary separating art and life.The imag-
inative projections of Belfast have no less real an impact than the
demolition of landmarks and the construction of new streets and
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buildings.The changing image of the city comes both from changing
physical landscapes and from its inhabitants’ perceptions.
The most striking example of the importance of bibliographic

space in Carson’s poetry appears in “Revised Version,” a prose
poem in Belfast Confetti in which Carson extends his bibliographic
inquiry into the city of Belfast by parsing two editions of Noel Nes-
bitt’s The Changing Face of Belfast (, revised ). Carson
demonstrates the instability of material texts by remarking the great
alterations in that second, revised edition of the photographic history
of Belfast. He writes, “I have before me Nesbitt’s The Changing Face
of Belfast, the first edition of , and the second (revised) 

edition, which has somehow skimped on the ink, so that the dark
threatening historicity of High Street, looking east, . . . has been
replaced by a noon-day shimmer.”16 These “shifts of emphasis, eli-
sions and contractions, croppings,” owing to poor printing and the
editorial practices employed in the creation of the second edition of
the book, led Carson to observe that “the new edition is a worn-out
copy of the old.”17 Owing to the violence and destruction of the
Troubles, as the title Belfast Confetti implies, the Belfast landscape is
imagined as being the worn-out copy of the pre- city.The alter-
ations to The Changing Face of Belfast between the first printing and
the second revised edition function as metaphors for conjuring forth
the material destruction of the city and the representations that
attend such spectacular violence. Just as books are unstable, in part
because of their different material manifestations, the city is equally
unstable in its continual flux.
This textual instability can be seen in the paratextual materials of

Nesbitt’s The Changing Face of Belfast and in Carson’s own works.
Benjamin quotes Anatole France as saying, “The only exact knowl-
edge there is [is] the knowledge of the date of publication and the
format of books.”18 But Carson’s procedure indicates that even such
apparent activities can be challenged. In attempting to reconstruct
any bibliographic certainty about Nesbitt’s volume, one must con-
sider the fact that while the title page clearly states the revised edi-
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tion’s published date as , the author’s “Introductory Note”
written by Nesbitt is dated a year later.This discrepancy casts doubt
upon the volume’s ability to reconstruct history precisely or to cre-
ate a full factual representation of urban space.Although a seemingly
minor error in the production of the book, it denotes the limits of
print’s ability to be an authoritative representation of historical
development, a theme that Carson explores throughout his works.
The printing of Carson’s Belfast Confetti likewise challenges the sta-
bility of texts. The poem “Turn Again,” for example, acts both as a
preface to the Gallery Press’s edition of Belfast Confetti and as the
preface to an earlier group of poems, The Irish for No in the Wake
Forest University Press edition. Although several critics have exam-
ined the significance of this opening poem for a collection such as
Belfast Confetti, the bibliographic inconsistencies in the publication
histories of Carson’s collections of poems remain the textual equiv-
alent to the topographic dead ends and side streets discussed in the
poetry. In “Turn Again” Carson writes,

Today’s plan is already yesterday’s—the streets that were there are
gone.

And the shape of the jails cannot be shown for security reasons.

The linen backing is falling apart—the Falls Road hangs by a
thread.

. . .

Someone asks me for directions, and I think again. I turn into
A side-street to try to throw off my shadow, and history is
changed.19

The lines in which Carson represents the Falls Road as hanging “by
a thread” evokes the textual instability of a work as it exists in numer-
ous material formats. Carson points both to the central cultural role
that the Falls Road holds for Catholics in Belfast and to one of the
economic factors that contributed to the push for greater civil rights
in . The linen industry in Belfast, which supplied materials to
many bookbinders, had collapsed in the early s, resulting in the
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closing of two of the city’s three big linen mills.20 Like the linen back-
ing of a map, a document, or the binding of the book, the linen in-
dustry bound the culture of the Falls Road together.The unraveling
linen in “Turn Again” thus figures an unraveling community during
the height of the Troubles. The alterations, deletions, and corrup-
tions of both the landscape of Belfast and its textual representations
change history, as both had shared in its construction.
The material and textual instability of the Belfast landscape can be

