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I um not Cl woman and I cannot judge of 
all your ft~(-;lings I yet I knol.J you hnvo 
o profound impulse fo~ what is peculiar 
to women. You realize that the forces 
which lift women up to a sh~re in the 
pain and passion of the worJ.J ere more 
holy than tha vows you have rl:ude. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODiJCTION 

';',:/ 



['lore than Gny other -t11:;_n£1 J )"~(1rll' to ')cqu(!int !(Iyself \'liti! 
-the true per~G~aliti~~ of thsse ~omon - these bastnrd 
daughters of the Enduring Life - and perpetually I wander 
amonfl them reading in their fuc(:~; Gnd their -transient 1 
gesticuloLlon the rnyderious n;}co:crl of their dh/inity.· 

Syngcls plays cont~in some of the most arresting 

figures in mooeDl drama I his character i zat.ion second only to his 

unique langucgc, the most striking feature of his writing. Of 

the men, only CiHi.:dy Hahen and Norti.n Dou1 stcmd cutl but the 
i 
I 

wo~en form a brilliant company usually overshadowing the other 
I 

chrracters. Old or young, queen or doxy, heroine or foil, 

nebrly all are vividly and vigorously drown. Interest centres 

on Mauryo and Nora Burke, while Sarah Casey, Mary Byrne and 

1 Deirdre of the Sorrows all dO!i1:i.nate the.i.l" men and the action, 

Mary Doul is as memorablG outgoin9 husband, and 

Pegeen t'ilike (mel 

himsel f. 

. . th lmpreSSlve as . e PlCiyboy 

The object of this thesis is to nttQrnpt on ~~de?standing 

b1'+!-IO'''·f., l'l(t J '" .' v f. • ~:J' , .' 

degrees of detail from biographical, suciological and ~istorical 

as \1e11 as from textual points of viG'\'. This thesis follows the 

last approach, agreeing with Raymond Wi!liamsis belief that Syngels 

plays 

need eV('1~.uQtion 

ini .:;;rest in th 8 

\vh5 ch the texts 

as .!.~?~"..f I;/ith u 1.c'mp;)rory 3usp,:!nsion of 
\·'1".J"'1" r\;1-!'ur",1 -~"-O'J""~ snv" cnlv +ho"c y ~lc;, " •.• ~ ~ '-"_ .. ' .... .:\. ,-,,_,/_. _. ". I, I "' I •. 0 ...... ? 
thems chl(::::- ra ic; e. l.\.j 111.i CfP5 ~ s ito:;' ic::./" 

Thl· S flOC:· 1 e r ! +0. 'l'r""'l""Je-n-[- ["ut nee :"""",r '.' (l,,·,-I·r'tl· 0." 1':rc···-· !;'h:e .... _~ .... v ~ ... \ . f.1 ... ..,..:J. ~ 'I. '_) { l \J t.. t ... \A., •• '1'...._ text 

like 
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been taken into account and ref~rrud ~o in the chapter on the 
" criticsi,) on the otllcr hand, impo:r.tont authors, such as Hilliqms 

and Lucas, are not included here as their opinions are not relevant. 

But the views of all writers ore con:::;idered in the oth(,r chapters 

where particular I os distinct from general, remarks on the various 

characters are noted. Spelling, punctuation and cl1p.i:talizc.rtion 

have been regularized. 

Except for ir!hen the ~lo~n Has Sot l , the order of plClv.s is 
!\""---..... ,.j .... ...,_~.......,...._"" __ ,.~~,_-.'''' .. '~~,....l __ ~'''... ,I 

the same as that in the Oxford edition. Fragments and scenarlOS 

have been largely disregarded as they contain little of interest 

regarding characterization. 

In dealing with Syngcis women one cannot avoid paying a 

certain amount of attention to his men as well, for no figure exists 

in isolation, relationships playing an important role in revealing 

character. 

3A number' of books on Synge cmmot b,,· obtoin,:<l, but ever: the 
nlo ~t ~·lji.·"'+"'I··i·~··'J o·r ·ti··("·,, Q,pnr,c)- .L n ~'E' ~,'i m~I"')1" L·-····r'rr·(·'l ,~,·)·+·~c'<·· "" .;; L ,.'" I, .. ...t t ~.J.. 'I,A • ~ ........ 5 ~ • {'" f"' '..... j. I.,. .... i-'~. I,,; <, .L. I l. ,". .... ", ....... i .... oJ _! I: ...... ,t. •• v..L .,~:> ~ 

.Jus t Thc'1"n ins f ,:}.;, .. ";J~l.:,."~~,~~n e: F n ,,:12,9..2E.~;;;),E,·t:.,~~'::::!:~T;:Ei:t:.iL:~,1-. (" S1: udier 
fro (:;!··r· ...... ~ '"'1"1 (\'! ·,r·L.~ _i •.. I: ............ ".;..,.-! .. ~ 1"'<" n Nt- "l '')'! .~ ·~,·~L.~.-·-··t····..: I', ,·<Of 1'" (fLr~·i) • 

... , .J.~t.)~ .. ·~~t.·~, .... ~, .•. I. l .. ,~.\.l,~i .. M'~ ... 'j;.....!:.l "j; 1....J1+, ~ .:. .• .'.; tJ·~ .. flj,Uf:.i.~!: .. t~:".1<r ,/.L I 

Sera fino Ri'vo ~ L4C T rL~idi:( i on (~ ce J .. i::~·.r:(l c J.c~ rn:.::ci l"!x'n';.) .l,::;t·!,:c·~c':'t t!Jrc 
, 1-'. ·t< ... ~~·. ,..,.~,., ...... -.. ~ ... ,.,.._., .•.•• , " ..... , ... """.,,_./,,- ..• ~.~. ..".;40~~"'~ ' •. " ..... ". """""~,~,,",:,._ .•. ~ .• .,.,,, ,." ... ~. . •. ", , ••.. ~"~~ 

0.) ~ll1 

...." " . .".,.,. .... ~ ... 
. ~;I.~J0 ,:' ~ f,·~!! :. < ".!J .. ;~;. ..; q t:;~~ It ,,;:;* t)iJ~'t~;(~J 0: 



Chapter 2 

A SURVEY OF CRITICISr~ OF Syr·,:GE l1 S CHAi;ACTERS 



John Synge, I and Augu~ta Gtegory, thought 
All that we did, all thut we soid or sang 
f"lust COhle from contaci: vrith the soU f from thtlt 
Contact 8ve~ything Antaeus-like grew strong. 
He throe (llonc) in modern tirnes ~hJd :n'oua:1t 
Everything down to that sale test again, 
Dreu~ of the noble and the beggar-man. l 

Of all the ecrly critics of Synse, W. B. Yeats was the 

foremost, his pr(Jise~:; and . . d .impaS!:)J.ont-; defonce of his prot6g&Ms 

work foX'min$'J t.he basis of much of Singe is initial reputation,. In 

his eri ticism he stresses the "Irishness il of Synge ti s plCly~;, cmel ... in 

referring to .~rh~.E~(1x~"~!L...2.U.b..;:J:J'::.2.!£.i~,!2.J!2EL~ in partj cul!:!X' ,so),s: 

It is the strangest, the most be~utifwl expression in dra~a 
of that Irish fantasy which overflo~ing through all Irish 
literature that has come out of Ire~and itself •• ,'is the 
.!' ,. I .' . L unbro<en character or T1Sh gcn1us. 

Yeats contends that although Synge's pscsants ere Irish, they are 

also univ;.;nwl ,- he has both lio preoccupo-Lion ,.,lith individu:Ll Ii L~! H 

3 
'and "a preoccupution \-tith v:hct if. IGsti ng onu noble H : 

i 1l4. B 0 Yee<ts f . liThe t'lunici..po1 Go:.1 ery R!~visi ted, If 
p~ (2nd edo; London: t"lacmillan l 1967'), p. 369. 

The Co.U .. e.:::Lpd 

2Yeats, ",J. M. Synge and the Ireland of his Tim~ II Th", CUH.i.'1Q 
• , ~h", __ ""~ __ ",_"_"",,,, 

~.~8.Clt~f ~!:?Y.~s!DEL.I~i~:;?.s~5:.tL~JJ~ (LondO!I; Macmillan, 1961) f 
p. 337. 

3 
Yeals, '~PI'efC!ce to the First Edition of Th,:..:::.JJcl1_.gL§_S9..iD~~.;::/ 

Ih~_ ~yJ..!j;;,~~R,,{::,L~:~!._t~9,~1.t£; !~~saI'~~.~~~~:,.J!ltE£'2,!L~,~~bg!:~!?J p. ~:.o3. 
In IlCol1ectiv8 Intellect: Yeats I Syndo (mci Niet:nch(;; n f.~E~::L~ 

£'2~.!~~.i~:.~~._,L?~:~~,XXVI, 95, Lo:rnCl f.~e)inol.ds relnC!l~b; that "Ycuts 1 like 
eve r'ybo('\' ." 't" ~ J' ~ \"··()l'~' \·'!...er' I.." ,c",lk-' ""~'qlil+ '·:;\'ng2 ''''t'· ... ','rl'ter' ,,,.f: _ • ...! / \. ~. ...) t.;'> r ~ .. ") ',l.", t ~ 'Y i I Ii! l: - l. t.... ... ...,1 '''' I.) '__ "" ""./ ~ ~ "'" .. .:r U 1l'V.. . J.. ....,. 

peasant play~. Synge did not use peasants as characters. Whut 
S d . -l -l • ! I t ~ -' 'J. ; -, ,'.' r' > ; -, , ·t· '1 '" t. :" Q ynge .) ... \·:os '::0 Hrl.'.::e Q)OU· a t,'l.Ullu .. ,.ve IJ •• ll.,l,)ol.J.. ... / .... ' .... ,' .L':'f 

community l;ving in (jcc')r(~.:me:::o \~ith !If)bits of th():.I~:)ht .t:H,d behev::.c):)[ 
once charocte:r :~.,stic of all tho hUf~lGn l::::tr::n{} ~-ti.s chtJrucie.c::) ~J;:'~ .. I. t:ll: 
people fOf,.'ltd in su(~h ccnF;;u;-titi·,~'::: fi~heI':,"()np norncds (·"j>:.rntn;)~~3 {~t:, .. : 
"tinkerfi) t h:)J.}' !l:::.~nl Ionul).: y.fcr:!~Jnr ht!~~te.cs; kin9s, q~jG~~r;;~~f c;,d ",!,~:::.~·=;~':t.O:~~fj;t- f~ 

I n em co ... ~.l ",: () l'i: i cl u, 111'11 e !\ hy'!: l]i);::. 0 f Sy :':~y: • S L'.'( ~Jliir, ~. i c P::: c s r; ~., Y,7j 
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.1'1r Synge ••• has Hritt(~n ~)f th~ peasant as he is to (;I1.l 
ages; of the folk-imaginaLLon as it hos been shoF,ed by 
centuries or life among fiE'lds or on fishing-groLlnds. His 
people talk a highly coloured musical languago, and one 
never hears from thel;' a thought that is of to~, day and not 
of yesterday.4 

He says that Synge "mode \dord ond phrase donce to a ve::.y .:-~tranw, 

rhythm" which 

makes the people of his imagination a J.ittle disEmbodi.ed; 
it gives them 2 kind of innocence even i.n thc·ir \.mgfH "mel 
their cursing.:) 

Gallery r~evisitedf 11 Yeats refers to t.he d:C:;;Ci:1S of -theSe p(~ople 

and those of their creator: 

Every \rId. tel' , even every small \4r i te:r f ,,,he h,)·,; belonGed to 
the great tradition: has h::d hlS dream of an impo~5ibly 
noble life, and the greater he is, th~ ~ore dOBs it seem to 
plunge him into som9 beautiful or bitter roveria. Some, 
and of these are all the earliest p0C~S of the world, gave it 
direct expression; others mingle it so subtly with reality 
that it is a day's work to disentangle it; others bring it 
near by showing us whatever is most its contrary. Mr Synge, 
. d I <' -~'C I:: f -- ",' . <- ,] • .j ,.1: ~. ~"' i ,. ",' f '1- • ,'" 1, l- O! -~. 1n eeal' .",,",.S J€ O.!.E. ll.~ ug .y, OC,0.111,\:.(, 0..:.. ",J.n.c. r.,;;vp •.. e f .J .... L-

hi~ people, moved by no practical ambition, are driven by a 
dream of that impossible life. 6 

No. 2 (Sealtaine 1972), p. 53, Professor Reynold~ J6scribes 
peasants as "people living by the cultivc1tion of th8 land vJithout 
owning it." This rev'eals t.he ba.si::: of her mislmderstanding. 
Surely, peasants are regarded by Yeats and most other critics as any 
rustics, any people living in the country, whether they work on the 
land or not 0 

5Yeats r Pre'fa CD to The Hell oft-he; So :i.nts. E!. 
_· ___ " .... ~~""' ... ~............,_"'''>·''a~ ____ .\.·',' .. _.'''· ...... '''''''''' ......... _ ........ • 

.~D_!.E.?i~ct~~~9~!~.:~f P'" 300. 

6., ~d 
lD.l I., pp. 303-304. 

"- .;/ 
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passing of Ii fe ",rj,thout ful f.Li,!]1tni'1 the ccasf"lcss faeHno of 
beauty, the ell.Jsive quolity of happiness, the CgOil)1 of 
disill~sion - these are tho tragic undercurrents of the 
plays. • • • 

All of Synge I s peopl·:;! hove "0 share of the deso.lntior; 
that is mixed everywhere with the supreme bCU0ty of the 
war ld. II • • • It is the lot of 011 Synge f. s people to Q\{cke 
••• from 0 dreom, to the reality f voiced hi D'i~irdl'e; thu"i: 

"there's no safe plclce f Naisi r ont.he ridge of tlH~ \.!orld. u20 

Another early viriter to loud Synge - lithe greatest 

d . . E ]. h ' ! k - 1\ 21 ,ramatlst 1n "S.lS tnat our stage ~~s nown tor a century -

was Cornelius HeYtjondt l.n his Ir~5h" . .e19)~.'2..".£~!:.:Ll1:~:Yl~l~i9Jd;:-? of 1913. 

·He'remarks that 

v/hile Synge does not reproduce the averog0 Il'i,,;I'Hiwn; [f.~iJ 
is just as nativ~ly Irish in his extrav~aance end lrony as 

r"!,;") ..... 

the old folk--tale of the wr"IO HCigS. Ii:GL 

Like Howe, Weygandt notes the individuality 0f the characters but 

adds that all attain universal.i ty becQi,;sc they' "are so huw:.ln -that 

they are prutotypes of men and womon the worlJ But 

he seems to forget Norc Burke, Mary Byrne and Mary Doul in 

particular in saying: 

It 1.5 Deirdre alone of his men and women t!wt is ird:l"OSpeC tiV(i. 

at all, Deirdre - and Noisi when he is mastered by thought~ 
of home that will not down. 24 

~1aurice Bourgeois ~ John H1l1inqton Synqe end the hish _Q, ___ ,_ ........... ___ , ..... :>:l. ___ •• _."-~_~"""_"' ... __ . ___ , ... "'~_.".~>C ... ___ • 

J:b2..~ of 1913 is the most important book of this period, 

01 though it purports to be lIa biog:caphicGl. Clnd sociologiccl, 

rather than a purely literary interpretutioll of Syn8e's lifc-

20., " J 
]" )~Lt!" i pp. 195-97. 

24·. . I 
J.bHh[ p. 160. 

,", 



In not {At the p:co~:; es • 
• ., <, 

te:cjol 

• I con S ].0 ers t I:the he 
r~ 

LSyn meets are unders d s his foture porsono (;~:~ ~ H 

He finds that Synge is concern e I:cish coun 

repre~,cnt 0 survival of the 

those of contempora 

should have turned to 
_ 27 

ploy. 

e's Hdist 

hence it :u:; no 

e ancient h fil Hi his 

U!1'- ish" non-reI 

1 

life is seen as having on 0 isti couse in !lthe de!3 to retu.:cn 

to the relentless savag of one nt 

In a cll1cient heath be scud to surv :~ n 

the uncon 
the overage 
superf idol a 

.10US 

belief ~ 
Irish'mi 

On the other 

features in 

over the 
explains 
and en 
dramatic 

0\0/ 

rgcO:LS f p.:! 

bJ.etemperamont and ss e ou 
sh peClsant of t this I.S on a 

at ttorn 
1i fe i~; c .ond 
faith~ 

0; p n1; out co11;/ :rx>ish 

stonce, the of natu1:e: 

potent f ence nature~5 mo ~ exerClse 
heart, so that their power po 
of the rae s els 

s of s 'vi .J. ('j pecul r 

26 
.1. e. f pp .. 

Of p. 214,. 
. / 

qjeClS \. p. 

the Irish peasant's intense 

es thC:lt the I~rish count 
ose r L0US 

superst-i-Lion c!nd 
pe(]~on't .. 1S a 

r.ist II 

ibid. f p. 

lng 15 often carr 
.; ....... 
I"-',j tishisrn>J 

in tho 
t{ on 

.1 p~jC}:S 

!:.: x c t;; s ~:,:, 0 f 

., 
.1. 



The rot n of c· .e::; 1. bc~C!u 1 

parcel of the Irish peasantls temperament as it was of the 
1 

conSCIousness, is also not , a eOlS asks ether 

{his for l!ty f .1S dread of un v ] Cl ~1 e f 

but C! 1. of the 1 est 
the T e rist. lse of un 9 

Like S, he raga s the ].11 i>!hich tht, 

~s nat inot nE::ss li CiS a nent ish 

charoe stic. This Ii of e 

f"j 

'J.f 

ontogonism of ver s Ii is seen as e theme of oj.] 

the plays: 

Take! for 
husband! 
youth; e 
on physicol 

lse into 

making lc!ve i 
th 

32 
• I 

Shortly a Her 
the first 

as so mo 
deoth ; it \·lGS 

of his c racters~H 

rgc-::o.lS; p~ 

f the UfH.;l 

with an i1'1'e5i5ti 

the 

the ideo 

IS not C'n fi 

r Gf 

rgools, howavar, 1 once 
usa of an idea fiT~t 8XP~OSS 

In 

an 

brood .9 
rs~ 

lpa 

h 



0~ 
I H,J",.,.., ~ .. ( ! h maC00re creature, Bourgeo13 maln~alns t~at ~8 as, 

1n a certain sense, taken moral freaks and pathological 
cases as characters in some of his ploys • • • • To him, 
life was not characteristic unless exaggerated, 

3 " hypertrophied. 0 

He objects to the frequent blessing and curs1ng of the 
37 

characters, and, unlike Howe, is of the opinion that they all 
"r- 3D talk alike, despite geographical dl.rferences. 

39 
Bourgeois believes the women are superlor to their men, 

but 15 obviously mistaken in saying that the women always take 
AO . A,. 1 

th . . t· t' . 1 k' r II.· t ° D l' +! ~ - e J.n1 .1(1 lve In ove-rna /J-n9 - '!Or·:.ln au l8 ... Ie exceptlon. 

In pursuing the oft-stated point of the universality of 

the characters I Bourgeois says that Synge's ".Ut-erar}' 

cosmopolitanism" er.abled him to 

express Irish life so completely that his peasant characters 
are lifted from the narrow boundaries of their petty 
Robinson-Crusoe-·island provincia.li ty into 11 kind of wJ:i. versal 
and dateless dreamworld which makes them Iepresentative of 
human nature everywhere.42 

Unlike Bourgeois, who draws attention 1.0 "moral 

fireaks I It James A. Roy arguos: 

His people have the average selfishness and the average 
kindness: they get drunk and repent, are brave and 
cowardly, clever and stupid. 43 

He odds that 

35[3 . ourgeol5, 
37. r·. 4 

10:1.\:.,· p. 
39,! ' , 

. 1J.la., p,. 

4-1 . 
Colm, 

p~ 

228. 

223. 

6.1. 36ibid ., p. 62. 
38 .. 0d 
.. 101 • t p • 227. 
40'1' . 1 :nd • 

but 
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nearly all have a narroVl outlook on Jif ,), little book 
learning; no high uspirations( except the deepAl' natures 
among them who are obsessed with the sense of their failures 
and yearn everlastingly after the unat·tainable,44 

and notes that no glamour surrounds these p(~ople f Vlho tlhoId lJS os 

.,. I • • +1 11 45 
11 uy some mesmer1C In. uonce. 

In Irelcndls Litorary Renaissance, first published in 
_~ .. _~":'1.£.'""--:"''''''" _____ '_·''_ 

1916, Ernest Boyd poses the question of whet.her Synge really \fY.'otn 

realistic peasant plays: III -. S n t 1.ne f ynge realist only in 

such a sense _ of the term as vlOuld enib:cace (] Cervantes or the 

. creator of Tartarin. 11
46 Synge & s interest in the pe.1santry '\ms 

of a purely spiritual and intellectual order.,,47 In The 

Co.nt~~~~~~~nd (1918) Boyd regcLrds Synge as both 

folk dramatist and symbolist, viewing Ib.Li4~.J.,;,~.f..,t~_\:,._ .. ~~.:..~~t~ os 

the only instance where Synge "appears to express ~che traditional 
4R 

revolt of the Celtic mind against the despotism of fact.'! ~ But 

in his earlier work, Boyd savs that The Plcybcv of the v;p.stern .i __ ~ .... ~_~"""""",.,~ ...... _t.t... ___ .... __ .. "..~_",.,...._·_.:, ............... _ 

World ltstands in the ~Cinie relation to the wo.rld of the Cc~ltic 
4-9 

imoginqtion as Don Quix.ot.e did to the Spain of his day f!1 and 

t~!at the charm of the play lilies uniquely in .its verbal and 
. hO 

. l' t! 11° imaginative qua.l ~es. 

. t' 1- B d f t I I t c . c'·~· 1n par -~cu OT I .oy r0. u es any cnarge tw- .::>ynge 1.3 u·.,nClS-'~2C 

and an~i-clerical; he is 

indulging l'a-(;h",):~' the·-!; chcn:acteristic pendwnt fl):l': brutal, 
sardonic hUfr.0Ur" for v,hich tho:; 3.rrio:\fcrencos of the \"":Si(d:)Of,c! 

life of the roa~s s~pplied rich material. 51 

45., < I 
10J_(,., p. lL~·4 & 

334" 
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U' h .. ... , '. l' .-"' 1 ne 15 anot or crltlc to rerer to tnc unlversa lty 01 ~ynge s 

characters: in ~1:2,_h~terp.!y.-B.~i~~ he talks of 
52 

Syn~1e is "human prototypes f II and in Th£.s:,.2nt":?.!!)£2!~L.Qya~::.....~f 

Ireland writes~ 

Cervantes and Synge both reconstructed imaginativcl.y the 
moral and psychological element.s of a rocc, so thflt their 
figures assume the significance of eternal human types. 53 

Much of the early criticism of Synge took the form of 

lavish pralse, often in respect of the characters • But in his 

. brief chapter on Synge in .Ql~~=an<lJ.':l..~jjSl!'':!:!:E;~ of 1919 r Robert 

Lynd suggests that Synge W s languc.<ge f not hi;:; chortlcte:.-s or plots f 
Titi 

is his greatest contribution to 11terature.-' He notes S'ynge~s 

preoccupation with death - his "imagination dwelt much among the 
(.)5 

tombl? f 11- and believt..'s that the laughter in the cC:1leaies springE. 

not so much from an exuberant joY' in life as from "excitement 

among the incongruities of a world that is due to 

According to Lynd, Synge cannot be regarded as solely tragic or 

comic: "He is rather a tragic satirist with the soul. of a lyric 

poet" whose "genius wal:> a genius of deGoration, noi: of 

h 'j u 57 psyc o .. ogy. 

In his survey of Synge criticism, Alan Price points out 
. 58 

the harshness of St John Ervinels approlsal, but he forbeurs to 

mention Ervinevs comment on the'characters, which, although 

largely ignoring the psychological side, does pay attention to 

Lynd f O~(~J....91lSUj~_~~,~~.t,;=;~ (London: 
p •.. 90. lbvlin, 1919); 

r::s::; 
!J_ • b' , 

~~lCi4lf pEl 95~ 

57 'l • d 
1.01. .. c 

106. 

T .. Fisher 
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their duality. 

remarks: . 

In IlSome II~)r)Yessions of my U.cier::>, H E:cvine 
• 

Synge portrcyed the Irish people faithfully as he saw them: 
he put in the element of poetry in the Celtic character, 
but he also put in the element of cruelty; he put in the 
wit and generosity, but he also put in the dullness and the 
greed; he put in the gallantry I but he also put in the 
cowardice; he put in the nobility, but he olso put in the 
gross brutality.59 . 

In a 1924 article, "Synge and Tragedy; I) Hugh I 'A. 

Fausset notes that Synge does not Iiseek to suggest through tragedy 

. any final reconciliation between man's aspirations and a callous 

universe. 11
60 He also points out that Qli:hough the people arc 

humble and the situations seemingly trivial, reality of 

characterization and intensity of language 

universalize ",hat qrG p,~tty r personcd. f and often absurdly 
pretentious claims and conceits, and ••• raveal to us even 
behind apparent farce what a profound drama may exist in the 
life of tramps and tinke~sr iF they are dowered with 
imogination. 6l 

Fausset holds that 

it is their passion for the essential in feeling, their 
hunger always to be living in intense momants, that 
enslaves them to a PC!:rpotucil consciollsness 0+ the pOS3inS 
of joy and the coming (If sorrO\4. To such ev(m tho moment 
of realized glory is felt to be so precarious that its 
ecstasy is crossed with despcir. 62 

He concludes: 

59 . 
St John Ervino, IISori1(~ ImrJ:ressicns of 1:1)/ Elders ~ Benwrd 

5110\4 and J. ~1. Synge F II l~!:::ctb..1:r;~~i:E3.:l.B"':J,:A~.:;;' I CCX I (r'1ay 1920) f 
674-75. 

620 1': i J .)"' {., ,. I P • t<'),/, "I 
.!~l ,.!~ (! 
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His people stand at some mid-po.int bah!een nature and 
intelligence. They have the burning force and transiency 
of the seasons, and yet they lack the earth~E indifference. 
They are conscious of the indignity of the soul's defent 
~Y the f~~sh; and yet to physical forces they ot last 
succumbo 

In prama~li.£..1El~~, C. E. ~10ntague deals mainly' vd.th 

Synge's speech and diction, but in doing so points out dn 

important attribute of the characters. He says that Synge~s 

people, who come to the feast of apt and picturesque diction 

not by the bookman's route but by that of the child, 

seem to be exploring, make experiments with similes, warm 
up and go on, rollickingly outdoing their own ventures, 
in a fever of inventive glee, as if the use of speech were 
a wonderful continent newly landed upon~64 

Andrew E. Malone discusses Synge under the chapter 
t:r.. 

liThe Folk Dramatists" in his book, Il~_IE.ish ... J?.!ml!.~:. 0;;) !'luch of 

this section is derivative and that which is not is often 

inaceu.rate l his reading of nearly all the plays betroying (1 

lack of familiarity with or a misunderstanding of the text. 
66 

Malone sees Nora Burke as slamming the door upon her husband, 

disregards the fact that the Douls build a new illusion at the 

end,67eonfuses Michael Byrne with his mother and says that the 
68 

priest is thro,,,n into the ditch f and remarks or. the "pi ti ful II 

63.1. "d 
1.01. Of p. 273 

64 . 
Co E. Montague, !?£91!l9_!i£...yaJ~~ (NeVI York: Doubleday f 

Page, 1925), p.8. 

65 Andrew E. tvJalone, Th.~~Fi"~h._Q..Emr!.s!. (London; Constab.l e 1 

1929), pp. 147-73. 

66., . , 
lb1.O. f p. 149. 15]. 68., .. 

.:i.')J.d. , p. 153 
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en ding 0 f Th 8 .. 1' 1 ~~L£i.J..I22....!is; sj:.!.TI2J!2EJ.A, 1 n \/h i c h Ch r is t Y 

V' • th f I'd 1 ,,69 I!' I S l' 'lS 1'owll 'rom 115 pa asta 0 I-e regaros ynge CIS (1 reo l.st{ 

with "nothing romantic in his work save his fantastic plots and 
70 

exotic language,I' reads wide political and sociological 

significance into The \4ell of the Saints and Tho Plo\/bcv of the 
~-~--....-..... ~--.. ~-.. - -~~ .. ","",~",;""-~.,-""",,, ..... ~-...... ~---. .... -

!{£:?.tern,J1'?£'~E"f and, like Yeats, Bourgeois Clnd Boyd, observes 

that the preference for dream over reality is the theme .of both 

these plays. 

Although Daniel Corkery v s 1931 study f .?i.:na,e ..,2.nd .l~~2.­

,Irish, Li t.,£ra:!;,u..!",!;,f is perceptive Hi th some deep insights into 
,_ . .. 71 

Synge's writing, it is, self-odmlttedly, parochlo~ ~ by an 

Irishman for the Irish. It is also chauvinistic and pedantic. 

Corkery curiously holds that Synge is not a folk-
o b ·h d .. 72, h j Hr1ter accuse e oes not attoln to lnnocency, and a regaras 

Synge not as a conventional realist but as a "truer realist 

than such, inasmuch as he looked a little deeper into the life 

f h · II 73 S .: f h' !. 'l t • 0" t lngs: }'nge' wrote o· t e vlrtues riC . ovet1 - the g-ross0r 

virtues - courage, high.-heartedness, daring,rather than of the 

vices he despises ,.74 

I· Corkery maintains that 1n SyngeWs work there is 

genu1ne emotion - lithe result of admiration and even of pity" -

and, like Boyd, draws a parallel with Cervantes: 

Like Cervantes, Synge had such a genuine feeling for 
reality that it would not allow him to soften the edges, 
but this presentation of his subject does not carry with 
it any contempt of his subject. • •• His sympathies 
were not with the exceptional; they were too overborne 
by the pressure of his heart for such a charge to be true. 

69' b ' d 1. 1 • I p. 152. 70'b" 1. 1a., 

72' b 'd 1. J. • f p. ·78. 73,. 'd 
.1b:L <>, 

pp. 152-53 

p. 92. 

71 
Corkery! 

'74 
. ibid • 

p" VJ.J .• 
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Where are the exceptional among· his chc7r pcters? Thpy 
t · . J 'h M 1" Ii ~) are no more excep lona. 1: .an 10 lere s. 

Synge's apprehension of beauty J..5 seen as IIsudden, fierce, 

,/6 L' I I' I' , h . 1 . ravenous 0 1. <:e 1J..m! 115 characters f even w 1.. e pursulng 

their visionary joys, 

which are seldom or ever much different from what 
v!ordS\10rth spoke of us uanimal mOVE-ments f II cannot for 
all that ever empty their speech of references to old 
age, the fading of beauty, the advent of grey hairs, or 
loneliness, and death. Fundamentally they are untameable 
souls, dark and melancholy by nature or boisterous and 
wild. ~oweverf at the moment they break upon our sight, 
they are as per fervidly and as e~citedly in reaction fr9m 
the greyness of tha world as Synge himself was • • • .77 

Corkery says that Maurya is the only character who is 

"not emptied of native content,l\ or IImorally irresponsIble" -, 

"she speaks by her sou}.ll8 Synge's other characters cannot be 

believed when they speck, in contrcJst wi th this "Demeter-like 

f · "' th 1 I' t t . ." . .,79 "lgure wno lS "le on.y one 'no ne8a'lve In lts nOTure.' 

Martin Doulof lb..E2Ji;;:lL..£.L.ib~f:. ,S.a.i&~J regarded as S}mge ~ s most 

abundant character f "may be taken as the fullest expression of 

S W • 1 ! h I '1 he·' .... II 80 ynge s very Slmp e ana very omogeneous pll osop,y 01 I1Te : 

And it is because Martin Doul is a more real and vivid 
personality than the Playboy, who is only a lyric boy, 
that this play has a more Gaelic feeling in it than 
The Playboy of the Western World.al 
~--'-----~--...,---

In comparing Christy and Pegeen with Martin and i'1ory f Corkery 

finds the young couple '!inventions, with but little substance 
82 

in them. Ii He remarks that Synge J s feeling fo:c chorocter woe: 

simple - he did not seek "the subtleties; the inconsistencies, 

75' b'd 76'1' I 
7-

93. 75 ' / '! 'd 76 1 1. • f p. l Jlu.e I p. ,i)J. .! p. 
78,! . , 

1 Jla, I p. 77 79ibid .;-
p~ 76 

8() .. J ~ ~ 
:LI::.HQ. f p. 16f~. 

81. bi d ("'2 
J. ~ • I pp. .164-65 d ibid. r p. 173 
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making the characters of Deirdre of t.he Sorrovs talk like the _~ _____ '-_"~_04""' ___ ' 

islanders 'of !Zide:s.~l2.._ th,e S,c.9j Synge, like Yeats and Lady 

Gregory, reveals a certain class bias; the three are tlvirulently 

anti-middle-class. 1l90 VJith this in mind, it is surprising that 

O'Connor regards the weakness of The Shadow of the Glen as 
_~-'-" ___ o.Q_ ... ot-'-_'''W''' __ 

Synge's abandonment of 

his vow of Holy Poverty to send Nora off with the tramp -
which is arbitrary and comes not out of life but literature -
middle-class literature. Middle-class too is the scenery 
with which the tramp allures her •••• 91 

But surely there is no implication cif middle-class vdlues 1n 

either Nora or the tramp at the end of the play. She 15 leaving 

conventional middle-class values behind in the form of Dan and 

the cottage. 

In her chapter on Synge in I.hKc IEl,~.!-'!.J2E9.!!:":::!.,ti'£"~E2en!.f 92 

Una Ellis-Fermor finds~him lithe only great poetic dramCltist 

of the movement; the only one, that is, for whom poetry and 

drama were inseparable • • 9" " v She sees Q paradox in his 

genius in that he combines dramatic poetry with nature-mysticism, 

which Ilis in itself as nearly as possible incompatible with 

d . ,,,94 
ramat~c expreSSlon. 

Nature is viewed as a protagonist J.n J,h.e _~do.'!.....2..L,~th~ 

Glen and Ei.d~2-~' "50 filling the minds of the characters 

as to shape their actions, moods and fatese ll95 It J.5 the setting r 

Itgenially familiar,u 96 of ~~I~}l.k~_~!c.J~~i'l9. and of Ihe_~.JeJl£f. 
t~im§, in which "the native Irish nGture-ltlOrship breaks thrOt:~lhn 

op. 

90ibid ", p. 39. 
92E1l , F 

' .. 1S-- ermor, 
93 .. 'd • , .... 

J.bl. ., p. l.{)J. 

cit., p. 165. 
94EJ l' F ~ ... 1S- -ermor l 

Of'" 

91.. b 'd 
~ .1 • f p. 42. 

pp. 163--86. 

For an opposina Vlew, cf. Williums r 

p. 163. Cf. Willinms, op. cit., pp. 1G7-58. 
~ J EJ o. F __ lls--ermor, p. 164. 
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This puts his two tragedies in a pecullcl- position, tor 
• though their potency is unquestionable they have not what 

great tragedy almost invariably carries with it, the 
implication of resolution. They are splendid, isolated 
fragments of human experience, but the hur,lon spirit in them, 
though itself of a high poetic or imaginative quality, is 
unrelated to any other spiritual value. Even nature, a 
sympathetic half-human power, is not a divine power, and 
the plays leave in the mind a sense of unresolved pain that 
is hard to parallel except In so totally different a playas 
Marlowe's Faustus. 104 

LA. G. Strong I s slight monograph 0 f .1941, .J,2h.l)~ 

r""1i].Ji!!.i1!£.~2x.!2a~, pays much Clttention to the back?)l'ounJ end 

synopses of the plays, but his judgment is astute at times. 

He finds intensity the outstanding quality of Synge's work, 

saying that because Synge's people are able to exhihit their 

emotions without restraint, 110 splendour of passionate and 

I 11 J . h d I' ,,105 romantic Ii fe that las no purCf._ e. J.n t e ma ern tneat:ce" 

resul ts': 

The characters in his plays, during the short while they are 
before us, make the supreme gestura of their lives. They 
D.re their ovm epitome. All their past l1 fe, everything 
that has happened to them, leads up to the time we see them, 
when in D few significant words and actions they reach 
their consummation. Nov! we know all about them thai: there 
is to know: there is no future action of theirs that will 
not be an echo of this action, or something we can easily 
foresee.J.06 

But Strong betrays a certain lack of percepti6n, and apparently 

forgets about the unhappy effect of nature, particularly in 

~~dO\'!-2L!h~.G.l£12. and Ri£~~~.j;.o t~e ~~£, in sayin';) that 

"nature is t.hs solvent of huma~ difficulties. 
, 0"'" 

transitory life, she i~ the only guide.wl. I 

In this 



of cri t.ici of 

charac unt c 1 

'<JOS put fonm J.il 1 In ,i n the 

Theatre he comments: 

His characters certain hn've 1. 
., 
.l. 

COiilpared \flith the arti -FicicI construct persons of the 
o.re ,the nH:rest 

conae idea (md 

In The 

hro most d 

) .. 
l. 

the su ists anti on a s 
tter on a sin lyrical. as ret 

en oS's 

VIews on Synge and the m ss Fronk 0' nor: 

There 15 something a little savage or tnl (1 ut his c 

so mCl of his c rooters. 
peasants, th are never 

nlstic ITa the 0 

Kronenb r, however, sees lit e ev 

character;;: 

t 
ore true 

of 0: squec1rnish 
rWI"o:t· 

And os e 11 lng puritoni war o:r soften 8lr 

peasantlikeness, so In 
mar it either. The 
are primitive end even 

a pln he let TC 

Sf the 

J.nnocence t in the me 

The past fifteen rs has 

nt Synge c t 15m, 

sol to his writings and others In 

on them. I ~, 
.11 

108 
Reno 

rCOlJrt p ce 

t, a signi f 

revenges 
in the 

nt 

sc\!eJ:Ql books 

d j n 9 s;) b So t G n t 

rth 

eel ( 



considers the:; , of 

cmd e to 5h notional rt rea n to 

Parn 1's and hm{ th rllodi (me! deve his 18g 1n 
, ' th work. "There 1.S lit of importance raga lng rGc~rer .In 

Synge[ t H0I4crrth 8S note 

at any ra reality and 

There 15 an 10US 

Wic ow glens th 
drCib ity 
recli into su f 9 
y,lell as 

actuo 
t 

at he combines reall 

ue .supplies \t:hot 

In 

an 
(md 

n friend of mln9 UE 
Images drawn from f 

pOIsIng of reall and 

The esomeness of 

to 
It lS (1 

racters l no 

lS e)<ornin 

Loyburn :Ln e erne of Loneliness In e P sof 

thCi-t: 

counte::= 

by 

th 0 cmd ness In 
his 

CiS perce Ion of .. 
Q\40reness or there is rHI 

pitifu ess of our human condition, conce 
In terms of lness. 

Th is .12 (1 e des teness of the sett s,o J.t 

causes the suff 

-r ! 
.l.nC! s evcJve nut of the s to 
aSSUGge 

b t. (~r :.ro:c n n d t: 

11' , ··ie n; 

:r 

ss 

s 



sole from o's c ro tors are os innocent of 
an n trogl(: f conc(-'; us th 
are full of the S ond f of human wee ass pooticc 
irnGgin ds them to sufFer a 
nel er the n hero nor e confus n 

of J,~:; th r 
lny to longing 

enter into 
shiPr "For sorne 
them (;;(]k do\vn 101'1 int':> 

.1 

She at ce I.n rocters move om ess to Ion j ne~:)s; 

it J.S these o seem the most trogic: 

The ac e 
s Ie e chnlocters into u 
greater loneliness. The deep 1 

sp it 
9 of E: humon sp 

·to united vd. an unG 

The au oritative b 

by Dovid Ho e a 

]. . Although litera t 1.5m 1S CIS 

would be 8X .in (j of J.S no. :rOr e Ir h t J_ri 

Synge!s and, by .icot 1n his c racters, 1S po 

oub 

• • His work more 
comes er to achi 9 the oss 
past which the Irish Renaissance stood 
dramuti ng a tragic fact ence 
cent rary Irish life, iCGtioflS of 
ancient folk. tale "u h l.rl 

unpretcnt s ge 
farmer or the fisherman, h0 was 1n .!.tionol 
life of I 
Irishmtm 
this life, 

ene ond 

nd~ 

.in 

It lS to h 
• i 

l.S!! t Vie go for 

.1 



27 

In 1913 1 f1a;urice Bourgeois saw the "perpetual 
rlS 

antclgonism of Dream ~£~. Reality!! as the theme of Synge IS 

plays; 1n 1961, Alan Price made this the subject of his study 

and actuality HI all of Synge v s ItIritings: 

It occurs in various shapes, but they are all aspects of a 
basic tension between life and death, between an intuitive, 
imaginative outlook and a noa terialistic, mercena:ry outlook; 
between grace and physical progress, between loveliness and 
desolation. Mingled with this tension is an ever present 
and deep awareness both of close links botween Man and the 
natural world and also of the mutability of life and 
beauty.119 

Price notes that 

only in Jhe e1CD:''2..£~ does the power of the imaglnotion make 
dream and actuality one, and accordingly this play is the 
richest and most joyous that Synge wrote. 120 

In most of the plays, prose works and poems, 

the dream is invariably overcome by actuality. Hence the 
tragic undertones, the sombreness and the awareness of 
mutability pervading SyngeWs work. l2l 

Price regards death as the predominant subject of tho 

poems 1n which, as in the plays and translations, two main 

attitudes a~e evident: 

• • • That the dream of love alone can make life worthwhile, 
but that once this dream is shattered, death is the only 
resort, and that for those who have not experienced deep love, 
nor been awakened to actuulity, any sort of life is better 
than death. 122 

He says that Synge's characters are not only !linstinc't with life, 

recognizably human and authentic, II but also "big enough to be 

'1 f h . t 11 123 d I t}'pes or symoo S 0 UinGnl, Y f an a JS01'V8S: 

1 - ,.., 
..".10.:> " . ~ bourgeols: p. 220; supn:'l; p. 11. 
1 H) 120 
..t • ..L.,' D 1-)· l"' ..... 1 P 20 ". I ....... ri ! .'/_',",tt,.L,'" • .. ,~ c. , Q _ • 1 'J J • ..! 'r J • ' 

109. 6':· 
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All the sympathetic figures in ~yngcls plays ern driven by 
an impossible dream; each, with a singlo-minded, intense, 
almost child-like longing to become Ita \-;onder:! is continually 
reaching out for a finer and fuller life. Imagination is 
creative in each of them, and it gives them a vision of some 
good beyond the poverty or drabness or terror which surround 
them; towards that visi0n, that drcum, they strive. 124 

Price remarks that the reason for the inhumanity of the universe 

and time defeating dream and spirit is that Synge;s figures are 

all closely linked to the world around them: 

There is little that is ideal or transcendent 1n their 
dreams, they have no religious vision of a new Jerusalem 
n6r any political vision of an earthly Utopia; they are 
truly children of nature and the love and happiness and 
beauty of which they dream is in term~ of this world, and 
particularly of the natural world, here and now; their 
paradise is the continuation in unchanging fullness of 
joys they have experienced partially and momentarily in 
thjs life. But nature is not God; she may lead to God 
and she is a source of l.ovcliness and solace for human 
beings but she 18 also harsh and ugly, and Synge's figures 
in staking all on her are bound to lose in the end. l25 

In her 1962 survey, .J~.,..r.!:.....~.£l1i,l:£L~.9L~51~~.t! 

Elizabeth Coxhead notes that Synge's 

natural gift for securing the friendship and the confidence 
of women • • • helped his imagination to crente the brillio!lt 
galaxy of feminine portraits in his plays.126 

---.----~------, ---_.- .... - . ...........,------,~.---.~-~ ---
124: b'd 216 

.I. .1 'f p. • 

125 ibid., pp. 216-170 CL B[;endc,!.!} K(~5i1ellil, 1!John 
i'1illington Synge I If Er:_<?.Y.£J:2.e.~iJ:~~£ i tC1n~2:.C;:,::!.1 J4·th cd c; XXI (1971), 
567: "Synge has at once a tragic vievI of ma!1 as time's victim I 
pathetically powerless when pitted against the forces of a 
hostile uiliverse; o"ld an ebullientl.y comic vitO'I4 of nHln CIS a 
being who, because he is forcGd to reo1i70 his own iw.'.c!equQcy f 
cr.:;>ates a 118\4 cmd vitol Horld in his imo£;ination. In both 
tragedy and comedy Synge is obsessed by the tIQn~figu~ing power 
of imGginoti.on: his charactc:l'S seek refuge in it, ore t:C::iilsfr;Ti'l0d 

by H., and are in:morLol because of it. P 

12() ~ 1 

CoxhcoO f p. 9. Cf. also "The 'A:;v:,,!rl~jncy) \'~Li.i:.eJ:, Ii 
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But, Mr Gaskell maintains, 

1n Synge there is almost nothing of this. Since his concern 
is tho whole person (including the body) his conception of 
character is dynamic: energy counts for more than the marks 
left by the struggle to'wards sal f-·detc.rnd noU on. Syngo I in 
short, is a dramatist of passion, not of the will; hence his 
memorable characters are always women - rcgeen, Deirclrs, 
Maurya. Like other naturalistic dramatists, he giv&s his 
~haracters firmness by opposing one to another, but the 
opposition, as in PegeenWs quarrel with the widow, is of 
energies rather than traits. Synge is interested in Pegeen 
as a woman, not just in what makes her different from other 

b h ··.J t d' 'h I,J, '1 1· I ", women, ecause e J.8 J.n ceres'·') H't t Ie '(0 eta rea ..... J.·cY aT 

his characters~133 

Gaskell says that this reality is defined by a llrE'Cilization 

through their senses of the world about them ll and als:) of each 
134 

other. 

In 1963 T e R 0 Henn edited cmd int.roduced ThfLl~~E~_,~ 

He stresses the quality and range of 

Synge t s irony and pity throughout, reg('l.'~.-ding hi.s i·lOrld os "narrow 

and profound, II and "concerned Vii th emotions that are feli! and 

simple. ,,135 Henn, ",ho argues that. Yeats 0\4ed much to Synge, 

remarks: 

Both saw the brutality of peasant life, in sex, drink and 
blasphemy; but Synge's view of sex is tempered by an 
Edwardian reticence, while Yeats (with Blake in mind) seems 
to attach to it a steadily mounting significance. Yeats 
does not handle drink; Synge is con~tantly aware of the 
"grey poteen" ••• in his fish0rme;1. Both an) concernod 
\rli th "wildness II • • • as mani festing an energy Hhit:h h(JS 

1 'i.f been stifled by convention and religion •. ~O 

At the end of the general introduction Dr Henn rc~arks: 

133· b ,.l 1).0., p. 243. 
135 I' 

henn, p, 10. 
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• • • Perhaps Synge is also a pteachcr, agnostic and a-moral, 
whose' text (as Yeats said) is the living ~orld. It is a 
world which concerns the tragedy of the common peaple, and 
particular'ly of women; yet its tragedy !flOY be di2.so1v<~d o:;~ 

accented, momentarily I by lauflhter fond imagincd:ion n~)ur:;' shed 
by its humour. In that world the extremities meet to 
illumine, however intermittently, the human situGi.ion. 137 

Another book devoted entirely to Synge, Donna 

Gerstenberger' s ~1li:!l~:i:o~~rje, appeared in 1964. 

Professor Gerstenberger notes that there is no restoring of social 

oJ.'de:r:, "no righting of the balance \4hich nature and sod.ety 
l')F,' 

demand/II in thE: ph:)!,.:;, 00 and because of the c(mfJ..i.ct in most of 

them they cannot be regarded as folk drama. 139 In remarking that 

Synge is not seen to best advantage as a nature writer, she 
. • . ]./;·0 

appears to dlsagree wlth Una Eills-Fermor: 

••• Synge never offers; in his litO jnr 'wo::'k, nature In:;: its 
own sake, os an end in itself. Nature is usual.Iy invoked 
foi the contrast it provides to human socIety, for tha 
comment the life of nature makes about th9 rcst~ictlve life 
of man in societye Synge had a deep feeling fo:r noture dnd 
an equally t,trong O\·wreness of nature ~ S :;;Yf!ibolic values to 
the artist for an expression of a total u0iverse, bJt to label 
Synge as a nature writer is to limit hilo in the soma way as 
those critics who would see him a~ a local writ0£ O~ as a 
folk dramatist. 141 

Throughout this work Professor Gerst9nberger e~phasizes 

that ~ 

137' b O d ~ 1 • f 

139ibid ., 
pp. 20-21. 

138 
Gerstenberge:c r ~'2 p. ! .-.:> 

p. 41. Pro £les"'"or Ger'.-te-I,I"."'''I1'''''- (;., Ali) dr.·,c' s"','" . v .... ,. ~ ,,-" .... ::. ~.' ~~ \ r' ." ,. j oJ ,-"...J ... t. Y } 

however I that Ri,~.~ t~~2-.1.~ may b(! v3.C\n::0 02. Sl:Cr, I ii rOI' t.heJ'c 
is none of the conflict here beh:een the r:eeds of the il',::Livid'Jcll 
and the restrictiv(~ derntlllds of society I P b!J:: she quoli fic,s th.l.~ 

statement earli8,r (pp,. 41.-42) by saying: H •• ,. It is so !!1Jch 

more than thi.s that HJ(~ lobel bt~CO!iteS Q~ l'ieuHin~lJ.e~'" .;.'i CGn ~I..:·X-:: '!S 

it is inaccur'ute in the case of the comedie~.,. Il 

140Cf • Ellis·-Fermor t p. 163, and P,lf,~~J,11; supro, Pf~' 21 .. ·22" 

" 
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Syngets intention was to criticize olJ, that limits man, all 
that so,,::i<s to bind l,in1 to J~igid codes of conduct Gnd 
behavio~r, ond esoeciallv that ria,iditv of thouaht which 

1· .. 'lo.l ..... 

I'l'"'kp<:- r-"";,,,;I)",o +ho (O'Cj't'E"11 hy""'c>C-'"l'·-i-J'r.c·l b'B"al'Se> U""'·-c;+u,or,l) , ..... 1 ,~ ..... : 1·..Iv ..... '.-,.! .. "" I.r. ~." i"-'.,,~ ..... ~ .... of ... " • . J, .Iil..l '.,.., .... ",.. ....... 

modes cf i"lCFrOH conduct \",hich he found cve!~y\,'herc i.1' society. 
And SyngeWs scene provided him with the pervQsivu presence of 
the Catha,lie Chun.:h just os certainly os i i: provid hirr: v:i-Lh 
the shadows of tho glen O~ the wild sea off the cocet of 
TrelamL.lA.2 

Therefore, she points o;..!t, Synge v s tlrebelLi.:)n a~.lai.nst Li:yn:iilnies 

nil humcm kind Iff should not be regarded a~ CJ.!!i;lg f.i.'or.1 :m cnti·· 

Catbolic bios.143 In a passcge which reflects on the cho~acters, 

The }j:,~,:::::l :,:.I fe is f for Syr:~10 f the natural. ] i fE: .. i:~id 
expressive, the vigorous lifor in which man's best corclusion 
is his acceptance of the \-Ihole 'tiith i t~ risks, instt;'H:! of the 
safely hedqed part which society seeks to substittlt8 fOT the 
, /1- - . I " " "7'1 ILl wilole. !~Donna Gerstenoerger' S l"tC.L.:.C;Y ~ '.' 

Donna Gerstenberger says that pa:::- t of the wliole;lcs!S of Synge i s 

vis.1.0!1 is his stressing lIa stt:ltement of the oppor:ites ~Jh,~ch mct/(e 
"Ar:: 

t I r- W • II J ,',) d' C ,,I I . up ~ne sum or man s experJ,C'ncc, an 1', mnn aoes ("!CX1.8VC a 

momerl"bJry beaut.y I "there i~, ()lways CJ cost to be;: puid in humnn 
, 146 

suffering." She adds: 

He insisted upon C1 rea:li$tic assessment (, f wan is Ii -Fe cmd t.he 
struggle which he felt it to be in the face of CG alien 
universe and a v igorour,ly beauti fvl but non et!1f:.:les c', 
indifferent natun~. As S}!nge saw it, man's difficulties:111 
such a universe \v'3rE; multiplied by his insis-LE:nt dtcl!lpt tCi 

impose his own rioid cod<'3s of behoviour llpon the v'o:;:ld. 
This judg!:~ent. is th(~ r:;ource of the unique fusion in ~:yn~le i s 
plays of the primitive world; the world of nature, end ~ 

social commentary thot drwnn hC"ls ordinarily :-cc.lsg(;tc.,'; to an 
urban f mechanized world. The primi ti ve und the fiG tural 

p. 6/. 
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S ' .. 152 d ~. '. h ! I j ynge S \,frl.t:Ulgs an r 111 :relerrlng ·1:0 t e cnuracters, acus: 

Nature attracts - yet repels, heightens yet depresses, 
strengthens yet enfeebles, enriches yet deprives, releases yet 
bindsG For these strong simple people whose hd.sdom reaches 
back into the folk-imagination of the past and yet whose 
emotions are almost childlike ih their spontaneity, ncture is 
the one dependable reality ~n a world which restles~ly h~v~rs 153 
between the ecstasy of fulf1lment and the tragedy at obllvlon. 

P~ofessor Saddlemyer observes that conflict takes two forms 1n the 
i . 

plays: in external nature the struggle is I'between the beauty and 
I 

j~y of life and youth and the ugliness and sorrow of old age and 

dlath ll ;154the second conflict is in the soul of man end is "bahteen 

tha illusion and the reality, and his constant efforts to 

•1 reconc~le ·the +wo. ,,155 SI dd 1.1 t . II b' . ........ Ie a's 'cnCl" nature sym' O.L1ZeS pm'foer, 

vt.i.ldnass, and a dreadful joy" to man; 

the "common week-day kind of" life man has built around him 
symbolizes ugliness, boredom, decay F one! 0';entllCllly an 
unhappy death. • • • HVmf.1n i ty I ':.:n'-;; and nl1tl)re are incx,!:ricGbly 
bound in the conflict between the real and the ideal.l~6 

The latest book by a single author to be devoted 

entirely to Synge I S \;lork is Robin Skelton t s T.h.~.Ji.ri1~ll~_.:1.:.."..M.,. 

2"y.n ~,lEl' This, the first major criticism of the complete Syngean 

canon to be based on the definitive Oxford edition, pays much 

attention to the examination of early drafts of the plays as well 

as to other hitherto unpublished material. Professor Skelton 

remarks 157 that most of Synge's themes were in his mind before the 

turn of the century - the conflict between reason and emotion, the 

love of simplicity and of "wonders," end the distrust of 

152r L" S rld 1 
vI. aw .emyer, paSSIm; Ellis-Fermor, paSSlm; 

pp. 21-22. 
153S d I] a a .0)mye:c f p. p~ 13. 155. L' , 

:i..Dlff (. f t). 13. 
156., 'd 

Jb~ .~ pp. 13-14. 1 ' p. _,-6. 
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to textual examination. Certain sulient features in the overall 

approach to Synge's characters are evident: Hriters have 

commented on their religious outlook, their relationship to nature 

and to each other, their loneliness and fear of transiency, their 

dreams and efforts to combat reality through imagination, their 

poetry, and their desire for self-expression. Synge • ~ VI Nit en I 

rather thun his men, share these conditions and attributes. 
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Pigeons are cooing along the eaves 
Grey flies are wooing their like on the leaves; 

White-hood sisters sit at their prayer 
With dronings that beat at my breast with the Clr; 

The dust and the pavement are hot to my skin, 
"Rise, little sisters, and let me in, 

"You who are fragrant, and cool, and white, 
Sisters of ~1ercy f to love is delight! !II 

When the Moon Has Set debls with the concept that harm 

15 caused by strict adherence to a religion which imposes 

restrictions alien to one's nature. A womanvs love of a man must 

supersede her emotionally and sexually frustrating bondage to her 
2 

church I according to Colm, Synge's mouthpiece in the play. The 

nun, Sister Eileen, has a choice: to continue a celibate and 

sterile life or to reject this, accept Colm and fulfil what he 

considers to De her essential womanhood. 

That Sister Eileen uses a different doo~ from the one 

through which Colm enters in the beginning symbolizes their 

opposite attitudes to life. He desires her end wants her to 

adopt his belief; hence, the connotation of his hope that she 

will not miss her way: "Perhaps if she sees the door open she HIll 

turn back~II(157) 

Colm, who is shown the fine bow Sister Eileen ha~ made; 

admits that the nun is "clever with her fingers."(159) 

Appropriately, the bow is for the old man's coffin; Sister Eilee~'s 

calling demands asceticism and a denial of sexual gratification, 

1 . 
"Notre Dame des Champs, II f:1i I, 28. 

2 
Cf. Skelton, pp. 18, 21. Being such a mediu:n fer the 

author's beliefs, the play poses some problems in interpret~tion. 
Calmis views (and by implication those of Synya) are inco~pctible 
\:ith thot;c of the Catholic Church; hi:::~ uncie:rS1-Clnding of the 
R,;)l:i.gioiJS Li Fe appe~ring slight. BJt as cr.i. t.iC:i.Si'l is b,lsed on 
the text, the approach here nncossarily COI)cenl:r"tes lClrgeJ.y on 
Cc,lm i s attitude. 
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In the discussion about the dead man ~ s relc!tionship with 

mad Mary, Sister Eileen says: 

He wanted to marry her although she wos beneath him; but Hhen 
it was all arranged she broke it off because he did not 
believe in God.(165) 

The two young people renct differently to this decisi6n. The nun 

supports it: "She did what \-/(1S right. No woman who was really a 

Christian could helve done anything e1se."(165) Calm, ",ho 

disagrees, tells her: "I wish you hed seen her tonight screGrd.ng 

and crying out over the bogs.!I(165) The nun, of course, prefers 

not to see Mary Costello raving: If I have seen your uncle for three 

months and his death today. That is enough."(.165) Sister 

Eileen's calling has taken her away from the forces of life; 

apparently she is not wholly content but this' is ",here she 

believes· her work to lie. Mary Costello~s rejection of an 

invitati6n to fulfil an essential part of her needs has led to 

\ ... retchedness I as Colm is quick to remind the nun: 

It is fer from enn~gh if it has not made you realize that in 
evoding her impulses this 'vloman did \1hat ,,,as Hrong cme! brought 
this misery on my uncle and herself.(165) 

The madwomanis resolution, which caused not only her own suffering 

but also her beloved's torment, ruined two lives. But Sister 

Eileen refuses to agree with Calm that Mary's decision was immoral. 

Bride tells her: 

'1 
"r'blachy NcLaughlin (!!The \-,Jorks of J. r"l. Synge, II unpublishc:d 

Mcsteris thesis, University of Cape Town, 1970, p. 50) sees the 
moon as the "Greot Goddess 1\ of fertili t}1 f according to ancient 
symbol. But, paradoxically, the moon has been regarded as the 
symbol of both chastity and fertility! depending 011 the 
particular ancient belief and context. Here its white light is 
emblematic of coldne~s and celibacy_ (Synge clops not use the 
moon in the some s)'on!Jolic \,<,oy in later play~;.) 
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v/hich she herself canno·t attain. Mary warns the nun not to heed 

the clergy: 

ItVs well I know youWve no call to mind what the priests say, 
or the bishops say, or what the angels of God do be saying, 
for its little the like of them knows of women or the seven 
sorrows of earth.(171)4 

The woman 15 distracted not only at having spent so m0ch of her 

life without love but 0150 at having her motherhood frustrated: 

I was afeard it was my little children ••• for if I was 
never marTied your honour, and have no children I do be 
thinking it's alive they must be if I never hod them 
itself •••• There are five children, five children that 
wanted to live, God help them, if the nuns and the priests 
with them had let me be •••• (171-73) 

She can neither forget her barrenness nor forgive the nuns and 

priests for their part in her conditiono 

on those children who never were but who might have been: 

But I wouldnWt like them to begin to die on me, for I'm not 
like all the rest of you and itVs queer things I do 
be seeing the time the moon is f~11.(173) 

Mary\~'longing is worst at full moon, the time associated 

",ith lunacy. 

The madwoman, who is g1ven the nun's crucifix on azking 

for,it, is grateful: "May the Almighty God reHard you Sister, and 

give you five nice children before you die."(173) ~1o.ry f who is 

aHore of the cause of her state, 'was unable to free herself from 

the bonds of conventional Christianity - she would not marry a 

linon-believer." The crucifix is the token of her continued 

4Th .i.s ctti tude to the cl ergy v slack t)f Jr;den;tcmding Ii fe is 
echoed in va:cying degrees in the n;~preser<"'~ution of figu[t~;:; of 
f . ,1 C' .,.,' ·t'· .; .. 1- '. R': ,1", t .'. ~ p c: 1 -I'11 '~ \.,.,) 1 t- t'.., - <:;,~: " -I- <:: orm ... l. ,n ... 1.S lon.l. I..y J.n • ..::~.,,;:!,~_,2._:::.I.;::"~~;':'C::J ... !.:.,!;:_,.:.,;:.;;;:;;:.......:.:.~ .. _;;.:.;...':;,_,';.:,:::'~~..;;:;;:;.J 
Ih!:._T i!:J<0r_~ .. kh'&dina. and Ti~"£1?x.t?,<::J':',.£i_~J]£.}Jf::.:;?'~2ErLti9..dd. 
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enslavement - even though she has logt her own she begs another. 

She could not marry Colm~s uncle because it would have meant the 

sacrifice of her faith, but by retaining it she has betrayed her 

drive to life and procreation. She, who docs not want Sister 

Eileen to make the same error, wreck two more lives and prevent 

the gift of life from being endowed on her children, has only her 

religicn and her dreams of what could have been. 

her sale concrete companion: 

The crucifix is 

I~ll be going now I'm thinking, for live a long way and this 
",ill be keeping me company in the dark lane through the wood. 
God save you kindly the two of you. There's great marrying 
in the world but itts late we were surely, and let yourselves 
not be the same.(173) 

Sister Eileenis surrender of this symbol of her marrlage to the 

Church is her first action towards relinquishing her vows. Her 

taking the rings heralds her acceptance of the impulse to a fuller' 

life. 

Calm's proposal embraces the essence of his belief and 

that of the play - the only acceptable life is that of vibrancy 

and vlgour: 

Another voice has cried out to you. In a few years you will 
be as old as she is. There will be divine nights like this 
night and birds crying in the heather, but nothing will reach 
you, as nothing reaches my uncle at the other side of the 
hall •••• I am not a woman and I cannot judge of all yocr 
feelings, yet I know you have a profound impulse for what is 
peculiar to women. You realize that the forces which lift 
yomen up to a share in the pain and passion of the world are 
more holy than the vows you have made •••• Before this 
splendollX' of the morning you cannot lie. You know that the 
spirit of life which has transfigured the world is filling you 
with radiance. \~hy \<fill you vlorship the mania of the saints 
when your own existence is holier thon they are. People 
renounce when they have not power to retain; you hove power 
and courage •••• I implore you to use them.(17S) 

Sister Eileen does not decide easily. 

at the house committed and dedicated t.o he!' vocation! has seen the 

effect that strict cleaving to her nJ ig).t)us sc:::-up.1.es could have I 
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and she shoVJS an aworenass of the emotional Ii fa as understood by 

Calm. Although her outlook has changed she is uncertain: "I 

'don't know what to do," she tells him. IjYou are giving me such 

pain and yet. " •• 11(175)5 

Calm appeals to her through nature and her innate sense 

of life: 

There is the first note of the birds •••• When the sun comes 
over that ridge I will ask you to be my wife. • • • You 
cannot refuse. The trees might as well refuse to grow 
fragrant and green when it is May, or the birds to sing before 
the dawn •••• There are the larks, and the wrens •••• You 
have half an hour. • •• I will not touch you •••• I will 
not try to persuade you. It is quite unnecessary. The 
world will persuade you. (175) 

Sister Eileen discards her habit, \vhich suggests 

celibacy, for a dress of green, which indicates nature, life and 

fecundity. She renounces one way of offering herself to God for 

another,6 and I!~.t~~~~~~~.!. t~~!,~,5LD~.E!:!.L!::.ao,}~~a.ht 
The moon, the emblem of chastity, 

5This is contrary to Malachy McLaughlin's assertion (op_ cit., 
p. 49) that Sister Eileen Iisteps 6ut of her habit and into the 
green, bejewelled dress that Mary had once bought for herself, 
with no emotional crisis whatever. No surprise, no conflict, no 
self-castigation or even self-interrogation, no impassioned 
persuading and anguished hesitation.1i 

6Cf. St Thomas Aquinas, "The Sacrament of il-jatrimony 1 II :~ 
,Sl~'!1!!.l9~~i9~9~ .. trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province~1' 
Vol. XIX (2nd and rev. ed.; London: Burns Oates & Washbourne, 
1922) 1 p. 81: "Human nature has a general inclination to vCI:r3_ous 
offices and acts • • • • But since it is variously in various 
subjects, ~s individualized in this or that one, it inclines one 
subject more to one of those offices, and another subject more to 
another i according to the difference of temper-cme'lt of various 
individuals. And it is owing to this difference; as well as to 
Divine providence which governs all, that one person chooses one 
office such as husbandry, and another p8rso~ another. And so it 
.lS too thai: some choose -the mC"!:cried lifo ond SOille the con-templotive," 
He explains later (p. 85): "For if the motive for the IW1: (1ge 
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hcs set; the ';Ufl, the symbol of 1:1.. f~i GIld, like the:: 1'o::n, 

fertility.. has 1".isel·j. 7 By Gccepting emnncipClt'::.O~·i and the i.-/o:rld 

of Culm, Sister [.il een .L.\ being fa i th -tvl to her s(;1 f and to Ii fu. 

Colm says: "You cannot t(~11 me h'h~r yO\) have changed. That is 

you:r glory. 1\ (177) But bvth knOiv ¥!hy she ha::; decided to ~~ive up 

her VQ\.~S. They believe that I'vJithout love thi.s world Hould be a 

loathsome sandhill, and a 80ul without love is not a great decl 

better. • • • II (177) 8 

Sister Eileen, who,having left her veil 2n the room with 

the dead man, 13 prepared to fulfil Colmls vision of life, adopted 

as hec OHn I observes; HI seem to be J.n u drcGITI thot .lS \,;~der thcm 

I am, I hope God ~ill forgive me, I cannot help it,Il(1?I) 

But this is n world of reality. The urge to live with Calm and to 

en joy the H10ry of li fe ;:.s too strol19 to be t!1vcnted. His reply 

is apt.: II Hov,f many people G:"k to bef()r~li.venr-cr the mOf,t div.it10 

instant of their lives. ! .. e + ,"',' I l.'l'''('1· .t·~l"';'l l'-·h",\! N-e> r:i17'l)' "" v rJ U } ~ ,,;.;I 4"1.. I .. , I,... e ..... ' .... ,; v. 1. , .... 1(1 ,. " 

Significantly, in wedding her as c worsh1pper of nature, 

. CoJ.m fails to mention t!H~ moon ( the symbol of ce libC'cy ~ 

Here is the ring that was the sorrowful h8irloom of my uncle. 
Give me )/our hcmd. I f the ma2.e pmver, hove eVerCOiriC \'! i th 
worship you, the soul of credulous feeling, the reeder of 
the saints. From our harmonized disGon.1 I1Ci1 notes \"i11 rise. 
In the end we ... !il1 Gs~~jmilate Vlith each o+he:r. f!l1d £I rO,l 

senseless and old. We have incarnated God, and been a part 

act be 0 virtue, whether of justice thot they may rer.der the debt, 
or of religion, that th8Y may beget children for tho worship of 
God, it is meritorious." 

7 Once more tvhlochy [l;cLoughlin (op" cit. f 
in her interpretatiol, based on the moon as a I: e, )-+.; 1 J' '1'\1 

, •• ,.~.. • > J 

mistoken 
~yr;lbc,} : 

Il~'jhen the moon has setl it \"iL1 IIC'v"" possed i ts C.l~CSC(·(\t ~~t(jse -
a ~·· V"l' r.11 Ei '-,." .. , r(;\.l '" f" '''i·'''; ''- .• "'n,..! h·.,,,,, ···"'('Cll·l··'·~ liFltlJl'--~ +v .t·r,,('~l" ·to .l. 11. V· ..... ~.t .... r.:·!1 41 'r4 -,.. .. ~.),!_I~.. "'.1 j .• ) .1.). \,,~ ••• ~.'-i ....... t) i.~ ..I.,...t. "'/,f .... _1 .... ) ,.. 

~""l t"·t\r,t l C ~"" tv' ·'<:0,[·",·,1·", . ."~.I·r"-·i~",t .. ",,.! '1'''1 +i" or1J?r\\/M""'I·l·" ""'Ie: ;+s ,,,\,, 'f 1 v. ~ ... ') I .• U f,...... ..I,I'_",.!....~,j ....... .::::,\ •• _ .... I.J .• .r...~~~J, ....... 1 . I ... I.t:"" ..... 0.:. •• _/~'< ....... Lv ......... , 

C'.d) pcrfect.ioll -, as [jIcen "Iill be \,'!-:l'n rnr.L~:d"(,d to Co}m, 1\ 

n 
(.) ... "t . 

COL", (\'/(';:tlo~)b, ·tll(' foci tho1: tl)l~re i~ L)ve in "che Rc l.;.;:ri.ou:) 
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That is enough... • • In the name of the 
Sun, and the Whole World, I wed you as my 

Greene and Stephens remark: 

Like all his early work the play is full of a deep and 
haunting sense of death, and no matter how eloquently the 
hero preaches his doctrine of the joyful life, the atmosphere 
of death, madness and decay which saturates the action is 
never dispelled. IO 

This view would seem mistaken as Colm and Sister Eileen both choose 

life and joy, but in accepting it one must t~ke into a~count the 

sentence, I!In the end we will assimilate with each other and grow 

senseless and old. llll They are turning to a fertile ex.i:::tenc:c now 

but this will lead to decline, senility and, eventually, death. 

At the end Sister Eileen, like Colm, is opposed to her 

earlier asceticism which led to her "evclding her impulses!! and 

denying herself union with the forces of life. She is the first 

of Synge 4 s women to turn her back on the pdst, but; unlike many of 

the others, is dominated by a man tmd "is little more them 
12 cardboard.!1 Although she is devoted to her spiritual existence 

at fir~t, under Colmvs influence she is able to make the decision 

to be true to nature, free herself from restrictions, Dnd face joy 

9This parody' of the conventional marric;ge ceremony nos n.;)t 
been blessed by the Church and cannot be accepted by a Roman 
Catholic. By renouncing her vows, Sister Eileen decides to serve 
God in another way, but by accepting the marriage as such it seems 
that the former nun is disregarding her religion entirely; this 
and not the discarding of her vocation is possibly the reason for 
her asking God to forgive her. 

10 
Greene and Stephens, p. 115. Although the version of t-ihen 

the Moon Has Set referred to in this bock is earlier than that in 
CWo the theme and central incidont are the same. 

,.,." ..... '~4 ... 

lIef. Deirdre of the Sorro,,:s I decision to relinquish joy for 
't·~.l~~ VD~V rD"~Ol· r> "", '- , ... I ...... ' ~~ ... : 4 , infra, chapter 9, passim. 

- r) 

l."-<:'k ' _ .eLton, p. 18. I' 
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ad jective, no synonym and no etf\Jhemis!ll. Its presence lS implied 

throughout, both in the conversation of the characters and in the 

objects that surround them in the cottage. Visible here are oi1-

skins and nets - the concrete hlOges al\vays associated with the 
7 

sea. The nets are the means to catch fish in order to sustain 
1 8 

the islanders but, in suggesting entrapment, they have a 

macrocosmic implication: 9 just as the men net the fish that live 

inl the sea, so the sea captures the fishers who live off it. 

Prbfessor Donoghue regards the white boards standing by the wall 

as! I!() representation of sea-death. ,,10 The spinning-\-Jhed connotes 
I 
I 

the wheel of fate, of the charactersU destinies being worked out 

t . .' I 1 l' 11 '0 an lneVl tao. e cone USJ.on. . 

Cathleen's spinning as well as her kneading is an 

h t '1 . • 12 h ' ... 1 ,- . ., d arc e ypC.i._ actlon; s e f 1:00 f 1.5 t},P1CCl..J.. 0 r the l.~H an ,,;omen. 

Henn says that the sisters Iiseom to have a sacrificial-prophetic 

f . , . k A' d I A 11 13 '~L d I' L unct:!.On, .LJ..e ntlgone an smene. Iney, un tlelr motr.er, 
14-

remind Donna Gerstenberger of the three fate~ of mythology, 

except that the women of Bi~~....:!:.£..th~.~~ are unable to exercise 

any control. 

The initial words of the girls draw attention to their 

Gregory of the Golden Mouth, 11(21) but this is merely a localization. 
Cf. Corkery, pp. 140-41. 

7 
Cf. Thomas F. van Laan, "Form as Agent J.n Synge' s Ei.q~.rs_t.9. 

~,II DrS'l!12_.2~f III (February 1964), 354; GE-)rsteilberger I 
pp. 45-46 • 

. SCL Errol DlJrbach, HSyngets Trayic Vision of the Old Mother 
and the Sea," i1D, XIV (February 1972), 366-·67. 

9Donn~ Gerstenberger (p. 46) contends thot liin eVEry ospect 
of his play, Synge has introduced the microcosm-macrocosm 
relationship. The cottag~ kitchen is a small world wllich contains 
the puny attempts of man to make a home of the large, alien world 
of the seG. 1I 

10 
Donoghue, Ope cit., p. 53. J ' ·.J·e r ,1 • Gerstenberger, p. 46. 

12( .. ~ L . 3"4 Ji. van cant Ope Clt., p.~) • 
l ..... j "''-.. "7 tisnn, p. v t, 

14 
Gerstenb~rgerJ p. 46. 

/' 
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, I. I ' IFf th '1 t! I· 15 motner Wl0 remOlns ~le ·oeus a e p ay 'rougnou~: 

NORA. • • • Whore is she? 

CATHLEEN. She's lying down, God help her, and maybe sleeping, 
if shets ablc.(5) 

Donoghue notes that the relationship between the Catholic and the 

pagan is one of the most significant of the dramatic tensions 1n 

the play - lithe tension betweAn orthodox, institutional religion 
16 

and the implacable po"wr of the seu. H He mJds that in Cathleen Q s 

saying "She's lying dovm, God help her!! and in Nora's subseql'ent 

mention of the young priest, Synge is '!fixing the spiritual 

orthodoxy of his characters, establishing the religious Catholic 
,""" ,.. hl t .1.1 aszociations 01" t.e poop e. I . 

The priest has g1.ven Nora flO shirt and 0 plC!in stocking 

were got off a drowned man in Donegal, I! (5) and she, the messenger 

and helper, conveys his instructions to Cathleen who appears to be 

1n charge of domestic chores: 

"If it's Michael's they are," says he, "you can tell hen,elf 
he's got a clean burial ~y the grace of God, and if they~rc 
not his, let no one say.Q word about them, for she'll be 
getting her death j II says he, Itv1ith crying and lamenting. H(S) 

It appears that Maurya will suffer whether Michaelis fate is known 

or not. A second son, Bartley, is mentioned and when Cathleen 

asks her sister whether the priest will stop him going to the 

horse fair, Nora1s answer is significant: 

"I vlOn't stop him/" says he,' libut let you not be ufraid. 
Herself does be saying prayers half through the night, and 
the Almighty God WOf< tit leave her destitute, II says he, IIviith 
no son living."(5). 

15Cf• Gerstenoerger, pc 5J; Ven Lean, op.cit., p. 355; 
Cleanth Brooks ond Robe:rt 8. Heilmcm, Understanding DrOln0: T\.J(~.lve 

'''' ......... t(\»~~''''._ ... _ ...... ' __ •• ~''-.•. ~~~'',., ...... '''''' ... .,... .. "" ... ...,.,., .......... ..... "..~ ... "'.,. .•.• 

.El~-!X..~ (Nov.! York: HoJ.t; f:i.n".:!:nrt Gnd kiirlston, 19c'i4)r Apvend.1xj 
p. 26. 

16 17., . " 
Donoghue, Ope cit" pc. 5~:. ).01'1. 
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Nora tells her mother that.Bartley will arrive soon 

because "the tideis turning at the green heod. II (7) The turning 

tide is mentioned four times, end, although this feature is a 

common, practical consideration in setting out to sea and 

indicates that the motion of the sea governs the islandersi 

actions, it also suggests that Bartley is impelled to lecve now; 

it is as if the sea claims a life at every turn, at every ebb 

and flow, and, it is learnt, now it is Bartley tis turn to be its 
. . 22 

v~ctJ.m • 

Bartley f descl'ibed as l!E2~kiL!£L~J;)!_~:.d2~_"(9) 

on his entry, appears sorrowful not only because of the uncertainty 

of Michaelws fate and the burden of acting as the only man left in 

the family, but also because of the compulsion of his life on the 

sea~ As soon as he is given "the bit of a new rope,!) (9) Maurya 

tries to hinder his gOIng: 

You1d do right to leave that rope, Bartley, hanging by the 
boards •••• It will be wanting in this place, lim telling 
you, if Michael is washed up tomorrow mo~ning, or the next 
morning, or any morning in the week, for it's a deep grave 
wesll make him by the grace of God.(9) 

But Maurya's prime concern lS not the burying of Michaelis corpse/ 

it is the saving of BartleyV s body.23 She cannot reveal this yet, 

howevsr, and must find other excuses to stop him leaving. Price 

remarks: 

Maurya, in fact, is severely handicapped in this crucial 
struggle. If she describes' the dangers of the journey 
fully, she will distress the girls further, perhaps 
unnecessarily, and she mcy provoke Bartley into going in order 
to show that she is wrong and that he is not a coward, 
pa~ticularly as oth~r men.ar~4attempting the trip, and the 
prlest has not forbldden It. 

22U r-IJ' F no L. .lS- armor 
turnsV runs through the 
pt-ophec),. II 

...", 
/.:')C+ I) • 

oJ •• 11".1Ce, p. 183 

(p • .169) says~ "The phr'Jse 'v:hen the tide 
first five minutes of the dialogue like a 
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But Bartley, who needs the rope as a ~olter, says he must go 

because lithe fair ,."ill be ci good foir for horses I heard theill 

saying below."(9) In throwing beck his words Maurya twists 
25 

them as she does throughout their exchange: 

Itts a hnrd thing theyWll be saying below if the body is 
washed up and thereUs no man in it to make the coffin, and 
I after giving a big price for the finest white boards you'd 
find in Connemara~(9) 

This reveals the necessity of having c man in the fomily - he is 

the on l.y one v!ho can fulfil certain requir(;I!18nts; 

the importc.mce ivtauryo attaches to d good bur iol',. 

it also shoVJS 

'l~r'oll; rc' 1 1 v 1 t ....... ...... A .. ,-,ok.~ 1 -

1 s when Bartley is drQl;med, that there is no nll.:m in the household 

to make a coffin. Maurya's response to Bartley~s mention of the 

unlikelihood of the body being washed up ~s based both on the 

perception of nature and, more probably, on superstition: 

If it isn't found itself, that wind Is raising the ECC, ond 
there was a star up against the moon, and it rising in the 
night.(9) 

She uses sound argument 1n her fight to prevent Bartley from 

going and tries to make him see their situation in persp0ctive: 

thel ne(;d of a son against the desire for material possessions f 

the importance of life weighed against the insignificance of 
. 1 . 26 COml11erClO galn~ 

If it was a hundred horses, or a thousand horses you had 
itself, what is the price of.a thousand horses against a 
son where there is one son only?(9) 

25 .' ( n \ Pn.ce p. 103;, remarks: IIThi5 giV8!,; a kind of vend,cle 
and response quality to the speech which is peculiarly elevated 
und potent 1 making an incaniotion or ri tuol for' appro(lr;h:i..ng death f 
und seeming symbolical of thousands of similar scenes. fl 

')" 
,ocr r . 1°3 ',' • r l (; e , p. 0 
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In the big \wrld the olJ peopJe .do be leaving things 
aHer -them fOJ:' their SOi'S and chilcL:en, but in this pluce 
it is the young men do be leaving things behind for them 
that do be old. (13) 

Her misery is not because she has outlived her time; it lS 

37 
because she has outlived her sons •. 

The difference between the two girls is revealed 

agaln when Nora goes to the ladder as soon as her mother leaves. 

Cathleen, who has insight acquired through extra experience, is 

cautious and stops her: 

Wait, Nora, maybe she'd turn back quickly. She~s that 
sorry~ God help her, you wouldntt know the thing sheYd do.(13) 

They proceed to exwnine the clothing \-thich they f,ir.d eli fficul t 

to identify. It is learnt that Bartley is wearing Michael's 

other shirt; his own is saturated with sult,suggesting the 

great hold the sea has on him. The ~irls find lio. b:i. t of C1 

sleeve 'tLIS of the same stuff! II (.1.5) but Cathleen I'\,:)H1crks ~ 

It's the same stuff, Nornh; but if it is itself arenti: 
there f;:reat rolls of it in the shops of Galway f and i.sn ~ t 
it many another man may have a shirt of it as well as 
Mi~hael himself?(15) 

The inference here is that Michael has shared the fate of many 

other men - once again, a member o~ this family is seen to be a 

I t 1 r· 38 A lb" f h . pro~o ypa Tlgure. s at t1e eg1nn1ng o' t e play, concern 15 

for Maurya's feelings. 

the clothing, she cries: 

When Nora is sure of the identity of 

It's Michael, Cathleen, it1s Michael; God spare his soul, 
and whut will herself say when she hears this story, and 
Bartley on the 5eo?(15) 

37 . I 
John:~ton \p .• 18) points out th:d; II it is not BClrtle;, .. r s 

death over v!hich 1.;e must £lri.;::.vc" nor (,)V'::11 the cL,oth of ~"1C!n. 

Everybody !I11)~,t dio :soor:er or laier - a fact Hhi.ch r as a rlJh~r 

is a matter fo~ congratulation rather than the reverse. 
R S .. ','" "'" '( ," .l ';) ,~ ~ .. ~ ,~~~:.) ("" ['. ,~~ ,t ~ I ~ .r· " .. ,.1 If';.: ( ..... /-f . r. .' j... ~ .J, ~ •• ~t .• ,'" ," "'I ~t oon8" ( .. 1 . .-UI,\. .. !. 1.,,1.",,8 "','('1-0 -1,\L \,(;",d ,_",,1,::::. UI t.18", .. I..""(./lk',.,, 

her?;; .. Gnd th<~ r:;.tt~J of the pJ0~/ 1.s tLcrt ir-; t;'''iis CO:11Pll l nity thc~ 

y'Ot!n£.j tCi,d to F') fore th(; ().l.d. II 

') c~ 

JU'c:r k C;(:~1 :::~·~.f~~ib<~ .. ~·"~~1~.~.ri r~ t' 
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The elder girl replies: 

Ah, Nora, isnOt it a bitter thing to think of him flouting 
that way to t:h3 for norlh f and no on~' to keen h 1m but the 
black hags that do be flying on the sea?(17) 

Although "black hags" can refer to birds, they also cc.l1 to mind 

witches, and this reveals 

'wretchedly: 

Cathleen i s NOHl adds 

And isn't it a pitiful thing when there 18 nothing left of 
a man who was a great rower and fisber, but a bit of an old 
shirt and a plain stocking?(l7) 

lhe soC! .lS thorough in its claims and man 1.S no m::rcGh for . ~ 
.l.t- • 

The si~tcrs decidp to keep their knowledge from Maurya 1n order 

to give her temporary respite from grief, if possible. Cat.hlecnts 

skill in evasion comes to the fore when s!le tells No~u to keep her 

bock to the door to prevent Maurya from seeing that she has be0n 
, . 40..,..1. Id d . . r t . I t crYlng. Ille 0 A woman entors an 18 too grlPT-s rlc~cn ·0 

'explain the r~ason for her condition to her daugl)ters at fir~t. 

She prolongs the tension by recalling a dreadful incident: 

I've seen the fearful10st thing any person has seen Slncc 
the day Bride Dora seen the dead men with the child in his 
arlils.(19) 

Thi~ depiction appears to reveal the hold of Euperstition on the 

family, as does tho girls V horrified reaction: I1Uah. Il (19) Aft'O):c 

this, Maurya describes her vision which occ0rred while saying a, 

presumably Catholic, prayer, and during the nccount she ejaculates: 

liThe Son of God spare us, Nora!'!(19) CathleEn refutes her 

mother ~ s allegation of huving seen !<1ichael, nut [110\11")'0 persisi..s ~ 

I'm after seeing him this day; and hf; rirling and ga1.1o!:linq. 
Bartley cOlne first on the red mare; or,c~ J. tried to say "God 
spc'ed you l 'i but something chcked the ~!~ :; :tn r·'), thn:1C!t. 
He v/::'pt: by quickly; (Ina "th6 blessi,n;l 0 f Cod on y,JU t n ~:(jys 

he, ar.d I could soy nothi:1CJo I looked l';:' then, (inc! I 
crying r (It the: grey pony f C!nd t.here \·ns 
with fine clothes on hiril{ and ne\'1' shoe~~; 

') " 

,-' :1 C L ~; k c 1 ~: en, p .. /' (, 

, ,Ctc] upon .it _. 
. ~ ,.. 'l 'l .... ) \ 

O~j h:LS Tce'~~ \~L'» 
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because he cannot comprehend the awesome power of the sea . ' 

which appears omnipotent and the source of law, the controlling 
. 48 

influence in her 11feo The young priest, who is inexperienced 

and ineffective, notably never cros~es the threshold of the 
. L' ff' 49 cottage to exerClse IllS 0 .lce. 

Up to this point, the impression has been that 

Maurya has lost two sons. It is only now that it is learnt 

that they are the seventh and eighth of her menfolk to die in 

the sea. 50 She lists her losses: 

I've had a husband, and a husband's father, and SIX sons 
in this house - six fine men, though it \40S a htlrd birth 
I had with everyone of them and they coming to the world -
and some of, th&m were found and some of them were not 
found f but they're gone now the lot of thalli. • • • 
There were Stephen, and Shawn, were lost in the great wind, 
and found a Her in the /3(.lY of Gre£10ry ot the Golden Ivlouth f 

and carried up the two of them on one plank, and in by 
that door. 

• • • There was Sheam~s and his father, and his own 
father !::Iguin, were lost iii a d(.n+~ night, and not (I stick 
or sign \4a8 seen of them "hen the sun "lent ~p,. - Theore 
was Patch after was drowned out of a curagh~l that turGcd 
oyer. (2l) 

4BCf • Johnston, p. 20; Donoghue,op. cit., pp. 52-53. 

49L . t ( 't . 88) 'h c: h ev~ top. Cl'./ p. ) .' states t at ..... ynge stresses t e 
ineffectualness of religion in contest "lith nature: HIronical.lYt 
the priest speaks of knowing GodJs will, but as it will turn 
out, he knows little about the sea and those who live by it. 
Throughout the play, Synge secills to be sayi.ng that to these 
islanders religion is effectiv01y served whon it refrains from 
pretending to cure and, instc1ld, enlists its po\Ver to relieve. 
Religion ~onnot dispel the persistent soo, but it can provide 

d t .1, I '~ , f" u ,~ (. 'I t . i: 9'''' "0"\ an anD yne -0 e.le VIC'~J_ms 0' ~'1:" ' .... f¢ ;:LSO .CVJ,t ~i pp. ·Y-.l. ,l,. 
50 

Hhen ~bu}~}'a So.YSf °It' s h::n:'d set 'vIC w:U. be surely the day 
you 'j 1'e dro\med \Vi th the :cest, ~\ (.U.) S h0dobS not inJicute \·!ho 
lithe r'est" a:-e. 

5L~ . . 
I !us spellJ.n~J lS 

noios that t;w \-lord can 
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time - all the deaths are the some: ~'Is it Patch, or Michael, 

or what is it at a11?1I(21) In the same vein, Maurya 

realistically points out the sameness of the drowned menvs 

fote: 

There does be a power of young men floating round in 
the sea, and what way would they know if it was Michael 
they had, or another man like him, for when a man is 
nine days in the sea, and the wind blowing, it's hard 
set his own mother would be to say what man was in it.(23) 

Maurya regards the sea as littered with deed men, nat only hers 

but also those of all mothers. 

Nora, the initiate, describes the bearing of the 

1 . d . J., hi! 61 . . otest bo.y 2.n t.le semle \.fay as er nwtner 10:'=; i rep8tJ..t::LOIl 

underlines universal! ty; "They v re carrying a thing an;ong them 

and there's water dripping out of it and leaving a track by the 

l' t 'G(2"~) fJlg sones.' . __ " Apparently this is her first such experience, 

just as it is MauryaWs last. Nora end her sister share the 

generlc condition of the island women. The daughters ensur8 

the perpetuCltion of the cycle 62 - it is port of lIthe eternal 

th ' 11 63 Th nature of .lngsc e \1Olilcn are "psychologically spooking, 

the. victims of the si tuation .. ·1i64 The}" who are economicu.lly 

dependent, are aware of the physical danger that the men must 

face, but cannot prevent their actions or delay their deaths. 

Nora and Cathleen face "0 life of torment" and j it is presumed, 

will also bear children "to harass them in their Dvm turn a 

, ., 
o·~Ct~. Corkery, 143 II 1-! H t f T J . P • i'· en n f _,~ • .a 1,:::e s :.....£..... __ L~~r:L~2.~~f 

p. 262; Donoghue, op. cit., p~ 56; Levitt, Ope cit., p. 103. 

62Cf • Price, p. 188; Durbach, op. cit., p. 368. 

63r rl edrich HiliH;)lm Nietsche The 85 r th 0 f Tn::i('ch/ hom fI ~ ~ __ .. v_. ' __ "'~M."''''_'~~ _"" .. ;;"_ .. "_~4,,,,1O" ___ _ 

the Se.irit of ~1usicf trans. Clifton P. Fc;di1nmL p. 209,' in 
~I~:-::'~ ~ ;-;:--·:::I~-; p .. ·~l· -,;: ,. I~, ( ~,! c, H ... 1 ~ • ·T"I.., 1\./,.. ,-I i> ,. ' I,; l ,. '''''-;... ! '. 
1·'lel'S~"'_·i .l.' . ..::.:.::..,22:~,£:::...r::.l;;!.!.::.L ,1,·, .. \\1 10).,..... 11( I·!,i .. , ... ~n ._.,.Oh •... / f n.c.). 

64, j 1 1 f"\ • I HI"" • . I C \" ~ .....," .• 
Iv.a .. co .. m r'lttOC'i":, t~Hjt,::::O; to tne .. )('0, ' t.nqLJ.si! ,)~.iJd:;esl" 

XLIX (Octob:;r 1968) r 44.6.~~-~··"·""-·--~~'-·'-<"""-~···--"· -.~,,,-.---~--.... ,--.-,--.~. 
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not seBlng those around her at first. as if others arc not 

important. She is conce~ned with herself: 

They ire all gone nO\-I, and there isn ~ t anything mon~ the 
sea can do to me •••• IVll have no call now to be up 
crying and praying when the wind breaks from the south, 
and you can hear the surf is in the cast, and the surf 
is in the west, making a great stir with the two noises, 
and they hitting one on the other. (23-25) 

The omnipresence of the sea and its power are evident in the 

description of its surrounding Maurya - the surf in the east 

and 1n the \-fest - and 1n the violent sound it makos. B:J t 

Maurya does not dread it longer I relieved. The anr ana lS 

sea J_S pO\1erless arJainst her because she has no mOrE; men to 

sacrifice and need worry no more. Maurya exper1ences a 

kind of pleasure 1n being beyond the reach of tho sea, a 

condition coused bv the death of her loved , 
68 

I'll have no call now to be going down and getting Holy 
W.:rter in the dark nights ofter SOlilhain f and I \lOn ~ t 
care what way the seo 15 when the other women will be 
keening. (25) 

The Holy Water that Maurya sprinkles over Bcrtley~s body and 

Michael's clothes has ambiguous implications: it is con'lected 

with both Catholicism and paganism. She gets it after Samhain, 

which is November Eve; this is not only All Saints' Eve- but 

68 
Cf. Bourgeois, p. 167; Corkery, p. 141; Ellis-

Fermor, p. 169; Price, p. 189; Donoghue, op. cit., p. 57; 
Levitt, op. ciL, p. 107. Arthur CClnZ _. ".J. t·'!. Syn~:F;: and the 
Drama of Art, II MDr X(t1ay 1967) f 66-67 - says: IIThis stortl.i i~g 
sigh of relief '~t being released from involvell;ent with the pain 
of existence which we find here in one of Synge's earliest works 
is a remarkable anticipation of the sen~e of ease wlt~ whic~ in 
his last play Deirdre suici,jcd.ly decides to return to IcelC!ni 
'where ther"e i 11 be a rest for ev""r f OJ: G pIne"; ·for fOl;~etcin9. ~" 
( ' J: ,.'\. -if ",~~ 3 

, I. ~ .l v, ,:.,' • 
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She is thG victim of her .mln oct c:rd v,; 

a circle of irony: because she procroateJ 5he hes suffered, 

and now that the fruits of her generation have been destroyed 

shG f ~ - 73 
suo tars no longer. 

Ct1thleen turns to an old mtm for help .w mokinu the 
r r' co f 'i :l.n: 

1'1Clybe yourself and [oiTlon ItlOuld rnoke 0 coffin 'vIhen the 
sun rlses. We have fine white boards herself bought, 
God help her, t.hinking t-lichcwl \'10uld be found, and I 
have a flew cake you can eat while youRll be worklng.(25) 

Th.::; bread, th,_" s'i;,Jff of life,7Lloriginolly meant for l3artley (mel, 
7~ 

• .r:.r: tiC- I~ t. 1 l~ J c!) ".f-'" d 
111 e " I Be t )(':CGm;;J19 a VlrJl.1.cum no'" oe } Vere(1 f no'·, 15 0 {lere: 

7(; 
to the old but living men ~ho make his coffin. U Th3 fusion of 

Q ~ Cl"& n ~6Q 1-" If ~ I,... ~ f !'" 4' v.... 

73 f'\ ~ , ~ t • .. ,-, • ., 

In Il i\.:tr'crs "SO tnt $,)G: RCC'!'"'Prt1.1sed Ii I eX(1S Quart';r.i.V 1 
,.,.-.." •. _ ~."'''",.\o'",."",-,,,,,,,,,,,,.,,,,:,,",_,_,_,>_,,,,,,,,,,:,-_~,,, £-I. I ~~."' __ "''''~ _, __ ",~),,'Lo[>.'k;;;"l~""'''''''''''o.$>, ..... 

XI (Hinter 1968) 145, !~yder 1"lector Currie and t·'k.lrtin Gl'yon 
pursue the id"tl of ~·!au:r.)!a as a dcstx"!Jctive force and sny thai: 
she hungers for the destruction 6f her men; it is thi2 that 15 

"at the heart of their self-sacrifice.i! But relief Vlhen she is 
suffering no more is vastly different from (1 cnrtclin triumph at 
t~eir death. Currie and Bryan (po 146) ingeniously trace the 
nome Maurya t? a fusion of the myth010gical Morrig~rl, th0 
great mother, and Mera, the nightmare figure, thus oxplaining 
Maurya's dual and destructive inclination. But Maurya is a 
form· of the CelJ.::i(; l'1aureen, meaninfJ lIdarkll; CI'" Flora Haines 

L( 0 U:J h co d f ,gi.c.:.lL <:'E~f.'::EY_~.:L.Qi..~1l-J~.o;'!)1,E;,~E..!:ll-0 r j.~L~:~'>,2:.~:.~ ..l'~9!:J.:22.8~~ 
Glendale, California: Arthur H. Clark, 1953) p. 195. 

Mm:ya l;ii!: (lccording to Flore "l!clines Lough::;(1d (p. 194) is 
from the Hebrew Mary, appositely menning I'bitter tears: bitter 
v!ater. II But theTe is no indication thl:.lt Synge chose this 
nome hlith ~:;lH . .:h a speci fie intention. 

74Cf~ GGTstenberger, p. 47. 

75"'f l- • Henn, p •. 328; Muluchy McLaughlin, op. cit., p .. 116. 

r·J.c,;cp-l; the vi-i:d. 
\ 
1 , 
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An old HomUn l.Iill soon be tired '",ith anything she ...,ill do, 
and isn't it nine doys herself is after crying, and 
keening, and making great sorro\{ hi the house?(25)80 

Maurya is old but there is some doubt whether she is broken. 

She appears as such only after being defeated in her spirited 

struggle against Bartley; she is awe-struck, not broken, 

after her vision. Now she has no renson to fight the sea or 

her sons u~'more; she is defeated in one way, but in accepting 

death as the pre-condition of life and in turning to her religion, 

she attains strength which enables her to go out from herself 

to the world, to see herseJ.f as one of many, to include herself 

and heT dew:] in the whole of mankind. Maurya realizes that all 

are "riders to the sea,~ all are drawn irrevocably to death: 81 

W\URY A LE~_.J[~ ~~,~£l.Y. __ £l.e..._m01!.!b _ d g.!;~'::J(J rj~~-.£!2_.:tll.::.~~l!.D';"~f 
.9.!2i.JEX~:.... .. b .. ~..E..J:..S!~~S.-":~'£D.~!her ...2.t.l..B!::B1lf~t:~.fet:.!J Tiley ~ ro 
0..11. to!;ether this tiille r end the end ii'. coms. ~l(iy the 
Almighty God have mercy on Bartley" s soul l and on ~lichael a '5 

soul, and on the souls of She~mus and P~·tch, and Stephen 
and ShmmL11:<;1l~.-in£LJ:~S!,£7 . . . . and mGY He have mercy' 
on my soul, Nora, and on the soul of everyone is left 
living in the world •••• Michael has a clean burial in 
the far north, by the grace of the Almighty God. 
Bartley will have a fine coffin out of the white boards, 
and a deep grave surely. • • • What more can we want than 
that? •• No man at all can be living for everfand we must 
be sa±isfied.(27) 

Maurya is resigned to her fate, to the fate of all the living, 

80Vo r, LaCin (op. cit., p. 362) notes that in these t.wo 
speeches, Cathleen alters the spec! fic reference to the gerwral 
OPiJLi.cCltion. Thiz is in keeping Vii th the notion of ~1aurya 
as repr0sentntive n~only of the island women but also of all 
\-Iomen, He odds (p. 362) that HMauryo projects only age and 
defect, memory and capitulation. If But this cloes not take into 
account her conflict and final acceptance. 

[-~ 1 
v-TL Durbod! J op& cit. r pp~3?1· .. 72~ 
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cases the Hord !!trr.:tged}!11 is used lo()sely and not quali f ie:d, 

the writers apporently taking the tragic quality for granted. 

Several critics have mixed reactions to the tragic 

pot.entiality of E5cl~'>.....i9 .. ...!b2_~ea,: Yeats finds that for all 
87 

lIits mood of Greek tragedy,li it is lIioo passive J.n sufforing ll ; 

Figgis says that it is of a il new order of tragedy," but 

cont3 nues that II it is i perhaps r rot f:O much tragedy as a 
88 

fragrnont of Ii fe set in the atmosphere of tragedy"; Storm 

Jnmeson, who evidently cannot decide, first says that ".B..~:E"~ 

to~1::'::~_2e9~ comes as near to tragedy os a ploy may f (md yet be 

not hogic but o:11y very piti ful,lI t.hen calls ita tragedy f and 
89 

concludes thc.d: it is IIhigh dramo, almost high tragedy!!; 

Sherman takes a contrary view and says that it is not a tragedy 

because it is not a drama - Ilit might with more propriety be 

called a trQgic idyl bie?"; 90 ~1al()ne tolks c:bout its tragic 

effect but ~emarks that it is "tragic in the current journalistic 

sense rather them in the Aristotelian ll i 91 Willioms calls it lIa 

tragic fragment f II 92 and "0 descript.i.ve tragedy F 11
93 but then soys 

that lithe emotion of the Hork is pathetic rather than tragic ll ;94 
95 

aqd Pittock describes the playas lithe tragedy of a community,lI 
I q~ 

but concludes that it is a mixture of tragedy and melodrama.'v 

pp. 44-54; Combs, Ope cit .. , pP. 602-·603; Levitt l op.cit., pp. 
84-116; Ann Saddlemver, "Deirdre of the Sorrmvs: Literot.ure ". . -_.----....--_ ... ""'---=.--............... 
First ••• Drama Aftervards,1I in Hormon, p. 91; Skelton, 
pp. 49-50; Durbath, Ope cit., pp. 363-72. 

87 
Yeats,"J. M. Synge and the Lcelnnc1 of his Timer II 

I~'?2. s ..£!!SL1.!2!L9..~~1 p. 336. 
on -
00,.." 1" F" ° • H, h C uarre.l. 1991Sr ! e Art or J., i'L Synge,H ·£.E.r n.s~f XC 

(November I, 1911), 1060. 
B? 

Storm Jameson, Ope cit. f p. 215. 

9°(,1 'J "'('9 91., -. °t 150 ")!l6rn1(ln, op. C).C., p. L..) • h:.l.l0ne: op. CJ. 'f p. _.~ 

02 O~ 
7 -j.1 • 11 . . 1 r.:7 "d. I ' '. ] r:." 

>'11... lams, op. C).t., p •. J. L.nC!,: p • . Yi. 

94 . b . d J 6f) 95 P C ·t' ~ I , . J.. Lo,--:l, (,. ' ,. 1 J. .! P • ..,.. ... '. L 0,_;" f (I F. C.L' .... f p • , 

96ibid <1 p. 449" 
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• 
Only a few writers den\! outriqht ) ~ that either Mauryu 

or the ploy is tragic. Barrett H. Clark argues that one must 

see the struggle against torces in a tragedy and that this is 
97 

lacking in E.ist:.!.:?."~t~~..:,~!!_::~._Se_9.. FtlU s set f Hha call s it 'Iperhaps 

the most relentlessJ.y melancholy and yet the least tragic of his 
98 

plays," says that the 

one--sided cotlflict J..S p:Lti ful b~yo!.',d h1ords, but humanity 
l'e- "on d·ro.:r-·fc''-! "! ..... '..,'-+;r·,it)····t·· c ·· /c.j ••. l ~n II·e ~on·Lest the .~ t.1..,..., h. ..... t.. j.JtA.t. l.., ..... '"··*~~r 'd ....... J.. i..-V ',':::.1 .-J... ,'.,' L. l. ~ I 

ideal is too slenderly opposed to the natural for tragedy 
9° of c higll s.·j.Sjni ficcmce. 7 

a trngedy: !lto S8f> the ;:>lay is to feel (1 nothetic n.1th~r thO!'l II 

t · . 1'100 '.1 . J 101ti ' .~. t'b "1' 'l .r-ogle experl.encc. ' tle contenos . )0"1: .1 t: J.S no l'.L_"'C on t.ne 

"classicI! lines of tra~jeclyj in -which the hero, or the ;soul; moves 

from '\lurpose'l th~Ollgh action D:r pas:>Jon to {l finc1 perception 

or a new awareness; Donoghu8 adds that Mauryais action is 

f J.. d . +1 1 t' '1 . I'! '! rus-L:ca 1.0' r)eco.usc c 1<3 SCCl .. d~S eire" 00 neUV;L y \Ji-}lgTLc,c, agoJ.ns·: 

her I pu:-pose Cfmnot be fOI'IIlUJ. 0 Lcd I (me! the ploy onus in her 

acceptnnce n:d:her them in po~:it.i.ve perception. He quotes 

Leavis's description of the tragic 
. 102,. . 

exper~ence, and mOlntalns 

th~t on the basis of this view Riders to the Sec does not 

constitute such on experience: 

firstly, because Mcurya~s acceptance which ends the play 
has in it nothing of the positive !\,f:illin~'j ndhesion of the 
individucl s~J f to something ·()ther thor. itse.l fll; sec<)ndly! 
because there is in th0 pley no significant equivalent of 

C1 t '. I p .. r 
1 '1', 
J. ~ J . .' I. ~ .1 I;' 

.lU.t,(: .... r pptl 

-rht:: (.:;)i:"!n:cn. 
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lithe valued,1/ and thiY'dly; bec,;u:r;e HI the fined. (1l1clysis the 
pluy does not give lithe sense of the heiGhtened life." He 
may even add a fourth reason, that Mouryois sufferings are 
determinod bv forces which do not include her will or her 
choracte2'7. 103 

But Donoghue~s argument appears to be faulty. Is not Maury-oJ s 

"purpose" to combat the seo -. in this instance throufJh Burtley? 

Does she not act by sJ,;ru£12ling against hi!!? The "scales II 

against Oedipus are equally heavily weighted. Does she not 

reach a new a~nreness, a new consideration, of life, of the 

inevi Lability of its end'? Her will and charactAr, her refu~al 

to accept the necessity of BClrtley is going at first, ce:rtainly 

do playa part in hal' sufferings. Surely, there is l\,,'illing 

adhesion of the individual self to something other than itself/ \I 

in her resorting to Catholic CEremony. 

life itself, as well os a life after death, as well as the force 

she recognizes as God? the "::;;anse of hej,9htened life, II as 

such, might appear to be 1I.1.SS1119, Sut Leo,:is soys: 

The sense of heightened life that goes with the tragic 
experience is conditioned by a transcending of the ego -
and escape from all attitudes of self-assertion. Escape, 
perhaps, is not altogether a good word, since jt might 
suggest something negative and irresponsible. Actually 
the experience is constructive or creative, and involves 
a recognlz1ng positive value as in some way defined and 
vindicated by death. 104 

At the end Maurya stops insisting upon her temporal rights, 

and she turns to the eternal and to God. Paradoxically, in 

accepting another norm of tragedy, it is just all this which 

denies her tragic status. The obviating factor is her 

Catholicism. 
. , . '., 105 . TragRdy deals \v.l t,l the .lrremedloble. SteJ.ner 

/' 
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t11thoU9~) she ccd . .1:::; on the Chrls-Llon God; t1ou.f);o is not a 
~truisht portrait of an Arnn woman, who would have founJ 
more direct cO;J!fort in her religion. The forces \-!hich 
have brought her beyond despair are t~li03e which bludgeon 
th t '.' C' k t d .Ll ie pro.G90nn:;-cs In a JJ:2C, roge y. 

Henn soys that "the rt:solution of the play rests upon n 

. ! • tt.· t' ~.I r"" • ,.112 . . reslgncL;lon nen: J.S n;orc SOle -t,;nWl vnr.l S-CLon, , an opl.n :i.on 

h J L Sk 1 113 114 (;;c. oee Ly . e ton and Levitt. . In turning to i1ourya' s .last 

words f Cu:rrie and Bl'}/on say that they "have nothing to do with 
., . . ,,115 J" I .. 1 Chrlstlan reslgnatlon, cno GasKelL comments: 

That Christianity is hardly even a hope for her has been 
made clear •••• The Qraver at the end. ther r 

r , .' 
accidentally Christicn;but it is e3sentially 

; c· 0"" y .•.• ~ .. .1. 11 ..-
J .. ..1.0 

1'e .. 1g:WUS. 

But, ju~t as Catholic elements dominate the central 

; t' U speecn 1n one play, such features ere 

"'(' u,·l 1 \,. p'-e--'vc' j' 01"1' J' n t'll'''' ·F·: ,-,r' 1 \ 'ord <-~ ...... ~1 ~ .......... .,.' .t. J .. .. ..... ' , : .; \of" ,.J.. ~ • \...1 ,.'- 'f ... ~ os Although one cnnnot 

'. " .. ,- ~ '. " .' b'; 1 '1- I f + !., .., Co' ~ • t .. l.· • 1-,' ~ ,,.. ,'. 1 • 19nort.:: 1. Ie pOS.~.l_ .... Ll_} (; vl,-.. :rv·~l .. (,,,_lOn .-,C.ln:"5 In,,1<::-,-), O.utr,)P!otic f 

(m unthinking follO\.,ring of hcb; t and convei,U.on, th::_!~ does not 

detract from i'+Jury.:l<~ pe:rscnal acceptance of hc;r religion. 

There arc no superstitious f no pGgon,ottr.ibdtes hcr~::; 
.. . 
1:ne.l:r 

absence implies that Maurya hus relinquished her hold on them and 

has affirmed the principles of Cotholicism~ lIThey're all 

together this time l Ii she says at the end - not HTheyi re all gO:H; 

nOH,1I The \4h01e SPeech is not only couched in t.!,Qditional 

CCltholi:: fOJ:m~ of proyer but also (;Ompri~5es (1 definite statelilent 

of Catholic belief in purgatory. In soyirg tlwt lithe end is 

1 '1 • 
_~.LC 1 I 1 f.' '1' OXleac, pp. ~J-_O • 

. Jo!mstoi1j p. 20. 

1.l~H(m~1,. p. 37. 

1J,:; , . . 
Cu:crle [ind f3:ryol! r op. 

1.1 () , . 
l!o.skc~.Llf or':f. cit .. , p(~ 

Cf. also Bo~~socisf 

r,;1 r.' 
L."! ~.1 • 

r' ~.J, 

cr. cls~ Chandler, 

c·;·. C\~. :.' u r~ 
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even thcugh the sea apparently is the omnipotent power in this 

Ii fe. Her prayer For tho souL, ;) f overybcdy preSlJPposes a 

Catholi~ belief; she lmpl18s that it is God who controls the 

spirit, th9 life after death, which is why she must be content 

with the end of this life - all that can be expected is burial: 

\·lOl1t than thoL?i1 osks ~laurya. "i'~o man at t111 

Ct'in be Ii\;' i.ng fO): d ,. ,'" t b " 'F' d 11(27 ,)117 ever, an\. ,·,0 In" S '0 sa-C1S, .le. _, At 

the end of the play she is satisfied, because she accepts her 

Catholicism without reservation. According to Skelton, 

thot i"lau..rYG finds no c0mfort or hope for all her 
Q f" .... "'I"lnc "'" ]..',. 't'-e rlark' f1~S'" 'J"'" o,r: :'h e .)1 a\l ,,·hl· .-..1, . "'''1'"15 i, ,"~;;., t!.L . t. t"... v II .A • ,. .L~.;;" 'oJ ~ :'1 l. I ~.. v f "_. ..1 I 'V 'I..... 'I.:;': 0' l. .... 

as ~ cry, not against God, but against the principle 6f 
, ... ' LIO:; 

n10 '''.O.llty.'' .3.() 

But Mau~ya daGs find .comfort and hope because of her observances; 

there is no fined cry dgcinst il'!jH! p:;;'inciple of morh::li ty, II thGre 

1S G cry to God, for she reg:l~ds Him as embodying mercy in the 

,:rfter-J i fe. She is beyond suffering not only because there is 

nobody leFt to worry about but also because, in accepting the 

tenets of Catholicism, she has no cause to suffer. Heroic in 
'". 119. ' her struLmle against the seo Gt Ilrst, 1'~(Jurya develops to hnd 

compen~;\ltion in her Catholic .J::r::.ligion, she is reconciled to it, 

·:.ind because of this and her belie r in a life to come, she believes 

that her condition will be remedied. It is for this reason that 

Maurya c6n be regarded not os a figure of tragedy but only as one 

of greed: p<;rchos. 

53:J..1: sh~ll see of the travail of his 
,:>Ou], r.md sh,]lJ. be sutisfierL q 

'I ;' 
J'~"''>~l' ,1 .J, hi 

" "C',,- Lon I r. :;) . 
J 10 
" .... ~("" R ' 

.. ,"fo. 1.,ourfj·so.LS, p .. Crown, op. cit., p. 46 • 
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• much of her behaviour - she is ph}/s_i.calJ,/ isolo.ted Clna sociuJ.ly 

starved. Ellen Douglass Leyburn remarks that. sh~~ "is conceived 

Hholly in terms of loneliness; and it is from her stru9[.!les 

against this loneliness that the plot eTlJerges. ,)3 

Nora, who shows herself to be sensitive and prey to a 

wandering imagination brought on by the effect of the 

environment, is seen as practical and realistic at first: her 

initial aotion when the tramp knocks is to pick up the stocking 

with m0ney and put it in her pocket - the act of a prudent 
. 14 

person, because she does not know who 18 at the door. She 

appears hosp:.i.table in inv! ting the tramp to !!come in out (/f the 

rain,n(33) and exploins her situation: 

Hels after dying on me, God forgive him, and there I am 
now with a hundred sheep beyond on the hills, and no turf 
drawn for the winter.(33). 

As Henn rc~mm:ks i 01 though 11Gcd forgive him" is a picus e jacl,lc:tion, 

overton'35 or ambiguities are suggested here: I! forgi vencs;; f not 

for sins onl)/£ but for dying ond leaving her alone.!~15 !,jOrr.;1'S 

next speech implies that she has not been entirely content in 

her 161ationship with her husband, for she H!l.t].~.f::,i:}!.!flO.':~!~:1y.lI 

.13E11en Douglass Leyburn, op. cit., p. 85. Seam~s Dcane 
(HSynge I s Poetic Use of Language,·r in Harmon, pp. 110-~41) finds 
that lhe, S,~~_ C:.L.l~et2, "offers us t\10 mOrph8r.1eS as bot>e 
word~ - ••• we have 'lonesome"end its opposing word tqueer,' 
each occurring more than a dozen times in the brief text. The 
opposition is ••• resolved by an intermediate term ~afcaId' 

which occurs with the same freq~encv. We can then read the 
play os showing that the queer (whj~h may mGan mad or wonderful) 
ar c. +'-. LO. ".~ ro-t; f'11<:; of 1 0 "'1,;:,1 ';1-1''''''' '" • +1 )' (;;., -'-, f,..,;J -'<::"''-'''' ~-!·le 1 O·r·I"" ~ 1 ··la,~ ,-..... ... i J ,-~ '( ~.-;."f ->. .• _ ..:... ..... ' •• ..L '"" v .. 1 'A. . .... J .. , ....... r " .. " A ~ l to.. .." V""" ,-,- t \" ......... ,) 

of lost beauty, for a lost hero like P~tch Darcy, the loneliness 
of old age and of death." 

14Henn (p. 31) notes that the tranp lS a link between the 
glen and -the outs:ide ,-rerId, nnd olso J'(;::; him os the centre.l 
figure of the ploy. SLit, surd.)I, it :',;,; ib:,:o'::; pred.:,(:(dnent thot 
1,$ most importont, (md it is l1bovt h~jJ,·t thG action revolves • 

• r.:. 
.L~1·L· i 32-

J. () l Cl • I P • .J. " 
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:-efe:cs to his oddity: 
" 

suppose them that~s queer and they living men will be queer 
. )16 bodir:::s a Her. II (:33 

The superstitious side to Nora appears now~ she 

cc,nnot tidy or layout the body because Don hC1S "put Q black 

curse"(35) on h!'~r if she touches hipl. In the conversation with 

the tramp, she tells him that her husband II WCiS an old mCln, and an 
odd man, stranger, and it's always up on the hills he was, 

thinking thoughts in the dark- misto ll (35) The stolid Dan, who, 

ostensibly, is concerned only with material things, is not 

immune from the common impression caused by his surroundings. 

The epithet is significant: dark connotes evil, and also 

implies the peasants' inability to penetrate the mist and their 
17 

failur3 to overcomo its effect. 

A certain slyness now lends complexity to Nora's 

character - she is not quite as fine as Yeats believes: she 

entreats the tramp to touch Dan in order to discover whether 

he is cold, but the tramp 15 sufficiently sagacious, and 

superstitious, to refuse. This request is after Norc has 

appeared to be all hospitality and compassion in inviting him 

inside. 

G . Cf' h l8C k 19 d S' -?Q. • 1 'r1.T lt, or ery an . keltol'i 1n partlcu_ar 

h~ve commented on the sexual element in Nora; the first 

16Henn (p. 26) says that the recurrent "queer ll in the play 
"has overtones of the fey, the soprnnaturCil, as well os of 
derangement of the mind. 1I 

17 In saying that the hero of The.2b::J(t .. o~ __ ~.L_t~!:.._QJeDJ lithe 
~erfect picture of a mood,'1 is not man but noture, Stro~g (p. 27) 
betrays a misunderstanding of the play. Nature is the 
insidious influence. 

18Cf • Greene and Stephens, 
infra, po 90. 

PI'· 149, 177; 

p. 125; supra, p. 82. 

supra; p. 82; 

19 Cf. Corkery f 

2°C f·" .. . '. ::'.,eJ.ton I pp. 58-60; infro, pr. 86-87, 89, 92-93 • 



conr)otot n of .Jchis COn\C).f} 

no 
hilil f \/~ .' '~~ 

en he 

th e like of 
ce I knevl 

h ,- (! 
\ 
,I htl' stronger < ( 

.:f.S ness is sexual os 

the (1 r(jnc(~ of 

But this not 

des5~rin9 coit 

I, • , . he seems 

int to (1 

with her hus 

and is 1 ked th 
.1. "" 
(.,t) 

, l ' 

eeoC! J.n both res pee 

on 

]5 different the C! 

of copu.1 n-!.::ion th so; her mere reference to 

frustration in this ma ita1 

fn€rltion~ h(::l 

near 

on the neigh 

il/ 
\ 

eline.ss .15 

t:i on: 

rs and 'T' 
.l (J 

~s s 

of this ~aGt seems to contain 

the k n 

C(:~ t wherf~ 

Ii Ii + ,. you shinin~:l 
I 

I 
The "li 1 til can be tel 

ship does not make her a 

v , 

I go 0 

.rcugh e 
(; the 1. 

into the 

no ~::;e 

.l 1'1 

1:1' '(:h 

of rile in 
3S0ine os this 

SOl,tl~) \\~cu see e 
, r 

e 9 .~. (1. S S ~ ~~ 

her O",,,rarenGSS of va es other em the matsT 'J .17 it 15 the light 

thot es to e do 

on tv/O 

Del c!nd 

the fl"agrn0:~nt 

,1n G S r position tp t 

she 

47 0," ""'Ilic H("TTl "") l \.r"l : ~ll... ". '"' '.1. ~f~ .... ~ t , 

ton 
J.te.:rous or 

negh 
J. 

IfllSt. assoc t The 

is learnt, are Patch 

lCS 

.~~ h(~:roino f o lS 

hu:s nc~ as 

.ere not t Id ~t C .1. that 
CUOUSI.; It :,:;: i urj uti 1 

,..;. 

C)1/n t i G '"-,,- ,r; .11:' q~lr::j I < ~~ ( 

'II' ' __ On!" <,,_ I! • ....,...I i { \, 

'" i :?- sen ::; :;~ t i V 1. 



87 

addeg any mOl-e as Darcy J.S deaeL 

Nora says that she has remained indoors because of her 

isolation f not feclr: "I; m thinking many would be a fectrd, but 

I never knew what way lid be afeard of beggar or bishop or any 
24 

man of you at 011."(37) Skelton regc.lJ:'ds this as revealing 

a degree of self-conceit and sexual aggressiveness. It is 

the first but there is no indication that it is the other. 

Nora admits that "it Ws other things than the like of you, 

stranger, would make a person afeard."(37) These "other 

things" are not only the dead and the supernatural, but, it 

is revealed, also loneliness, decay, mortali,ty and, more 

co~cretely, the environment., In his denying that he is 

"easily afeard/ II the realistic tromp shows his perception of 

nature's awesome element of disproportion: 

Is it myself, lady of the house, that does be walking 
round in the long nights; and cros;;d.ng the hiJ.l,~ \"hen 
the fog is on th~m, tbe time a little stick would seem 
as big as y6ur arm, and a rabbit as big as ~ bay horse, 
and a stack of turf as big as a towering church in the 
city of Dublin? If myself was easily afeard, 11m telling 
you, it~s long ago I'd have been locked into the Richmond 
Asylum 0 • • • (37) 

Thi~ passage introduces talk of Patch Darcy, who is referred 

to later as lithe man \<lent queer in his head the year thatts 

gone."(47) Darcy f who knew the countryside well and ""wuld 

walk through five hundred sheep and miss one of them and he 

not reckoning them at all{l!(4-7)r~n raving into the hills, a 

victim of the overpowering malevolence of his surroundings. 25 

If DarcYI "a great man,lI was overcome, it is implied that Nora, 

24-
Skelton, p. 59. 

25 
He succumbed to the effect or the environment, not to 

lIthe lonelinGss of IjJe{" as ma:!.nrCiined by Ganz, op" cit.; p. 59. 
Donna Gdrstenberger (po 39) holds that Darcy had control 

cvc:( t!v~ nGt"ural elements, but :;::hc: odds th .. rr- llSynCj0 intends to 
~u0gcst that his madness came from exce~s, Inrgeness, courage,' 
dr,L~:··~.ng ..... a fnodness to bQ opposed to the ~;i2onn1-=;:.,s ond ~;rncl1nt~~-j::" 

,J 
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dead man itself more company thQn to be sitting alene, 
and hearing the winds crying, and you not knowing on what 
thing your mind would stay?(41) 

Nora, who is so lonely that she can suggest finding a kind of 

solace even in the company of a corpse, realizes that her 

surroundings can drive both her and anybody else mad. The 

personification of the wind, which underlines her fea~adds to 

the impression of mournfulness and eeriness. 

After Dan resurrects himself, as it were, he curses 

his wife and then betrays some admiration for her: 

Ah, the devil mend her • • • Do you hear that, stranger? 
Did ever yOU hear another woman could whistle the like of 
that \Ji th' tvlO fingers in her mouth? (41-4~5) 

His telling the tramp that Nora i.s a bad • r W1.Te - 110 bad \tl fe for 

an old man a (43) - points to an irnpo:rtant ('Ispect of t.he play: 

the loveless 
, 

B~ Yeats thE First critic marrlage. .J@ was to 

refer to .NoHl';; condition as representing rJ,!"; ottr.lck on this 
?O 

"most miserable insti t.ution, w-O (.md not as shm-linc.1· Iladul terv ClS 
~ ., 

I . h 1 l' f 1.29 N 1 r a feature of rlS. rurc __ 1 c. .ora serves as an examp~e or 

the practice of "business before passion li \1h":ch leads to the 

frustrated relationship of youth, with its delight in life, 

and old age, with its restrictive sobrioty.30 Because of this 

28 J. 8Q Yeats, y..!!~-t.!,!,,~la12! October 31, 1903; quoted 
by Greene and Stephens, p. 149. Cf. also Bourgeois, p. 146. 

29Griffith, editorial comment on J. So Yeats's view, in the 
.lJn.i~~Irisr!.~.!l' October 31, 1903; quoted by Greene cmd Stephens, 
p. 149. . 

30This fecture of Irish Ii fe is sb:essed throughout 

Tb.:~~.v a_n i ~ h i r.:..g . .1I~.L.,-Ib!'~~ i 9.!:lg..2..!._:t h £.,lj.£i9.E.'l..!lc r tq,i e d. Jo h n 
A. QSBrien (London: Wo H. Allen, 1954): men, when they do 
marry, marry late, and women see marriase as a guarantee of a 
stable old age; a childless, miserable life for both not 
infrequently results. In the: chapter on "Postponed ~1arrJ.agc and 
Permanent Celibacyll in his recent study,. I!.I,::;;...lsi.sh .:.J~r:2l .... 92;:s:tL(:1.~r 
Ma '"r;C'cF' Clnd r<>rtiJ itv (Sc,r-kr.··lc\!· U·dv<'·'s·;·:··v c+ C,l.: forniei .. ~ .. _~.~:'~..,.:::?~.~-":~!~ ___ "':;.."":~J_ ...... ...... J" ~.'",,';"", ,,~ .... I .... J . i _-' .. 5..L..... ~ A. 

Press.' 1~!l3) f pp. 139-72, Robert E., K8nn [ .. h: olso PClY.:2. close 
(xtt.en Cion to th is character i ~~, t ic. S te! .. :.h (on G'tNnn ~, Lr ish Duoks 

.I "'.,,: __ ... .-o~ ... .,.........,..,.,_ ,~~.,. ....... "" 

"', 
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incompa-tibi.lity f I~o:rc lS u had w5. fo foX' Dan and he is a f'Jilure 

L • l _I' J 1 I t t l t' r • !' d .J.. • • .l-os ner ilUS,)CilU In (i. \1oys GU' ',1(1' 0', pr(lVJ.(.}.n~j Oli:'::;S!..lC SCCUI'.l<-y. 

Hhen she ente.r.s ,-lith t1ichoel{ the }/OUHg man is described 

This innocence is importcnt c;; it minimizes 

the sexual aspect of their rolationship. Greene remarks that 

there is nothing in the pIny \-,hi ch indicc:tes thClt Nora t s 
interest in 1'1ichael Dara is Eie;(UCl.l. She Is broken \Vi til 
loneliness cmd oppressed by the rJIOOCll thot lies all oround 31 
here He is merely an emotional outlet, on escape for her. 

Significantly, Nora only osks Michael to look at Dan, 

not touch him; apparently, as she knows Michael, she hesitat0s 

to have the curse put un him, but he refus'~s even -Co go over to 

the body. Nora turns to the trump: 

vEIl }'OU drink a sup of tea with m)lsel f E;nd the young man f 

stro'lger f or .&eql(it!.[ . .!l~?.E.~~':?~9.E:iy'elr/ \vill you go into 
the Ii ttle room and stn;tch you:r:sl'l f \) short \4hile on the 
bedo 1'm thinkinq ftts destroyed you are walking the 
, i ; F tit ~ .. t"" ( 1 r- \ J"eng:n o· "1(1 \40>' In ":i'1e g:rea rcan.V:'r:)) 

This underlines the unlikelihood of the accuracy of a sexual 

interpretation of Nox-n. She does not Hard: the homp to be with 

her and Michael, but/in~t~cJ of asking him to stay in the 

ki ten.;;!, v!hila she and the yO\Jng man go through the door to d3.:jc;uSS 

their private affairs, she suggests that he goes to the bedroom. 

Although she is the 'ilady of the hou~,eH and could order the 

tramp out, she does noti on his refusing to go becaLlse of the wake, !:,he 

.~!l~...1ri.;,:?l}".fe~~pll£ (Dublin: Tcllbot Pross, n.d. L p. 9 .- remnrks: 
"Irish peasants seldom merr)' for lovc J they never murder for 
love; but they murry and they r:wrdel' for land. \~ Cf. Gc>urgeo.is, 
P '1.'; 6· Be' fd CCln J." ." '" '[<'''"\' r: 0/ ,. Gl pet· p. r<",..1 c: ·t· 'I,L. "'" Co P It;3 •. r f ) f >n .... -..,._l~~t::.~~~F!._~:';.; .. ..:::.~:~.: ... ; r-"ob or' __ I .,~ .. :. I.:. \..l!l·.~ • ..,l Cr,"ll\.~.~tl'_){ ,~ . ,,) { 

C'! ( 1 .. ", '\ • 'f . -I" <:;;1' f' <. G' I ,ol',(cry \p, .1.00,1 SQ/~': ·Lle!'!: -!'l.:?_.~;;:.2:!512.':{ .. .!~.» .. _~t~~,,~.:~,~n. 'lr;s no 
!.)urpn~;(;·. !lit (.1<:,("5 nG-(; \dTCn (Jqain:;.;t the !!wtir'(' of vouth :'mcl ag.eri .. , ., ..., "'. ... 
an j·)·'·e·L·!'re,!· ... t'.··.l- ;., ar(""rd'",I'"f''' \'1·+',·) ~<f"·l~"·'·~ \,,;, .. \,./ ··r, l.).j;:; '·)·("e·r.oce ~._. (.. .. ~ ,- . ........ .". .~. V. I ..I..! 1 ...... 4 I,) _. "."...- • ~ ~ .1 ,~,.,J,j ~ .;.:'~..<" ...:1 ',_" _~. .1.l f.~ ... Ii' .", I ~ 

to Tl,(~ Tin I. \,JM"':il'(: (r"J TV :),\) +Iln'} ~LII.."!"'''' dr'c"',I'O,. l~k(' .J~'c 
'-':"'AJ'"~·~""'~'':'''~'~''''''''"''~''''''''''''''''''~''''''''!':''-~;:'':,"'";.'':'~1''~.~-'' ,>,~,:';.~ .. ,-,.!, -I . -" v I'-.~ r" <I \...! ... ..1.'" L.t 

sy",,_11"I'\f (.J "." .... tl('+ '\';; .. "~l r.· ,,,.,,·r, ~"p!"1.L.: ._,. " .. lI!t.Ji V I;, let,,';' :' ";:"'\).1.,.0" ',,',L rJ.;.~~' •• :-.... ' .. I,; t.ri.).,..!!;..} ... 

31r.:h V id H. Gr d; I' ," i ".J.:~.i.':::"...:~:~·:2.(J.(J.~,') ~.".:i:h . .:-:~(:~:; <,n 0 nd ·~:h e I[.! j.(k1'I'! 
." r' I 'P f\ 1' ...• "1'· ... ( . '" .. ,.; (' • r" J or t.p,1C£~i)S, ~ . .t_:~; L.~\.i.-'~' rcl.'~ .... :/ L\.";i!.. >i'~ (1130 L<;C:YC'; 
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pre fer!') to ignore hili].32 

When Michael comments on the trompes being a ~oor 

tailor, he retorts: 

If it's a poor tailor lorn, I!m thinking itWs a poor herd 
does be running back and forward ofter a little handful of 
ewes the-way I seen yourself running this day, young fellow, 
and you coming from the fair.(47) 

Michael admits his problem: 

It's no lie he l ! telling, I w~s destroyed surely ••• 
ThGY 'y/ere thcd; \1i1 fIJI the), '.-,ere running off inh) o(,e mcm i s 
bit Qf hoy, and tumbling into ·the red bogs till it's mere 
like a pack of old goats than sheep they were • ~ • 
Mountain ~wes is a queer breed, Nore BurkA, and I'm not 
used to them at 011.(47) 

Skelton reqards the sheep imag.a:r-y thl0li~)ho,"l"t the pl.ay 

as suggestive of sex. 

lecheruus, and the jl1xtaposition of the phrase imountain awes~ 

., with the name of Noro find~ Nora"~; response 

11 . . " t equa ,.)/ SJ.gtH·, 1.cun : 

There's no one can drivtJ 0 mountoin 8\,e but the men do be 
reared in the Gl.en Nalu:::e, I've;! heard th(~l'; soy, {lnd cibove 
by Rathvonrw, ond the Glen Iwna.l, men -Lhe like of Patch 

(47-'\ Darcy • • •• I 

32This underplaying of the sexual implic(1~ion-of Nora and 
Nichael ti s relationship is even m()re app(jrc-~nt ",hon co;npr]:.-.ing this 
scene to the similar one in Pat Dirane's story (Thn Aran Islands, 
CH, II~72): liThe young mon Hent .in ond the ',VOll,em ';;;~0J*~~:';~~'~;~-~;;tch 
the dead man. A while after she got up and 'Stranger,' suys she, 
v I v m goin[~ in to gc:t the rcmdJe Olit of the rOOlllj I ~ !;i t.hinking 
the young rna:', Hill be asleep by this time.' She \-ferd~ into t~lC 

bedroom, but the diviJ u bit of her come back. 
"Them t:~e dead mtJn got up f cmd he i:ook one sb ci<, aile 

he £love the oth6r to rlyl:,('~l L ~'IC' Ilf:nt in ami Vie SC\·I the;:! lyi!lH 
together wi~:h her f:8nd or. his (II'Pl." cr. G.Lf' Hoyd ::;,m::,~_f 

p. 321; 80yJ r f_(~.n.~::;.!:!;~~:E~;D:' p, 94; Pric,0 1 p" 9; 
Ge:rst(;nbcr~~()~rf p$ 3b~ 

33 
SkeJ.t(~,n f p., 59 6 



Skelton says that it is .impos~;il:le n(lt to rqjt1::.:d Potch Darcy I 

whom both No~a and the tramp admire, as 

the "herd" \>,ho had shmm himsel f most capable of 
controlling that wild lI moun tain ewe,l! Nora, and keeping 
her from other men's I'oots Ii and Hhoy. 1134 

Although the shE,ep references and imagery could have several 

connotations, they imply life itself and the cttitudetowards 

it rather than sex each time. NOT'(,l Sf.JyS thClt Dan "sti ffened 

hiwself oui: the like of a dead shcep!:;(3S) Il s tiffened,H 

admi ttedly I has phnllic yonnotc1i: j ons I but not iil -this context 

where the operative \vord is "dead. /I The tramp says thOat he 

was passing below on a dark night the like of this night, 
and the sheep were lying under the ditch end everyone of 
them coughing, and choking, like an old m0n, w5th the great 
rain and the fog ••• (39) 

He ols<) tells Nort~ that 

it's fine songs youWll be hearing when the sun goes up, 
and there'll be no old fellow wheezing the like of a sick 
sheep close to your enr.(57) 

Where is the sexual implication here? 

Dan suspects Nora of unfaithfulness and turns her out 

not after she has revealed a string of affalrs but after she 

has spoken of her dissatisfaction with him and her yearning for 

the company of others - the i!othersH happening to be younGer men; 

her loneliness after DarcyUs death stemmed from the absonce of 
'15 

his companionship not of his sexual attributes. u Dan i,g jealou~; 

34ibid ., p. 60. Donna Gerstenberger (ppo 38-39) says: 
'!Patch Darcy Idas a good shepherd f an ob L~ ilion i"i -::h the r~!ourdoai~l 

ewe, t:10 animal which causes Michael Dara such ~ymbolic and actual 
di fficulties. 1f But she dOf's not c:xl::dclT! ':lhot, tOeSC Hsy!;,bo:Lic '1 

difficJlties are. 
35 

NorCl. does not confe:::s ta the tJ."'::-!lllt.i that ~,;he Phad been in 
love v;ith the dece l.1sod Patch U·;1\,CV f~-:i(~f "c~ t,loi n c'-.linE:,d bl! Ga~',sne:(f I L:~ .. :/ r .) '"." 0"..' )' 
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of her attraction to these men, but his decision to order her 

off also lies in his realization that he is inadequate and that 

. the difference between them cannot be reconciled. Sexual 

connotations can be found in Nora I s "wcmting ll t·'1ichael and in 

her admitting to him that she is "after knowing H many meno 

But why must one look for a double ~leaning here when. other 
36 evidence is to the contrary? 

Nora agrees with Michael that, paradoxically, because 

of her isolation and utter loneliness, she has been acquainted 

"lithrnany men; - she has sought their fricmdship to assuage her, 

misery in solitude: 

It~s in a lonesome place you do have to be talking with 
someone, and looking for someone, in the evening of the 
day, and if it's a power of men I~m after knowing they 
were fine men, for I was a hard child to please, and a 
hard girl to pIcose l~!2~·1.~?2.1S.~~J~L.bi:!':!_£..liJ:..11P ~~ .. t~:,E!ili7, 
and it~s a hard woman I am to pl0use this day, Michael 
Dara, and itis no lie, I'm telling you.(49) 

Evidentl~ she longs most for company at the end of the day 

b~fore Dan returns and when she has, probably, finished most of 

her household chores. Her warning that she is hard to please 

3680urge0.15 (pp. 148-49) comments: 'INora is certainly tllA 
most vitally arresting figure. Hers is less the love-yearning 
of the woman who knows the world sexually than the poetic desire 
for the something new or exciting which may relieve the 
oppression of solitude. • •• The shattered ideals Dnd thwarted 
aspirations of all humanity speak through Iler as ~he sits an 
inscrutably sad womCln nbove the ruins of the Horld. B 

Donna Gerstenberger (p. 35) notes th'.ll: lithe innocence of the 
character of Nora Burke makes it clear that it is not sexual 
conquest she seeks; nor mere security any longer, but, il1stel1d t 

hU!TI(JIl con:ponjonship und j.maginutive ful filmenL I! 
The rolo of I'Joro on the stege has CCllJso::.!d differences in 

interpretntion both in acting end in criticism: Bouraeois 
(p. 148! nn. 2 and 3) remnrks thct tkd.n;: 0 'Neill play:d N:::.'rl'l os 
a 14omc:n 1\1ho knol{s thf! \vo.;:-ld sexuallY'1 II \Jhere(.!s Noire Nic 
SH,d-'!11r j·;n!1 "trc><:;","~! ['.0·1' Hp ,-,,.,·t'·l',-: rln"l're H, ,"'.n th'" c·on+"Cl'·V I ~ .. ":,~ ..... • ,,-, '._ .;-..; f ..;.:}. ...... _ • .., ..... t~.. .• v.~ • ..., '-"" , \.. ~ t! ~ -..' I ...... " i ~.... l.. ........ ~. / f 

(~- I (" I ( . '-'1 ' I'· i • . }ri::0ne onG .J'Ceplens p. J.:.)v) soy t'le J.o·;:.ler s tf;!rpl'·,:)tcii.1Nl 
• '1 r. .,,,, ," . ,'-- c (I J...: -::.. .. 1:-...... r J ~ t 1: r..t J r i + I 1 ~ 1 
J .. 11iL J.() I..,-,U Ul" OlJ, .. I.Lenl~·:;i \·:qJ.Cn \~c.UJ.'_., SUCFJ(;;S (; TfH.l ,_ sne /21'ipnCi~;:I.Z'~( 

the scxuul a~;p<;ctf end tho"C j':(d.ly ld.lgo,:") lj~(11.n::; O£:.\dlII "te,!'!(":) 

de "\'In the r. (;LO l.i: C ~~:; :;.:--: (;X U'~.: J.. cbfJ.1.1 i~.~i '! C(:' 0 n c! efr::)hci S i z,~-;J ~.~ i~: j' f:"13 fi:F) ','J 1" :1:~}<~: I :l. t :'1" y t~ 
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• seems to have some foundation :Ln that she has all'(~ady spoken 

of her discontent with Dan; but, again, this is not to be taken 

as connoting the sexua~ because she has never been easily 

satisfied, even as a child. 

In describing her reason for marriage - security -

another facet of Nora's character is suggested: her fear of old 

age: 

~~rhat way would I live and I an ,21d vlOrllon if I didn ~ t 
marry a man with a bit of a form, and cows on it, and 
sheep on the back hills? L!talics odde£7(49) 

Michoel immediately considers the econorillC aspect of marriage, 

but Nora continues: 

I do be thi~king in the long nights it was a big fool I 
was that time, Michael Dara, for what good is a bit of a 
f(nm \<lith cows on it, ond 3neep on the back: hills;, when 
you do be sitting, looking out from a door the like of 
that door, and seeing nothing but the mists ro~ling down 
the bog, and the mists again, and they rolling up tha bag, 
and hearing nothing but the wind crying ~ut in the bits of 
broken -trees Vlere left from the great storm, and the streams 
roar~ng with the rain?(49) 

Nora regrets her marr1age not merely because of her choice of 

partner but also because of her environment. She considers 

only the unfavourable aspects of the glen, a place of perpetual 

mist where even the trees cannot flourish. 

Michael does not understand her and 1S uneasy because 

he has "heaI'd tell it's the like of that talk )/OU do hear from 

men, and they after being a great while on the back hil1s"H(49) 

Nora W s talk is in keeping because she, too, has been 110. g:reat 

while" in the shado'W of the gleno Now she reveals that she, 

like so many of SyngeWs heroines, constantly reflects on the 

passing of beauty and the approach of old oge: 37 

37 She is not !la flighty g1 rl H (IS contE":nd~~d bv Grot.t:)n 
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dead he is or living?I!(53) 
45 

HOHe - p.oin ts out thClt Nora tuniS 

to him rather then to Michael. This implies that she realizD~ 

that Michuel is incapable of handling the situation and also 

that she is conscious that he has little to offer her in any Wqy. 

The tramp, who has refrained from interfering until now, 

suddcn:Ly defends Nora after Dan orders her to leave: 

It;s a hard thing you Ire saying, for an old man, master 
of the house, and what would the like of heE do if you 
put her cut on the roads?(53) 

This suggests his growing attraction to her; his sympathy 

with ~ler moods and fears makes his final invitation to accompany 

him all the more credible. Dan taunts his wife, aggravating her 

agony by throwing back her own 
46 

Hords: 

Walk out now, Nora Burke, and it1s soon you 5 11 be 
getting old with that lif(~f Pili telling you; it'IB soon 
>'our teeth' 11 be fGlling ond )/our hend I ~,.l De the like of (~ 

bu~h where sh&ep do be leaping a gap.(55) 

When Nora eventually looks at Michael, all 118 can suggest timidly 

is lin fine Union47below in Raihdrum. Ii (58) But Don contradicts 

him ",i-HI' v/hat seems to be grudging admirFtion ~ "The like of 
I 48 her would never go there.'1(55) Dan envisGges Nora's end but 

she retorts angrily with some of the spirit that. has been 

suggested: 

What way will yours~lf be that day, Daniel Burke? What 
way will you be that day an~ you lyIng down a long while 
in your grave? For it's bad you are living, and itls 
bad youill be when you're dead.(55) 

45 
Howe t p. 50 

46 
Cf. Corkery, p. 126 

47. . 
fhe 1t!orkhouse; cf. Henn, p. 324. 

48Cf. "The People of the Glen~:;f II CH II, 
as in the rest of Ireland , the union/ tilou9h 
refuge for the tramps and tinkers, is looked 
horx-br by the peasant. The ni(1dhou~:;e, ",hich 
is less dreaded.!! 
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of herr he "blathersH about "Hrend evenings" • 
she will experience in escaping the monotony of her present 

existence;- he tells her that she will not have to make herself 

old just by Hlooking on each day and it passIng • by', Ii and 

mentions the fine bird songs that will not be "talk of getting 

old" or like the sound of a wheezing old man. Nora is still 

not convinced however; "ISm thinking it's myself will be 

whoezing that time with lying down under the Heavens when the 

night is cold,"(57) she tells him, but she elects to go with the 

tx-amp (instead of by herself) because of his ufine bit of talk.!! 

Ccrkery finds it hard to reconcile Noro·s acceptance 

of the trump's offer 

with the woman who a few minutes before could not brook 
the idea of growing old without a b~t of a farm, and cows 
on it, and sheep on the back hills. J3 

He odds i:hClt tishe takes to t.he rood as if she had never indul~led 

. ,54 tl-,e Irish p<-Josont ~ s dream of stubili ty and comfort. I. Bui; does 

she? Nora tries cunning to win her way back, and when she 

realizes the h..ltili ty of this she predicts being "destroyed ll 

which oppresses her. Against its power she has tried to build 
barriers: a home with Dan; later, friendship with Patch, with 
others, now with Michael. But all in vain: the marriage is 
borren in every sense; Patch has gone mad and died; Michael 
feils her; and lonely and horrified, she gropes against hostile 
forces in a seemingly endless gloom. 

"The tramp provides the woy out. He kl10\45 nature in her 
many different moods and settings, and through patient and 
ardent intercourse has achieved a certain harmony with her, in 
which wonder and awe are mingled with understanding and love. 11 

Cf. also Ellis-Fermor, p. 168. 
53 

Corker}!, p. 126. 

54~b'.1·d.. Cf .. Pr·;_c·e. ( 12r.:.)) h " 'th C' k' .... . , __ " _ ,p.. .., 'd 0 olsagrees vrJ.· 0:, e:ty. 
Corkery (p. 127) says later f however ~ IlIn her we find no tn:-;ce 
ef this scorn for ·the peOSt"lnt I s dream of everlastinfoJ $tabili l:.y. 
iNhot \lie do find is the dream it~elff four sqlJCH'E' (;md well SOt.I~ 
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go off togetherl "not necessarily tooo life of S.ln but to one of 
77 

liberty. Ii A valid opinion c{)mes from Ganz ~"ho comments tho t the 

tramp!s rhetoric does not r~ally answer any of the questions posed 

by Nora: 

When she and the tramp walk out of the cottage, leaving 
behind them the blind acquisitiveness of Dan and Michael, 
they cannot in reality walk out into the world of beauty 
where age and decay are obliterated by fine songs and the 
d.sing sun ... that \t.fOrld It/hieh has been envisioned b}! the 
tramp. They can, in fact, only walk out on to the roads 
of Ireland where beauty, as Nora seems to recognize, is as 
much slIbject to destruction as it is i,-. t.hl~ cottage. B78 

Several critics have commented on the -!:ra~;ti.c element 

in The Shadow of the Glen. ~_," ___ ._ ........ o ....... ~.,,,,,,,,, ..... ,,, __ :, ....... _ .. Boyd ceLlIs the play lie characteristic 

tragedy in miniaiure,n79and Howe talks about Nora 2 s !!personal 
80 81. 

tragedy. II Henn po~nts out that the play is neither comedy nor 
,., r\ 

tragedy but has elements of both, 

comic 1 and Corkery says: 

i"'( / 
Sk:el ton >refcrs to it C!$ tro9i-

In his elaboration of the character of the womon, Nora 
Burke, Synge introduced so m~ny elements that wer~ contrary 
to the spirit of the comedy that 8~e scarcely knows whether 
to call his play tragic or comic. v . 

He adds that the melancholy in Nora '!conflicts with the mood 

of the tale; it·is thi~ incongruity that keaps the ploy 
84 

swinging between comedy and tragedy. Ii In disagreeing with 

Corkery, Price comments: 

77' b "d J. ~ • I p. 14. 
78 

Ganz r Ope cit., pp. 60-61. 
79 Boyd, 
80 
. HOHe, p. 113; 
8.L~ L' 

II Em n f p. 27. 
82~1 ,'~. ~ p. 57. :::'Kcl ... od; 

p~ 321. 

cf. also Howe,p. 58. 

Cf. also Collins, 
83C . lA4 orkery, p. L·. 

g4 .. 
lbJ.d" r p. 125. 

op. cit*'*f p. 291. 
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whatever prlee is to be paid for it. Unlike Maurya of 
Riders to the Sea she cannot resign herself to her fate. __ ~_$oo""'."""""-"""_~' .... 

Unlike the Douls in The Well of the Saints she cannot lose ---""'--_ .. .....--... _ ... _"' .......... _ .... -
herself in deliberate fantasy. Nor can she, like Sarah 
Casey of .~i.12,~r'~~le~1d~n.9.! rebel completely against 
the conventions, for her upbringing has not been that of 
a tinker girl. She has not the ruthless idealism of 
Pegeen Mike in search of her hero, for unlike Pegeen Mike 
she is sure that all. her opportunities have been lost. 
She is, more than any other of Synge's heroines, a trapped 
and bitter figure, and the ironic note upon 'rthich the play 
ends is itself a tribute to that turbul<::llce of spirit \/hich 
91 yes her heroic stature eVE'n while :i. t i~iOy also underline 
her morel frailty.97 

Nora Burke is a woman, bczicclly Glone, who cannot find 

anybody to provide her with all her need~; she is sensitive to 

nature but cnnnot appreciate its finer aspects; she is consciou~ 

of the decay of beauty and the enc~oa~h~ent of age, but cannot 

stop the years p.assing by; v.!hon :.,he f ind'.s ccmpanionship in 

herdsmal f they are partedi Hhen she meet3 s0mebody vho 

understands her fears, he cannot provide hor with the roots she 

wants so earnestly; in the end, she loses initi.utive and must 

do as her husband orders! follow as the tramp requests. Nora 

Burke is defeated in all her attempts at a better lifeo She 

is a woman frustrated. 
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life is 0 bad one for the voice, it ~s a marvellous one for 

the skin. ;1ctd:in I "Iho no\-! appeOl"S to doubt tha t his vii fa 1.8 

comely, continues to tease her: 

T do be thinking odd times Ide don't know ri9htly ",hat way 
you have your splenJour, or asking myself, maybe, if you 
have it ~t all, for the time I was a young lad, and hod 
fine sj<J~rti it ~"as tho ones ",ith S'deet voi,;cs were the 
best in face.(71) 

Macy defends herself because the merr continually 

cc:apliment h:)1' on her looks and,. she reminds t/lar-tin, Hit "ielS 

~the beautiful dark \<Iomon; i they did call mG l.n Bnllinatone/ 1I (73) 

but he covnto:::s ",i th Holly Byrne I s opinion t.hat she is 111i ttle 

more than a fright."(73) Again she finds an excuse - Molly 

was jealous because limmy the smith was praising her hair which 

Mary obviously regards as har mOln attraction. 

only th0se who are kind to her: 

Ay, jealous; t1artin Doul r and if she vf('Jsni.t itself, the 
young and silly do be always making game of them tho·t's 
dark, and they~d think it a fino thing if they had us 
deceived, the way we wouldnVt know we were so fine-
looking CIt all. I L~·h~_ .. e~~_!2.~?E~2~to_l.~.E...i..r~..s.~J.d.1;.~ 2 . 
.s:..£!!1pl Ci~:~!2.!. ~.i12 s -I: ~ r ;::.~~~..2!!22.i.1:!. S2_~1' .J~.~i2:_~?£lY k.2!i.!.~~.r. 
.r:E.n.(ts.: I (73) 

The irony is that Mary is deceived, not by the Ilyoung 
I 

and silly" !'tiolly but by' the rest. She is convinced that s*e 

is lovely. Martin, who evidently has been told of his ownl 
I 

good looks, desires visual confirmation - he is not as easiiy 

satisfied as his wife: 

I do be thinking in the long nights it'd be a good thing 
if we could see ours(:lv('}s for one hour I or a minute 
itself, the way weWd know surely we ~ere the finest ~anr 
and the fines"!: -,loman, of the seven counties of the easi:. •• 
L:i!-<tt.£E;b:7 th::;n the seeing robb1e beloH might be destroyl119 
their souls telling bad lies, and we~d never heed a thing 
thp.y 1 d soy. (73) 

~br ~in 1 s reference to 'Ithe ~;ee.1ng 1:C1bble [;e10i'/" reveal;.; a 

certQin ~;ension beh!(;c:n -the si~jhtsd ':inc! the bline!. The couple 
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1 
ore "uni ted III the foce of the rc:st. of 'nonkind, n" un 

endorsed by Mary who reprimands him for doubting: 

. . 
liilpreS~:J~on 

If you weren!t a big fool you wouldrlit heed them this hour 
t'1ortin D.:'ul r for they ~ re 0 bad lot thOSF.: thot hove their 
sight, and they do have g:r.eai.: joy r the U.r.H:' they do be 
seeill0 a £P~and thing, to let on they don ~t see at a11( and 
to be telling fools' lies, the like of what Molly Byrne was 
telling to yourself. (73) 

Molly is a subject of contention. Martin, who points 

out that "she1s a beoutiful SHeet voice r lt (73) the opposite of 

HIt should 

be C! fine soft, round \yO!'Hm, liftl thinking 1:fould have (j voice the 

like of thnt. " (73) Mary, shocked at his implied lust, puts for~Grd 

her vie\J.: 

Let you not be mindin';j if it ~ s flat or rounded she is r for she' s 
a flighty, foolish woman you III hear when you 1 re off a long 
way, and she making a greet noise and la~ghing 01 the well. (71) 

The blind woman shows some jeGlousy here, appearing to resent Molly, 

probably because of the ullflatt0r~ng things the girl hus seid about 

her; it 1S also suggested that she reg6xd~ Molly as a rival. Mary 

talks I!b:ii.:teJ~l"iI of her Hloud b;:aY'ing laugh," adding; ._~<_,_L 

Ah, shevs a great one for drawing the men, and youEll hear 
Timmy himself, the time he does be sitting in his forge, 
getting mighty fussy if sheill come walking from Grianan, 
the way you till hear his breath going, and !le wringing his 
honds.(73-75) 

Appropriately, Mary judges others on what sho hears in referring 

to Molly's flirtatious nature. Martin, who observes that the 

men react di fferently to hi.s wife, ;~r!]pl.ies that tho)' eI,) not find 

her as attractive: 

Itve helJrrl hin; say c pm4er of ti,oc!:>,. it's not:h;;.Il(; (11: Gl! . 
., !"l e :1 S \.'{h i' '·1 "')1; ,.. ('" 11"''' "': t .'.1_ e·' c: rl" 0 "I'~ "'('U ,_·,,~.,d ~,: , .. ".. ."! . 
.;;.) • •• ~p • I ~,I ) t.", "J .. ,).....- _. " "", J.. U t..l I .;J .1 ", ,;: ~ ':, w ~ ..... t 

neve.c heard an}' man!;:, brcoth getting i..!:lc'Jsy tiE" t:iJ11G hr,-' ~J 
be looking on you~se]f.(75) 
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The opposition here is between ,,,hat. is told ond what is 

overheard. Martin cannot relate the two but Mary, as always, 

finds a r~ason for the discrepancy: 

lim not the like of the girls do be running round on the 
roads, swinging their legs, and they with their necks out 
looking on the men.(75) 

Although she describes herself as coy, even if sh~ wore not she 

could hardly romp about like the others, whom she disparages 

once more: 

Ah, there~s a power of villainv walkinq the world. Martin J _ • 

DDUl f omong tf10i:l that do be gadding around, 'vJith their 
gaping eyes, and their sweet words, and thoy with no 
sense in them at 011.(75) 

Martin agrees but admits that he has been told that llit~s a 

9 an rf thO to'] 11' ~I ·,'r,a~1 H('j-r.:) +0 r ..... - lng 0 see young gJ.r .. wC'L(.lng \,ne "-,J U r <oJ v 

which Mary responds by slighting the seeing once more: 

You ~d be CiS bad as t.he red: of them if )IOU had yOUI' 

sight, and I did well surely, not to marryu seeing 
men - it's scores would have had me and welcome - for 
the ~ecing is a queer lot, and youijd never know the 
thing they'd do.(75) 

It is rat.h(~r doubtful ,-"hether lisco:res" hClve de::,~,n:;d MClry f even 

if they have praised her. She is either lying to make Martin 

value her even more I or f more likelYe imaginin!j tiled: she is s!) 

admired, bocause she believes firmly in her attractivene~&. 

Hhen Martin hears sOiTiebody approaching; t'lary craftily 

advises hiding the pith in order to Hin sYlnpathy ond money f but 

their visitor is Timmy the smith, end Martinrs explanation for 

not :recognizing his footsteps is because tlli:'; muchc--me,'i"tioned 

Molly is not with hi!n, suggesting thu·t the begger listens for 

her. He comments: 

, It IS C! fe~'1 times I: vc: h(·~a:rd you \'lcilkiIl9 up thE, like 
of that, as if you I d Inet a thing "'/0 S !'l ~ t right und you 
coming on the roud.(75) 

Timmy, of course, has come to tell them abo~t something thoti 

.' 
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seeing ourselves this day. Oh, glOl:"Y be to God, is it t:rue 

surely?II(81) ~ary is more concerned with being seen: 

Maybe lid have time to walk down and get the big shawl I 
have below, for I do look my best, IUve heard the~ say, 
when IWm dressed up with that thing on my head.(SI) 

Molly Byrne and Bride arrive, Martin recognizing the 

walk of the former who is filled with her own importan~e: 

God bless you, Martin. I've holy water here from the 
grave of the four saints of the west, will have you cured 
in a short while and seeing like ourselves.(83) 

Timmy inter:C!JP-cs her f astonis:led thai: the saint has left the 

holy water with them, but Molly explains: 

The lads told him no person could carry them things through 
the briars, and steep, slippy-feeling rocks he'll be 
climbing above, so he looked round then, and gave the 
water, and his big cloak, and his bell to the two of us, 
fo~ young girls, says he, are the cleanest holy people 
yoold see h'(lIking the \wrld.(83) 

Molly must be telling the truth - there 15 no other way they 

could have obtnined the wo'ter. The saint's attitude uppears 

rather ~uIve, especially in the l{ght of Molly1 s malicioub 

behaviour lcn:er, but, os Herm points out, this is lithe 

.t • l' f th d f" '. 11
9 ""1 b l' convenLlona Vlew 0 e goo ness 0 vlrglnl~y.· rcry e leves 

she know:; better: "Hell, the saintls a simple fello\v f and it¥s 

This could also be c stab at Molly. 

The girl gives Martin the can and both he and Mary 

shake it; it is notnble that the water still '!works" after this. 

Martin's thoughts immediately turn to women: 

Well,' isnWt ,it a great wonder the little trifling thing 
would bring seeing to the blind, and be showing us the 
big ",omen and th8 young girls, ~:md t111 the fine things 
is walking the world. (8S) 

9 
H ,~·· r ..... t:::r.:: . ",,/I If 1"0 ;,;;.;. 

,t~ : 
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and Hortin admits that he knows l.ittl e of Mary i" being "destroyed 
• 

this day waiting to look upon her face. 1I (87) 

plaintively that he has touched few faces IIfor the young girls 

is 

she 

mighty shy,II(87) ~1ary mocks him, but wi·th good humour as 

is also excited about regaining her sight: 

Isn't it a queer thing the voice he puts on him, when 
you hear him talking of the skinny young-looking girls, 
and he married with a woman he's heard called the wonder 
of the western world?(87) 

The derisive epithet "skinny" to describe the girls further 

reveals the vanity of Mary who allows no competition. 

Significantly, when Martin contemplates her qualities he 

mentions hex yeilovi hair before "her whit€~ skin j cmd her b.:.L~J 

eyes are a wonder, surely."(87) 

As they hear the saint approach, the byplay stOPB, and 

v/hen he arrives the two pure maidens are standing 1l.92E'.'..~!..~~£L)!.". II 

Surprisingly, it is f'1artin, not I\kn:y, who is h:oubled 

about appearances now: "Will he mind the way we are, and we not 

tidied or washed cleanly at, 011?11(89) But Molly explains that 

the saint is not concerned with such things. 

Timmy introduces the couple, mentioni~g their 

cheerful raillery and happiness: 

• They do be always sitting here at the cross1ng of 
the roads, asking a bit of copper from them that do pass, 
or stripping rushes for lights, and they not mournful at 
all, but talking out straight \vi th a full VOlee and making 
game with them that likes it:(89) 

He is lying in order to help the Dauls as he and Martin have 

quarrelled in the past few minutes, Mary has turned on Holly, 

and, hlhen he arrived wi til the ne'ws, Martin put on 1I£'2:~.ru:Li;E~9. 

. H(-Ih.,)12 VOl.ce. ~ 

l2Henn (po 335) notes after th1~ speech: 
delicately from time to time the hoppineS$ of 

IIC"11g'''' '''nl,~i''n·-';z,."s ... JY ", ~ \ ... t"~i",", ...,.,~ ... '.J"" 

the couple before 
they recover their sight." This is evident but Nann disregards 
the f~]sities in this instance. 

- - - -- - : i' 
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to the::1 

blind man and the ma~ of God GO into the church. The saint 

fO,l'bids the others to folIo''] ~ 

Stay back where you ore, for I~m not wanting a big crowd 
m(dcing It/hi;';.J'::en; in the ch.n:ch. Stay back there, I'm 
saying, end youlJ do well to be thinking on the way sin 
!ws brought blindness co -the W'o.rld, and to be saying a 
prayer for your own sakes against false prophets and 
heathens, and the words of women and smiths I and all 
knowledge that wculd soil the soul of the body of a man.(9l) 

The villagers os w811 os the Oouls suffer from a blindness not 

they CCHl1l0t pETcei VEl the goodness of God and 

unde:rs t.elnd Ii ttlG of tlH~ :..;piri tUGl _. hence, their emphas is 

th::Oll~jhout the 1.11.:'1 0'1 o\r~e,T. bGw,.:ty nl ther than on the b,;auty 
, .') 

f' ! , "J ',. ,,- d, . , ..... . t , • .tv D 'I . . 1" • .. • II' o rh)",_n\;:.s~ an Pl.:, ,1!-/. ' CI.H)".f:-·::lE'.:.l.Lngs ore l,mp ... lCJ. ,; :tn .; llS 

Martin and Mary mu~t fight lQter, not because he reveals God's' 

will but because he uncovers q d15ngreeable world; tho heathens 

are the Douls who upset the villagers by pointing out physical 

d0fects i 'tihose Ii fe of the; inwg ination the others canrwt 

cornprehond: and vtho f::.ncdJ.y th~{Qrt the sninti lithe words of 

','orner·, C~lnr.,j ~~""II.l·t'-I':::" (!re ,t·,'l,'l")',~,~, of "]'O'lv an'" '!'~w'I-ll" 1"r1 pat't' ;""U.L',,!·,· bq-!-,... .. .,!i~ _ ,,,_ 1.1.,1", .,;..1 .""',)', ........ , " ..... ,.~ 

also of tho others who help build the Douls' illusions ~ 

13r ,,,,c·-. Eck' "'v (op Cl··C. P 1°1') pOl·n·t'~ OIJt ""'n"'o\- "+l1e \J f ..... 1 # 1:..,;. .1.. \.:, "I • $ • L. It J . ,$ .)'.~ ~~ ... ..:J • l. U t... 'i.,.o 

ChristiCin metaphor of the ~"olll (is Ho.t'old Bayley cxploir.s it, 
Wthat Jesu is a Well, the Huel or Water of Salvation, the 
opener of blind eyes,' is net only totally lost on these blind 
folk of Leinste:r, but ctl:::.o the X'Crh)oi:cd structurol insis tonce 
upon phvsical ~ not spiritual - beauty conveys the impossibility 

,.. '! . . I' t . 1/ I")' , . '.1 L' • 01 'ClOll" g'COSplrlfJ CWS'~:t:(i,: 'lC'~"i. j,re she IS mlS l.aKen .Hi S("j}'ln~J 

(p ] (~5) ·1·hCj+ 111.1.,(_, "" :,\'C '111'111.--,,1"1': -l':al'l~ l"n ·t!l<'o1ogy 1 ...... ,c,..'IJSe !1A t'I ... , • .... lo t-, ,~~ ",,' \..,."! ,j, i . _~ I' ~ '" ,.L . ...... . J i ' .... .,1.. \. ,J ..... \ ... 1 .... ~ ..... 

stresses th~~ phy~;i.cql cure, not -the spiri tval Cine • • • • II 
The scini: empha~izes both. 
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It'd be a fine ·thing if some one in this place could 
pray the J.ike of llifil! for II Tn thinking the vf(Jte:c from our 
OWl LIE:~ssed well. '-'Quid do !:.ightly if tl man kncH the ~JC1y 

to be soy ing pJ:wyers i and th en the.co ~ d be no call to be 
b~inging water from that wild place, where, I§m told, 
there Gr~; no de,~:ent l-;,)!Jses I or fine-looking people Qt 
,.,J" (91) 16 U ...... , e '\ J 

The last· part of the speech underlines her !l1c.1tcrial outJ.ook and that 

she values outer, rather than inner, beauty. 

Timmy is perturbed because he fears Martin's reaction on 

~ e e i n 9 his \,:;0. f e : 

T! ._. m 
HOS 

she 

-~h.i.nking it ',J(1$ bud work ' ... ·e did Vlhen we let en she 
fine-laoki~gf ard not a wrinkled wizened hag the way 
.i s • (91-. 93 ) 

He blGlil8s himself and the othe~cs fer buildinf.l the DouJ.s ~ il.l!vsions, 

but ~iClt S.I.mon puts fo;n>wrd on opposing vie'v/! ;)\1hy vlOvld he be 

vexed, clnd ~,'e a;-1;er uiving him greot ;ey (.,md pride, the time he 

,,,.,,_ ,1":rL.'/\i(03)' 17 
\1\ "".j ,~ _~ ........ n." \ :; 

Molly is described at this point as sitting in Maryi s 

seat and tidying her hair. Th " '1' l' . . ... . 15 1S symoo~lca_Ly slgnltlcant 

a~ well as dramatically important, implying that beauty is 

transient and decay awaits all. Molly, who has yellow hair, 

i~ occupied with it just as Mary, 1n whose place she ~S, is 

alwaY3 busying herself with what she believes is her own fai~ 

h(lir. This suggests that the lovely girl will become like the 

ugly 'Vloman. Molly rem~rks cynically: 

16G E k l ' . . , 9.1i.) h . . k . -I'vee .f:: . ey top. C.lt., p. 1. '. I 'II 0 loS m.lsta 'c,m In 
ascribing this spc0ch to !':la1'Y f says that "this judgment puts 
prayers on the level of incantations.1i 

17Hcnn ~ s :."enH..1rk (po 33.5) that in these hlo speeches "are 
the hiO essences of the si tuat.ion f H is valid -cega~nlin~J the dual" 
nature of illusion present throughout the play: it brings both 
happiness and misery. 
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If it:'s vexed he is itself, helll. hove o~:he:c things now 
to th ink Otl (l;S \·",:11 .~! s h is Vii f e,and ',,,he t does (my man 
care for a wifc, when it1s two weeks, 0r three, he is 
l('}~!~'l'~g (II' La_ fnr~?(93)18 ~_., _ '-J ' ... ,I "11~,._". ~..,...v .. 

Mat Siman misguidedly agrees with 

Thatis the truth now, Molly, and it's more JOY dark Martin 
got fro!'! the lies we told of thot hug is kn801ing by the 
perth, th(ln you:r (l~m OHm Hill get frem you) dCIY or night, 
and he living at your side.(93) 

The vain g1rl becomes abusive "at this personal remark: 

Let )iOU not b£)i::cdJdn(l, t·1at Simon, for j.t's not yourself 
will be my ~on: though you'd be crowing end singing fine 
songs if yould that hope in you at 011.(93) 

Martin's first words on being cured are in prClse of 

God - he is ecst~tic: 

Oh, glorj b0 to God, I see now s~rely •••• I see the 
v;aJ.1s of i:!-":e church, I.md the green bit~ of ferns in them! 
und youri;elf, holy father, ond the ~re(;!t '.fidth of the sky.(9~i) 

In c brilliant touch, us he pcssps Mary . . 
he .1S described as 

At Hrst 

sight he is repul:3ed by her, even ",ithout realizing who she 15. 

On thinking Molly to be Mary he waxes lyrical, 

thanking God for allowing him this sight: 

Oh, it was no lie thay told me, Mary 00u1. Oh, glory 
to God and the S0ven saints I didn't die and not see you 
at all. The blessing of God on the water, and the feet 
carried it rouilc! through the land. The bles·.;ing of God 
on this day, and them_that brou\Jht me the sQint, for it's 
~jrand hair you hove .6b.~.l~.~~qcl.i..-!~,J;.i~'2.f.!!..~, 

lR 
uCorkery (p. 176, n. 1) says that Synge should not have 

allO\vcd fvlolly this expression: "A young, f:ine .• loo!dng gi:d J 

abovt to bo married, would not allow herself to think such a 
thought, let (11.)ne exrress i 1:. II But the first: indication thut. 
t'!,)lly (lnd Tinl!.iY hCl'le decid,,·d to rrlo;;ry comes on.ly in Act II (109) i 
there is no eviJence that they are betrothed now. Even her 
(If.'xt speech '.1h.';)"[e sh(~ tel:Ls r'lnt Simon thu-c he \-lill not be II'.n: 

nan does no·t ilf:ply therc she has he<;-'n "IOn by Til!11ii)' yet. 
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ona soft skin, cmel eyes ",culd nwke the sC'ints, i.f th(:)y \,ore 
clark awhile and seeing agein, fdll down out of the sky. • • • 
Hold up )/our heod f ~larYI the I;/CIY PI1 sec it's nellC':'- I am 
than the great kings of the east. Hold up your huad I~m 

saying, for itls soon you tIl be seei.ng me, and I not 0 bad 
one at 011.(95)19 

Nol1y shlltters this delusion in an instant: "Let you keep 0\ ... 01' 

from me, and not be soiling my chin. "(95) The 'dord "soiling I! 

alone implies thnt she not only regards herself as to~ good for 

him but also is revolted at his touch. The confused beggar 

turns to another handsome girl, Bride, remarking, as usual, 

first on her hair and then on her skin, but again he 15 r~jccteJ. 

The t.hix'd girl who ~s less lov8l~l s!J(:\gests in turn that he is 

not ClttrClctive: 

I never seen any person that took me for blind, and a 
seeing 11011;011, Ilm thinking, would never 'tfed the like of 
you&(95) 

The people, gl(-}eful at this f jeer.' tIt t<'lnrtin oHd delight in his 

be\" i1derment" In retorting, he calls attention to their 

appEarance: 

Where is it you have her hidden away? Isn~t it a black 
shame for a drove of pitiful beasts the like of you to be 
making game of me, and putting a foolvs head on me tho 
grand day of my life? Ah, yo~ire thinking you're a fint 
lot, with your giggling, weeping eyes, a fine lot to be 
making game of myself, and the woman 1 8 ve heard call.ed the 
great Honder of the west •••• (97) 

At which point the "grent wonder ,of the \1est" herself enters. 

They face each other and are stunned. 

19 -. ( 141 \ I III I' l . I Pr ]"ce ~p. ',i remarKS: !'~iW'L pOvier ane 1rony a~~e rl",re: 
the culmination of Martin(s hnppincss is at the same time the 
cul~ination of his delusion; his fervent thanksgiving und 
odmi:::Clf:ion ore soon tc turn to bitt8r rccrimination ond curses 
\·;hp'1 t:l"'" 'l:1'u"· h !-'"comE''' IT 0"111 ("In,j !-I'" '"('''']; ''''''5 .;.L'IC'+ l~(H' ·f,·nfl'! '"'''''i I'\('! , . . it. I..... , t... ....,)v . •• ";) .... l ... \i , .... ~ & \,; • ...... r;,,"~""""ho""'''' ~f.'{._ ... .t.. .', .... , W~-:7 .. _ •• j 

richer thor; the Girccd: kings of tho (~(1St he is po')rer than he 
ever "'OS.II 
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co:':]ploins about bod pay Clnd little food. The *wo men quarrel 

ana Martin compar0S his present life to that when he was blind: 

.• ~ It~s more I got a while since, and I sitting 
blinded in Orianan, than I get in this place, working ~6 
hard, and destroying myself, the length of the day. (103)L 

He insults Timmy, refers to his red nose and \o/otering eyes, and 

8(1,'& that he thinks II it 1 S well for the blind don I t be seeing the 

like of them grey clouds driving on the hill. 'i (105) Timmy asks: 

"ls it turning now you (u'c against your sight?I!(1.05) T!H~ 

question is ambiguous, implying both that Martin resents hiT 
I 

sight t1fld also that he is losing it. The smith adds that lIit l s 

~ power the saint cured .L~se their sight after 0 while - it~s 

wellyou"know Mary Doulvs dimming oga1n,II(105) which leads one 

to q\J~'S tion the vt::d.idi ty of the sa int - saints do not hove "half-

GIJ.t"A,;3" or perform temlJorary miracles. 

To her husband's discomfort Mary passes and Timmy is 

(HIiUSed bec0:.Jse Martin starts working. The smith remarks en 

i..his b,;t t'hny pretends not to notice r'lartin f asking iI.~iiJflx."; 

liOf what is it you're spedci.ng, Timmy the smith?a(.107) The 

DOllls hove stopped talking to each 0ther i and Mary walks Olrc 

pIoudl)i. 

i"lartin obse:rves that his 'wi fa cannot go two dnys 

without looking at him, but Timmy scoffs: 

Looking on your face is it? And she after going by \·dth 
her head turned the way you 1 d see a sainted J.o-dy going 
whexe there'd be drunken people in the side ditch singing 
to themselves.(I07) 

26Cf . the Blind Beqgarls remark in Yeats~s Th8 Cet end the 
... ... ~· ____ ,.."", ...... "_ ... t_",, ...... "",,,~~, .......... .."" ....,.1;._ 

.t19.2!l: 11Th ere is many gives marl':::! 1..0 the blind mati and hould give 
nothing but Cl curse t,; a ~"ho18 man.lI H~ 8~ Yeats l The Collected 
S).J.S!i'_~ (2nd cd: I London: f'iaclnil.lan I 1952) f p. 463, >~--,.;----.-"-

.,"'-. 
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There is ,irony both in the mention of ",the HSC1inted lad)! Iii os Ci 

t.rue saint ,{ould not pass by in such a Hay I and in the ..::omparison· 

. ,.1: lh:l""~" U I ,., ... )' with ~uch a person • Martin looks after her, revealing 

that he is the one who seems to be missing companionship. but 

he denies that she left him voluntarily: "You knO\·/ rightly! 

Timmy, it was myself drove her r.lway~II(109) 

Timmy re~arks that he and Molly, who is seen approachihg, 

are to be married by the saint. Martin, who wants to be alone 

with the girl, offends him again by drawing attention to his 

OPPCCIl"f.HiC6, ,and Ti!lHr.y replie~: 

She's ~o call to mind what way I look, and I after bui~4ing 
a housd with four rooms in it above on the hill ••• • LI 

But it's 0 queer thing the way yourself and Nary DouI are 
after setting every person in this place, and up beyond to 
Rathvanna, talking of nothing, and thinking of notbing, but 
the'Moy they do be lookln':1 in the face. • • • It 1 s the 
devil l s work you~re after doing with yourtclk of fine 
looks, and I'd do right, maybe, to step in, and wash the 
blackness from my eyes.(lll) 

l~he Hdevil f s work u of the Douls hus been caused b}1 the saint 1 s 

work, Wllich appears to have been wholly unsuccessful regar~ing 

-Lhe villagers: they have not washed the spiritual blackness 

from their eyes, are concerned with comeliness rather than with 

inner well-being, and have been made to see themselves more 

clearly but not in the way intended by the saint~ 

U ,. k MM' • '11' . 28 h b'" n.ll. e I'lcry, artln retalns an 1 USlon: e el1eves 

that h(~ can find happiness with (I lovely-looking girl - HT immy 1 s 

.! • f'" ,,29 M 11 B I \. t' t t oa~ous young 20ncee, lOY yrne. n s~ar· 1ng 0 caur 

her, Martin flatteringly tells her: 

27Mol.ly b . T' f' t . 1 seems to e marrylng 2mmy or ma.er~a_ reasons, 
just as Nora married Dan Burke for property. Cf. 0i II, 49; 
supra, pp. 90-91, 95. This contro3ts with Mary and Martin~s 
marriage which is based on 0 need of companionship~ Cf. Henn, 
p. 339; