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UNIT-I (British) 

Riders to the Sea 

                              -J.M. Synge 

Summary of the play 

The play, set on an island off the coast of Ireland, begins with Nora bringing in a small 

bundle with her and telling Cathleen that these may be the clothes of their brother Michael. The 

young priest told her a body of a drowned man was found at Donegal, and the body might be 

Michael's. The sisters are scared to open the bundle of clothes because they do not want their 

mother, Maurya, to know: Michael has been missing for a week and the family had already lost 

five men to the sea. They hide the bundle in the turf loft of the cottage. 

Maurya is prepared for the funeral for Michael, with whiteboards for his coffin ready at 

the cottage. She enters the kitchen; she is a woman who is seen lamenting all the time and 

worrying that her sons will never come back from the sea. Maurya, Nora, and Cathleen discuss 

the last son, Bartley, who is also planning to go the sea to sell the family horses so they could get 

some money. Nora and Cathleen are convinced that Bartley should go to the fair at Galway to 

sell the animals, while Maurya is still hoping that the Priest will not allow him to go in such 

dangerous tides. 

Bartley enters the cottage looking for a new piece of rope. Maurya tries to stop him, but 

he says he wants to make a halter for the horses; clearly Bartley plans to go to the sea. Maurya 

again tries to dissuade him by showing him the whiteboards for Michael. Paying no heed, 

Bartley changes his clothes, asks his sisters to take care of the sheep, and leaves without 

receiving any blessings from his mother. It is a tradition in Ireland that the son receives the 

blessings of his mother before going anywhere, but Maurya breaks this fashion. 

Bartley leaves with a red mare and a grey pony tied behind. Cathleen then notices that he 

has not taken any food and tells Maurya to walk down to the well to give Bartley his food and 

the blessings. Maurya leaves using a stick that Michael brought, lamenting over how in her 

family, the old ones never leave anything behind for their heirs, despite that being the general 

custom. 

Once Maurya is gone, the girls retrieve the bundle of clothes from the loft to check if they 

are Michael's. Nora realizes that the stockings are truly Michael's, because she recognizes her 

own stitching on them. They count the number of stitches and arrive at the conclusion that 

Michael was dead and buried. 

The sisters hide the clothes again because they think that Maurya will be returning in a 

good mood since she got the chance to bless Bartley; however, Maurya comes back more 

distressed than ever. She tells her daughters that she saw Michael on the grey pony; she could not 

bless Bartley due to the shock. To calm her down, Nora and Cathleen show Maurya the clothes 

and tell her that Michael has had a clean burial. Maurya's laments are interrupted when islanders 



bring the body of Bartley into the cottage and tell the women that the grey pony knocked Bartley 

into the sea, where he drowned. 

Maurya gets on her knees near Bartley's body and sprinkles holy water on him. She 

finally resigns herself to her fate as she claims that she will finally sleep at night because she no 

longer has anyone to worry about: all the men of her family have died to the sea. The 

whiteboards that were supposed to be used for Michael's coffin will now be used to bury Bartley. 

Maurya prays that the souls of her husband, her husband's father, and four sons may rest in 

peace, and the curtains are drawn. 

Essays 

1. Explain the play ‘Riders to The Sea’ as a Tragedy. 

 J.M Syng’s the play Riders to The Sea is tragedy in English literature. In a single act the 

elements of tragedy is perfectly used. It is difficult to build the tragic atmosphere in short time on 

the stage. But the author achieved his best. The play challenges with great tragedies of Greece. 

The hero in these tragedies was a man of outstanding personality and character. He incurred the 

anger of Gods because of some sin committed. So he was given terrible punishment by gods. The 

hero fought bravely against this. Ultimately he was crushed down by gods. In these plays tragedy 

was caused by destiny. People admire the hero for his heroic struggle. 