seen in Carson’s decision to draw upon Nesbitt’s The Changing Face
of Belfast in “Revised Version.” As one representation of the Belfast
landscape, Nesbitt’s photographic history consciously attempts an
erasure of the devastation caused by (para)military activity and the
sectarian politics of the city.The  Belfast of Nesbitt’s first edition
looks very much like the Belfast of the second edition, except for the
poor printing and a few omissions and additions that Carson writes
specifically about in his poem. Politically charged images of Belfast’s
murals, parades, public funerals, and military checkpoints are not
represented in either of the editions of The Changing Face of Belfast.
In fact, Nesbitt’s “Introductory Note” to the  edition reveals the
type of limited representation of Belfast that Carson wishes to expose
and attempt to remap.Here Nesbitt notes that the first edition of the
book was a response to the growing local interest in the history of
Belfast and to the developments that were irrevocably altering its
architecture. “In the intervening period terrorist action has com-
bined with planned redevelopment,” Nesbitt suggests, “to alter large
areas of Belfast out of all recognition, and to remove many distin-
guished landmarks from the townscape.”21 In Carson’s poetry, how-
ever, the “distinguished landmarks” pointed out by Nesbitt no longer
represent the focal point of the city. Instead the omnipresence of
Belfast confetti and all its poetic transformations become the real
touchstones for Carson’s own partial view of Belfast.
In The Changing Face of Belfast, Nesbitt declines to locate the

recent history of the city in the rubble of bombed buildings or the
echoes of civil-rights protests:

Éire-Ireland 45: 1 & 2 Spr/Sum 10 Ciaran Carson’s Books120

. Jonathan Bardon, Belfast: An Illustrated History (Belfast: Blackstaff, ),
.

. Noel Nesbitt,The Changing Face of Belfast (Belfast: Ulster Museum, ), .



The illustrations are intended to give a representative picture of the
appearance of Belfast over the past two hundred years. I have, how-
ever, deliberately avoided including many very up-to-date views; the
present-day appearance of most places that have altered is only too
well-known to the citizens of Belfast, and it hardly seemed justifiable
to occupy valuable photographic space with views of areas of waste-
land or bricked-up buildings.22

The wasteland that Nesbitt refuses to include in his photographic
history becomes the subject of Carson’s Belfast, and in drawing
upon Nesbitt’s volume, Carson stresses the importance of the all
too obvious lacunae of official histories. Among the aborted plans,
proposed maps, and fading photographs, Carson finally situates
Belfast within the noxious haze of s Belfast where pollution,
failed urban planning, and the consumer culture of the Thatcher-
Reagan era displace previous images of the city:

The maps are revised again, as a layer of toxic spoil would have to be
removed from the whole site and the view across the Lagan from the
Ormeau embankment completely transformed by the obliteration of
the gasholders.The jargon sings of leisure purposes, velodromes, and
pleasure parks, the unfurling petals of the World Rose Convention.As
the city consumes itself—scrap iron mouldering on the quays, black
holes eating through the time-warp—the Parliamentary Under-Sec-
retary of State for the Environment announces that to people who have
never been to Belfast their image of the place is often far-removed from the
reality. No more Belfast champagne, gas bubbled through milk; no
more heads in ovens. Intoxication, death, will find their new connec-
tions. Cul-de-sacs and ring roads.23

Carson’s Belfast does not answer to the failed plans of eighteenth-
century or Victorian architecture. Instead a decidedly postmodern
Belfast, where environmental disasters and consumer culture now
organize the maps, arises from Carson’s poem.24

Even as he diverges from Nesbitt’s tack of locating the essence of
Belfast in a pre-Troubles past, Carson borrows another of Nesbitt’s
strategies for capturing the city’s history: a juxtaposing of a number
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of photographs of the same geographic site, from the same perspec-
tive, at different time periods. However, the narrative that Nesbitt
presents is one of progress, as the photos from  and  of the
junction of Cavehill and Ballysillan Road suggest. Nesbitt describes
the scene in writing, “These two views remind us how recently the
upper part of Cavehill Road changed its rural for its urban garb.”25

Carson’s poetry evinces weariness at this liberal narrative of
progress. In “Revised Version” he sets a number of historical con-
ceptions of the city side by side in order to note the regressions, set-
backs, and unrealized dreams for the city. As a preface to his dis-
cussion of the numerous failed plans and maps of the city, Carson
remarks, “For everything is contingent and provisional; and the sub-
junctive mood of these images is tensed to the ifs and buts, the yeas
and nays of Belfast’s history.”26 He thus rejects Nesbitt’s vision of
even, uniform progress in favor of representations that highlight
unfulfilled potentials and seeming dead ends: a map of  pro-
posed by Mr. Williamson was never produced, Dubourdieu’s 

