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PERSONS IN THE PLAY


	


Maurya (an old woman)


Bartley (her son)


Cathleene (her daughter)


Nora (a younger daughter)


Mean and Women





Riders to the Sea


J. M. Synge





SYNOPSIS





Riders to the Sea takes place on an island off the west of Ireland. When the play opens we see Cathleen, a girl of about twenty, working in the kitchen. Her younger sister Nora enters and presents a bundle that contains articles of clothing recovered off a drowned man far to the north of their home. It is possible that the man was their missing brother Michael. The girls and their mother Maurya, who is sleeping in the next room, assume that Michael has in fact drowned but the contents of the bundle will either confirm their supposition and calm their grief or leave them wondering. “If it’s Michael’s they are…you can tell herself he’s got a clean burial by the grace of God, and if their not his, let no one say a word about them, for she’ll be getting her death…with crying and lamenting.” The girls go to open the package but then decide to hide it in case their mother, who is waking up, should come in and see them crying. Maurya enters. With the sea having claimed the lives of her husband and four eldest sons, Maurya tries to dissuade Bartley, her last living son from making the trip to Connemara to sell a horse, the same trip Michael was making. But Bartley, who has entered to collect things for the trip insists that he will cross the mainland inspite of winds and high seas. Angry and frustrated at Bartley for not listening to her pleas, Maurya lets him go without her blessing. Cathleen and Nora persuade their mother to go after Bartley with the food they forgot to give him and to give him her blessing. While she is gone the girls open the package. Nora recognizes her own stitching in the the sock and it’s confirmed that the drowned man was, in fact, Michael. Their only comfort is the hope that his body has been given a good Christian burial where it was washed up. Maurya returns terrified with a vision she has seen of Michael riding on the horse behind Bartley. To her, the vision proves her fear that Bartley too is doomed to death by the sea. When her daughters show Maurya the clothes her only response is that the boards she bought for Michael’s coffin will serve for Bartley instead. As Maurya speaks the neighboring women enter keening. Men follow bringing the body of Bartley who has been knocked off a cliff into the surf by the horse he was leading. The play closes on the note of Maurya’s fatalistic submission to the sea. She can sleep now with no worry but that of starvation. “They’re all gone now and there isn’t anything more the sea can do to me…” 














AUTHOR BIO





	John Millington Synge was born on April 16, 1871 to a middle class Protestant family. He was educated at private schools in Dublin and studied piano, flute, violin, music theory and counterpoint at the Royal Irish Academy of Music. As a child, Synge, developed an interest in ornithology and spent a lot of time outside along the banks of the River Dodder near his house. He was a talented student and attended Trinity College where he studied Irish and Hebrew. He also played with the Academy Orchestra and joined the Dublin Naturalists’ Field Club. During this time Synge encountered the writings of Darwin and developed and interest in the Aran Islands. Reading Darwin coincided with a crisis of faith and Synge abandoned the Protestant religion of his upbringing. Post college he went to Germany to pursue a career in music but found that he was too shy to perform so he quit and began pursuing writing. In 1894 Synge moved back to Ireland for a short time and then to Paris to study literature and language at the Sorbonne. While on holiday with his family in Dublin, Synge met Cherrie Matheson and proposed. He was denied. The following year, 1896, he tried again but was still told no because of religious differences between the families. Rejection reinforced his determination to spend as much time as possible outside of Ireland. In 1896, Synge visited Italy to study language before returning to Paris. Later that year he met William Butler Yeats who recognized his talent and encouraged him to live in the Aran Islands for a while and then return to Dublin to devote himself to creative work. Beginning in 1898, Synge spent five consecutive summers on the islands collecting stories and folklore. It was this same year that he wrote his first play When the Moon Hat Set. Two years later, in 1900 he sent his play to the Irish Literature Theatre but it was rejected. He was though, published in the New Ireland Review with an account of his life on the islands. 1901 saw the construction of his second two plays, Riders to the Sea and Shadow of the Glen. The latter of which 