 In the tragedies of Shakespeare the character took the place of Destiny. It is the cause of 

the tragedy. The hero had all the noble qualities. But he had a weakness in his character. This 

was called tragic flaw. Due to this weakness he was crushed at the end. Thus all the heroes in 

Shakespearean tragedies Macbeth, Othello, and Hamlet had a weakness. Thus in Shakespeare’s 

plays character is destiny. 

 Maurya the heroine of the play is a poor woman. She passes from happiness to misery in 

the play. Tragedy is not caused by any sin committed by her. It does not also happen because of 

any fault or weakness in her character. The sea takes the place of fate or villain in this tragedy. 

Thus the play conforms neither to the Greek nor the Shakespearean pattern of tragedy. 

Some critics say that there is no conflict in this tragedy. Without conflict there can be no 

drama. In Greek tragedy the hero was in conflict with fate. In the plays of Shakespeare there is 

external conflict as well as internal conflict. In this play the conflict is between man and sea. 

Man is utterly helpless in his conflict with the sea. There is no comic element to give us the 

slightest relief. In the title of the play itself, there is a mentioning of the sea. It is very suggestive 

of the tragedy in the play. 

The play Riders to The Sea is a dark tragedy. It is a unique example of a great tragedy in 

one Act. It gives universal significance to local events. Synge displays his ability to compress the 

great issues of life into one Act. He intensifies one particular death into general human tragedy. 

It reflects the life of fisherman and sailors of the world. 



2. Use of symbols in the play ‘Riders to The Sea’ 

 Symbolism implies a double meaning in a remark, in a situation or in an incident. One 

meaning is evident on the surface. The other meaning is hidden. It has to be discovered. 

Sometimes it is easy to find the hidden meaning. But many times it is not. Symbolism is used by 

writers to create an atmosphere without giving a detailed description of their ideas and emotions. 

Sea as a symbol 

 The sea is a powerful force of nature. It undergoes many changes according to the 

weather prevailing on it. In this play the sea is a symbol of fate or destiny. It is merciless and 

relentless. It is a killer, a destructive power. It is an archetypal symbol. It is a source of livelihood 

for the people of the island. It provides fish to them. But it is also a taker of life. 

Number nine used as a symbol 

 Synge has made symbolic use of number nine in this play. Nine is a magical number. 

Maurya has been mourning Michael’s death for nine days. Talking about the death of one of her 

sons Patch, Maurya says that she saw ‘two women, and three women and four women coming 

in’. When Bartley is leaving the house he says that he will be away probably for two days or 

three days or nine days. 

Horse and colour used as symbols 

 The horse signifies power, fear and strength. Bartley rides on the red mare. The ghost of 

Michael rides on the grey pony. That is because the red colour stands for strength and virility 

while the grey colour symbolizes death. 

Other symbols in the play 

 Synge has used certain other symbols also in this play. The drowned man symbolizes 

mortality. The white boards in the kitchen are associated with death. The spring-well stands for 

life. Nails represent pain and finality. The stick that Maurya takes to support herself while 

walking to the spring-well is a symbol of life. The new boards, new rope, the new colthes and 

shoes of the ghost of Michael are all symbols. They remind us of the new linen in revelation. 

Conclusion 

 Thus Synge makes full use of symbols in this play. He uses them to excite the 

imagination of the readers. Further he uses the symbols to create the proper tragic atmosphere 

within a short compass. 

3. Explain the Supernatural elements in the play. 



 ‘Riders to The Sea’ is essentially a realistic play. The play is full of grim realism. It is a 

realistic tragedy. So it arouses in the readers strong feelings of pity, fear, and dread. These 

feelings are further intensified by the use of supernatural elements in the play. 

 In the past famous writers of have made use of the supernatural element in their plays. 

They used it to create the atmosphere of fear and terror. The Greek tragedians introduced 

supernatural elements in their plays. This resulted in the tragedy for the human beings. 

Shakespeare also made use of supernatural element for the same purpose. In his comedies they 

are under the control of the human beings. But in his tragedies human being are controlled by 

supernatural elements. 