plan of Belfast included a bridge that was never built, John Mulhol-
land’s plan to build Venice-like canals through the city in  never
came to fruition.27 These images in “Revised Version,” grouped like
Nesbitt’s, create a Belfast of discontinuity where yesterday’s map
never quite fits the city of today and the proposed urban aesthetic
never achieves its intended aim. Here again, Carson appropriates
the layout of Nesbitt’s book to offer a counternarrative of the city.
The title “Revised Version” also emphasizes the similarities

between the construction of poetry and the printing of books. An
edition, in its strictest bibliographic sense, comprises “all the copies
of a book printed at any time (or times) from substantially the same
setting of type.”28 This definition is too rigid for Carson’s represen-
tations of the plurality and dynamism of the landscape; his city is not
merely set from the same type but constantly created and
destroyed—“a fount of broken type.”29 Consequently, he selects the
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term “version,” with its connotations of translation, conversion,
transformation, and change in direction to convey the metamor-
phosis of book and city.30 Implicit in the notion of translation is the
idea that the translation can only be approximate; things are always
lost, added, and forgotten “in translation.” Consequently, Carson’s
version of Belfast is not set from the same “type” as Nesbitt’s. The
city itself, along with its representations, is always in flux, translations
of previous states.Along these same lines, “version” allows for a sin-
gular perspective from a single vantage point, implying a poetic self-
consciousness about the limited nature of any one representation of
the city. Carson’s narrator informs the reader that “I catch glimpses
of what might have been, but it already blurs and fades: I wake or fall
into another dream.”31 The possibility of a totality capable of sub-
suming the reality of the city merely blurs and fades, leaving only a
limited perspective of potentials and realities. Lastly, a “version”
means a turning about, change in direction, conversion, or trans-
formation. In terms of the poem this definition is most applicable to
the representation of Belfast as a city that is constantly undergoing
transformation and conversion. Much like the narrator in “Turn
Again,” the city’s street layout changes, the peace line inhibits routes
once possible, and history is changed through the constant turns
that the city takes. Accordingly, Carson’s bibliographic metaphor in
“Revised Version” is enriched by his decision to represent textual
instability rather than the fixity of print. Instead of representing
Belfast as a static “edition,” the writer chooses the plurality of a ver-
sion that recognizes its own limited point of view.
In addition to offering dynamic versions of the Belfast landscape,

Carson’s imagined city attempts to challenge hegemonic maps and
histories of empire. On occasion, he even shapes the physical mate-
rials of the city and its recorded histories into an emblem of future
promise, as if a utopian Belfast cannot be materialized until it has
been imagined in verse. For instance, by combining a speech given
in Dublin by Ruskin in  and the image of a painting by J.M.W.
Turner which now hangs in the Ulster Museum, Carson’s poem
“Ruskin in Belfast” imagines the voice of John Ruskin experiencing
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the Belfast cityscape in a manner that contradicts the underlying
assumptions of late twentieth-century neocolonialism. Although
John Ruskin never visited Belfast and made the short journey to Ire-
land only on a couple of occasions, his ideas garnered much atten-
tion during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Ireland.
In “Ruskin in Belfast,” Carson represents his  trip, on which he
gave a lecture entitled “The Mystery of Life and Its Arts” at the the-
atre of the Royal College of Science in Dublin. Ruskin began his
talk by explaining that he could not obey the society’s ban on refer-
ences to any religious questions, arguing that the “restriction which,
though entirely wise and right under the circumstances contem-
plated in its introduction, would necessarily have disabled me,
thinking as I think, from preparing any lecture for you on the sub-
ject of art in a form which might be permanently useful.”32 This
desire to speak despite the demand for silence permeates the poem.
In his lecture Ruskin argues that the mystery of life and art are con-
nected to the material well-being of all of humanity. These com-
ments concerning social relations extend to the injustices of empire
and the responsibility of those living in colonial situations to recog-
nize their own role in the process of providing the necessities for
people, whether food, clothing, or art:

I do not mean to say that, in past or present relations between Ireland
and England, you have been wrong, and we right. Far from that, I
believe that in all great questions of principle, and in all details of
administration of law, you have been usually right, and we wrong;
sometimes in misunderstanding you, sometimes in resolute iniquity
to you. Nevertheless, in all disputes between states, though the
stronger is nearly always mainly in the wrong, the weaker is often so
in a minor degree; and I think we sometimes admit the possibility of
our being in error, and you never do.33

Ruskin admits the injustices of empire but also places some respon-
sibility for the present state of Ireland, which had just suffered
through the Great Famine, on the middle classes in Ireland, such as
those who were attending his lecture. He characterizes the sectarian
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violence and political division over religious association as a dis-
traction from the material poverty suffered by many in Ireland and
from the ethical responsibility to redress their ills. Carson writes of
this Dublin lecture as a way of showing an historical perspective on
the origins and legacy of the Troubles, which dominate the entire
collection in which “Ruskin in Belfast” appears. While the Troubles
are often represented in popular culture as a conflict between reli-
gious groups, Catholics against Protestants, Carson uses Ruskin to
emphasize how sectarianism blinds those on both sides of the peace
line to the deprivations at the heart of Belfast’s Troubles.
In “Ruskin in Belfast” this human injustice manifests itself in the

material degradation of the city. Carson’s poem envisions Belfast as
a landfill: “Gouts and cataracts of foam pour from the smoky masts
of the industrial Armada . . . old shoes, ashes, rags, smashed crock-
ery, bullet casings, shreds / Of nameless clothes, rotten timber jaggy
with bent nails, cinders, bones and half-bricks.”34 His conception of
the city opposes all the neat, orderly nineteenth-century maps,
plans, and histories discussed throughout his poetry.While the writ-
ings of George Benn or the maps of Dubourdieu hold the weight of
empirical fact for historians interested in telling the narrative of
Belfast, Carson’s imagined cityscape and Ruskin’s reflection on it
attempt to map a city unknown to most official histories. In “The
Mystery of Life and Its Arts” Ruskin’s main argument concerning
the attitude and art of the Irish is that it is and has historically been
completed with “no sense of failure.” This is illustrated by the pas-
sages that Carson quotes concerning an angel painted in an eigh-
teenth-century Irish missal:

See how in the static mode of ancient Irish art, the missal-painter draws

his angel

With no sense of failure, as a child might draw an angel, putting red dots

In the palm of each hand, while the eyes—the eyes are perfect circles, and,

I regret to say, the mouth is left out altogether.35

Carson takes up Ruskin’s curious criticism of Irish art and culture
in his own refusal to perceive the imperfections of Belfast as perfec-
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tion in another vein. The Belfast that he presents teems with pollu-
tion and failure; his Belfast is one where “the labyrinthine alleyways
are bloody with discarded bandages, every kind of ordure,” Belfast
confetti.36

In “The Mystery of Life and Its Arts” Ruskin proposes a fasci-
nating view of art’s relationship to life that must be probed in rela-
tion to Carson’s sense of textuality and the role of books within his
construction of Belfast. Ruskin, who set the intellectual groundwork
for William Morris’s Arts and Crafts Movement in the late nine-
teenth century, viewed art as intimately tied to the social relations of
culture. Art should ultimately be in the service of providing the
human necessities for life. His lecture emphasized the importance of
restoring meaningful work to those disempowered by industrializa-
tion and using these practical arts for the sustenance of fulfilled
human life, rather than the endless accumulation of profits. While
Ruskin’s own socialism was very conservative,37 he articulates the
way in which a city must be well constructed through all human
arts—architecture, bricklaying, design, and even plumbing—for the
benefit of its inhabitants, a view that resonates with Carson’s poetry.
Poetry, and art more generally, becomes one crucial component of
the city that must offer up its own image in order to reveal the iniq-
uities of other hegemonic conceptualizations and to propose new
ways of exploring the city. On this view poetry constitutes an essen-
tial building block in the construction of a cityscape.
In “The Right to a City,” a recent article about the historical

development of urban space, David Harvey quotes famed sociologist
Robert Park in saying that the city is “man’s most successful attempt
to remake the world he lives in more after his heart’s desire. But if
the city is the world which man created, it is the world in which he
is henceforth condemned to live. Thus, indirectly, and without any
clear sense of the nature of his task, in making the city, man has
remade himself.”38 In creating its cityscape,Belfast Confetti refuses to
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fabricate an ideal environment or a world patterned after our
desires. However, in this construction of Belfast, Carson gestures
toward the way the city has been remade in the image of its inhabi-
tants. Like a bookworm, the writer bores the maps, histories, and
plans of Belfast in order to reconceptualize the city in a way that
takes into account the lived experience of its inhabitants and the
events of a history encoded in its artifacts, as opposed to the hege-
monic maps of empire or the surveillance of military, paramilitary,
or police personnel. Carson’s attention to the materiality of Belfast
as both a literary and a lived environment bears witness to how the
urban landscape functions as a mode of collective self-fashioning.
“The city is a map of the city,”39 as Carson writes, and the image of
the city is also a map of its inhabitants.
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