(BIO CONT.)


was his first play to be performed on stage in Dublin. In 1904, Yeats and Lady Gregory found the Abbey Theatre and produce Riders to the Sea. Synge was appointed Literary Advisor to the theatre and became one of the directors of the company. In the six years which elapsed between 1903, when In the Shadow of the Glen was produced, to 1909, when he died, he rose from absolute obscurity to world fame, and provided us with six plays on which his reputation must rest. In 1907 Synge’s book length journal The Aran Islands was published. It is a slow paced reflection of life on the islands and reflects Synge’s belief that beneath the Catholicism of the islanders there were older pagan beliefs of the people’s ancestors. His experiences on the Aran Islands formed the basis for many of the plays of Irish peasant and fishing life that he went on to write. In the same year, Playboy of the Western World, perhaps Synge’s most well known play was produced at the Abbey and was met with an uproar from Irish Nationalists. March 24, 1909, at age 38, Synge died of Hodgkin’s disease leaving behind a important legacy as a key figure in the Irish Literary Revival. 





THEMES IN THE PLAY


Death


Religion/God/Superstition


Parents outliving children


Grief


Burial/Traditions


Man vs. Nature


The Sea


Old Age 


Everyday Life on Aran Isl. 





AUTHOR’S CONTEMPORARIES


Chekhov


Freud


Marx


Joseph Conrad


Kipling


Yeats


Tolstoi


Ibsen


Oscar Wilde


James Joyce











Whether or not Synge finds a successor, it is none the less true that in English dramatic literature "Riders to the Sea" has an historic value which it would be difficult to over-estimate in its accomplishment and its possibilities. A writer in The Manchester Guardian shortly after Synge's death phrased it rightly when he wrote that it is "the tragic masterpiece of our language in our time; wherever it has been played in Europe from Galway to Prague, it has made the word tragedy mean something more profoundly stirring and cleansing to the spirit than it did.








PLAY RESUME


In the Shadow of the Glen (1903) - 1 act


Riders to the Sea (1904) - 1 act


The Weil of the Saints - 3 acts


The Aran Islands (1907)


Playboy of the Western World (1907) – 3 acts


The Tinker’s Wedding (1908) – 2 acts


Poems and Translations (1909)


Deirdre of the Sorrows (1910) – 3 acts


In Wicklow and West Kerry (1212)








The secret of the play's power is its capacity for standing afar off, and mingling, if we may say so, sympathy with relentlessness. The pity and the terror of it all have brought a great peace, the peace that passeth understanding, and it is because the play holds this timeless peace after the storm which has bowed down every character, that "Riders to the Sea" may rightly take its place as the greatest modern tragedy in the English tongue.  


Edward J. O'Brien Feb 23 1911








TIMELINE ABBR.





1871 – Synge is born


1891 – Charles Stewart Parnell, the “Uncrowned King of Ireland” dies


1892 – Irish Education Act is passed, free education until age fourteen


1898 – Local government allows qualified women to vote


1898 – Synge makes his first trip to the Aran Islands


1899 – Arthur Griffith founds the first Irish newspaper, United Irishman


1903 – Movement to establish St. Patrick’s Day as a national holiday


1904 – Yeats and Lady Gregory found the Abbey Theatre in Dublin


1907 – Playboy causes uproar and Yeats holds a public debate


1909 – Synge dies at age thirty-eight 





 It must have been on Synge's second visit to the Aran Islands that he had the experience out of which was wrought what many believe to be his greatest play. The scene of "Riders to the Sea" is laid in a cottage on Inishmaan, the middle and most interesting island of the Aran group. While Synge was on Inishmaan, the story came to him of a man whose body had been washed up on the far away coast of Donegal, and who, by reason of certain peculiarities of dress, was suspected to be from the island. In due course, he was recognized as a native of Inishmaan, in exactly the manner described in the play, and perhaps one of the most poignantly vivid passages in Synge's book on "The Aran Islands" relates the incident of his burial. 




