 The title itself indicates the use of the supernatural by Synge. Bartley is the only male to 

ride to sell the horses in Maurya’s family. But in the title we find the plural word riders. The 

second rider is the ghost of Michael riding a grey colour pony. In Ireland grey colour is 

associated with death. Further the red mare and the grey pony suggest the four horses mentioned 

in the Bible. 

An air of mystery surrounds the drowning of Michael. The readers are told that he was 

drowned nine days back. But the readers are not told where and how he drowned. It remains a 

mystery how the body floated so far north as Donegal. When Bartley drowns in the sea an 

explicit reason is given. But in the death of Michael one finds no such explicit reason. So his 

death remains a mystery till the end. 

Maurya goes to the spring-well to give her blessings and cake to Bartley. There she sees 

the ghost of Michael following Bartley. This scene is really terrifying in its effect on the reader. 

The ghost has not been shown on the stage. But the effect is more terrifying and eerie. This scene 

does another work also. It prepares the minds of the readers for the grim tragedy that is going to 

follow. 

Synge drew his materials for this plays from the experiences he had with the people of 

the Aran Islands. The people were a primitive isolated community. They are also highly 

illiterates. So they are superstitious. They believe in omens and portents and in ghosts and fairies. 

So Synge introduces supernatural elements in this play because he is depicting the lives of the 

superstitious people of Aran Islands. 

   Synge introduces the supernatural in this play to create the atmosphere of mystery and 

terror. In fact his use of this device turns out to be a great success. In this short play his intention 

of producing mystery, pity and terror in the minds of the readers become successful. Thus Synge 

is fully justified in the in the use of the supernatural element in this play. 

Paragraphs 

1. Sketch the character of Maurya 



 Maurya has given birth to six sons during her life on the coastal island lying of at the 

mouth of Ireland's Galway Bay. Four of them are already dead, along with their father and 

grandfather. She is old and poor and fears about the missed son Michael on the sea weather he 

drowned or alive and mostly she expects Miachael’s body. She doesn’t like Bartley to leave the 

house. When Maurya goes to the spring-well to give her blessings and cake prepared by the 

daughters that Bartly wanted to eat. There she sees the ghost of Michael following Bartly. It 

makes her unhappy and it symbolizes something bad for Bartly. When Bartly’s body has arrived 

she doesn’t moan and break down and she doesn’t complain about her cruel fate. 

“They’re all gone now, and there isn’t anything more the sea can do to me”… 

 In the end, Maurya has only her daughters to help with the cold comfort of knowing that there 

are no more men in her life for the sea to take from her.  

2. Write a note about Cathleen. 

Cathleen is a poor ignorant peasant girl of Aaran Island. She is the elder daughter of 

Maurya. She is twenty years old. She is a very unlucky girl. She is left alone to look after her old 

mother and young sister. She is pious and dutiful. She has lot of commonsense. She is very 

thoughtful and performs her duties to the members of her family very well. She has very 

affection for her mother and also superstitious like her mother. She believes omen and portents. 

She takes very practical view of things. She is a guide to her younger sister Nora. She always 

tells Nora what to do and what not to do. She has a broad outlook on life and takes the correct 

view of every situation. So the Cathleen strikes us a powerful character. When Maurya tells 

about Michael has followed Bartley, she replies that there is no possible in that because 

Michael’s body found in the far north. 

“You did not, mother. It wasn’t Michael you seen, for his body is after being found in the 

far north, and he’s got a clean burial, by the grace of God”. 

3. Give the character sketch of Nora 

 Nora is the younger sister of Cathleen and youngest child of Maurya. She is a young 

inexperienced and immature peasant girl. She has no experience and allows herself to be guided 

in every activity by the mature Cathleen. She is all the time asking questions because of her 

immaturity. She has great affection for her mother, sister and brothers. Like her mother she is 

also superstitious. She is always alert and watchful. Her innocence is proved by these lines 

“Didn’t the young priest say the Almighty God won’t leave her destitute with no son living?” 

4. Write about the character of Bartley. 

 Bartley is Maurya’s sixth and youngest son. He is a brave, robust, dutiful and willed 

young man. He appears on the stage only for a short while but he leaves an indelible impression 



on our minds. He has a strong sense of duty. He is a practical man. He is not at all sentimental. 

He is a practical man. He is a man of few words. He does what he thinks is right. He does not 

discuss it with anyone. He is a realist and he does not believe in unnecessary talk. Unlike his 

mother and sisters he is not superstitious. He plays an important part in the tragedy. His character 

is indispensable to the tragedy. Maurya doesn’t like Bartley’s ride on the sea and she doesn’t 

give the rope.  She wants to use the rope for lowering the Miachael’s coffin in graveyard. But 

Bartley doesn’t consider anything because as only man of the he wants to earn for his family and 

goes away with halter. The last words of Bartley are  

“I must go now quickly. I’ll ride down on the red mare, and the grey pony’ll run behind me… 

The blessing of God on you”. 

 

Short answers 

1. Give a short note on J.M. Synge. 

 John Millington Synge was an Irish dramatist. He was born in 1871 near Dublin. His 

father was a barrister and his daughter of a protestant pastor. He lost his religious faith at the age 

of 18 due to his mother’s constant preaching of sin and punishment. In 1888 he entered Trinity 

College, there he obtained B.A degree. He published the journal The Aaran Ilands. His some 

other works are ‘The Shadow of the Glen’, ‘The Well of the Saints’, and ‘The Tinker’s 

Wedding’. 

2. Write the supernatural sights seen by Maurya in the play ‘Riders to the Sea’. 

 Maurya goes to the spring – well to give her blessings and cake to Bartley. There she sees 

the ghost of Michael following Bartley. This scene is really terrifying in its effect even the ghost 

has not been shown on the stage. 

3. Who is Nora in the play ‘Riders to the Sea’? 

 Nora is the younger sister of Cathleen and the youngest child of Maurya. She is an 

immature girl having no experience and allows herself to be guided by the mature Cathleen. She 

has great affection for her mother, sister and brothers. Like her mother she is also superstitious. 

She is always alert and watchful. 

4. What are the symbols used in the play. 

 The sea, Number nine, Horse, Color, Mortality, The white boards, the spring-well, Nails, 

The stick, The new boards, New rope, Te new clothes, and shoes of Michael are used as 

symbols. 

5. Give the name of Maurya’s son drowned along with her husband and father-in-law? 



 Sheamus  

6. Justify the title ‘Rider to the sea’. 

 In this play Maurya’s son Bartly is the only person ride to sell the horses but in the title 

we can see the plural word riders. It indicates Michael’s ghost following Bartly and all the male 

members of Maurya dead during the riding to the sea. So the title is perfect for this play. 

7. What is the reason for the unwillingness of Maurya to give the rope to Bartley? 

 Maurya is unwilling to give the rope because she wants the rope to lowering Michael’s 

coffin into the grave. 

8. Why did Bartly need the rope? 

 He needed the rope to make a halter. 

9. Where did J.M Synge find the source for his play ‘Riders to The Sea’? 

 J.M Synge found the source for his play ‘Riders to The Sea’ in the life and experiences of 

the poor peasants and fisherman in the island. 

10. When was the play ‘Riders to the Sea’ first published? 

 The play was published first in Yeats’ magazine Samhain in1903. 

11. Who is the main character of the Play? 

 Maurya is the main character and she lost his eight male members of his family. She is an 

individual mother transformed to a universal one. The character, Maurya in the one act play 

'Riders to the Sea', is a wonderful creation of J.M. Synge. He characterizes this old Aran Islander 

mother at a very critical moment of her life. 

12. Which island is mentioned by the author in the play ‘Riders to The Sea’? 

 An island off the west of Ireland and this play based on the stories J.M Synge heard. 

13. What is the role of the sea in the play? 

 The title proves the importance of the sea. The sea is the main concept of the play. The 

people of ‘an island off the west of Ireland’ have to go across the sea to the mainland to sell their 

agricultural products and the animals reared by them, and to make their purchases. Maurya’s 

family male members are dead because of the sea. 

14. What is the reaction of Maurya in the end of the play? 



 Due to Bartley’s dead all men and women are start moaning but Maurya stops moaning 

and says that she has no male members to lose. So she need not bother about sea. 

15. What does spinning wheel symbolize in Riders to the Sea? 

A spinning wheel is a device used to spin flax and wool into thread. It is used in this story 

by the eldest daughter Cathleen, it is symbolic the difficulties of the life this family lived. 

 

 

Choose the best answer 

1. What year was the play written?  

a) a)1900  b)1910  c)1904  d)1905  

                   

2. Synge is 

   a)Scottish b)French c)English d)Irish     

 

3. The play is a/an 

a)Tragedy b)Satire c)Farce d)Comedy 

   

4. The play is set in 

a)Dublin b)The irish countryside c)London d)One of the Aran islands off the coast of Ireland   

 

5. How many acts is the play? 

a) 3  b)2 c)1 d)4 

 

6. Cathleen is 

a) A young girl b)20 years old  c)Quiet and docile d)An elderly woman 

 

7. What is Cathleen doing at the start of the play/ 

a) Kneading cake b) Sewing c)Singing d)Reading 

  

8. What does Nora bring into the cottage at the beginning? 

a) The bundle of clothes b) Plain white boards c)Bread d)Turf  

 

9. Who gave the clothes to Nora? 

a)Bartley b) A villager c)Maurya d)The young priest  

 

10. The priest is always described as 

a)Brilliant  b)Young c)Quiet  d)Kind 

 

11. How do they suppose Michael died? 



a)Illness b)Gunshot c)Drowning d)Suicide  

 

12. What is Maurya doing at the start of the play? 

a)Wailing  b)Singing c)Kneading cake d)Lying down  

 

13. Who wants to go to the galway fair? 

a)Bartley b)Maurya c)Nora d)Cathleen  

 

14. Who is confident god wouldn't take away maurya's sons? 

a)Nora b)Maurya herself c)The young priest d)Cathleen  

 

15. Where do the girls hide the bundle? 

a)In the turf-loft b)Under the bed c)Outside d)In a cupboard 

 

16. Maurya is best described as 

a) Quiet b) Sweet c)Stubborn d)Openminded 

 

17. Who does Maurya think will stop bartley? 

a)Nora b)Cathleen c)The young priest d)His own conscience 

 

18. Where is bartley at the start of the play?  

a)Talking to the priest b)Seeing about the ship 

c) Riding horses  d) Making a halter 

 

19. What is the girls' attitude toward their mother?  

a) Subtly derisive  b) Obsequious  c) Hostile  d)Benevolent 

 

20. What is bartley looking for when he comes home? 

a) Clothes  b) Food  c) Rope  d)Money 

 

21. What animal was chewing on the rope? 

a) A sheep  b) A pig  c)A dog d)A cat 

 

22. What does bartley want the rope for? 

a) A halter  b)The well c)A noose d)The coffin 

 

23. What does maurya want the rope for? 

a) Household tasks  b) The coffin c) The halter d) The well 

 

24. Who is the coffin initially for? 

a) Bartley  b)Maurya  c)It is unknown  d)Michael 

 



25. What does maurya think about bartley going to sea? 

a) We do not know her opinion                  b)She is supportive of it 

  c) She is adamantly against it  d)She is indifferent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Answers  

1.c  2.d 3.a 4.d  5. c 6.b 7.a 8.a 9.d 10.b 11.c 12.d 

 

13.a 14.c      15.a  16.c  17.c  18.b  19.a 

   

20.c  21.b  22.a  23.c  24.c   25.d 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 



 


