What makes an “iconic” ship
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There are some ships, which for some reason, lodge in the public imagination , or in the shipping industry itself to become “icons” for their time - celebrities in their own right. This should not be confused with notoriety - the best known ship of all time - the Titanic - might be regarded as a stupendous failure , regardless of the fact that her memory is preserved by Hollywood! 


There are some ships which have huge historical significance in particular countries, or which have been preserved as heritage objects. Nelson’s famous Victory, the tea clipper Cutty Sark, or Brunel’s amazing iron ship Great Britain , which lies in the same dock in which she was built in Bristol, are examples. Most maritime countries will set great stock by the preservation of some of these famous survivors of another age. 


Other, more modern ships become famous because they were loved by their passengers. Many of the North Atlantic liners in their heyday acquired this sort of iconic status , possibly because they were rarely out of the public eye in an era when celebrities travelled by sea. Each nation tended to have its maritime icons - regarded almost as the national “flagships”, such as Italy’s famous Leonardo da Vinci, Germany’s celebrated Bremen, or Holland’s popular Willem Ruys. 


The cruise ships of modern time, curiously, never seem to be given such affection by the public who travel aboard them, which perhaps speaks as much about the inability of the modern media to become interested in contemporary shipping. Just occasionally a ship will grip public and press imagination, like the new Queen Mary 2 when she arrived on the scene in 2004 as the biggest passenger ship in the world. Bigger ships have since been brought into service, but have failed to capture the headlines in the same way as the QM2 did. 


The industry itself has its own icons, which tend to represent technical or commercial breakthroughs, and ships which, because of their technical importance, are thus labelled throughout their lives. The gigantic containership Emma Maersk, which was delivered last year is already no longer the world’s biggest containership, but will probably remain significant in the industry for the large numbers of technical advances which are to be found aboard her. When people think about a containership - at least for some years - they will probably identify this amazing ship, even after her many advances have become quite matter of fact. 


Some vessels become identified as hugely innovative, even though they might not be commercially successful. Ships enter service with a huge fanfare, but the economic circumstances which brought them into being not infrequently change, so that they fail to make money for their owners. Fast or “thirsty” ships can have their economic rationale effectively destroyed by rising fuel prices. Icons they may have been, but their fame is short-lived! 


Last month: Record breakers - No 4 - the most powerful 
Next month: Iconic ships - inside Emma Maersk 
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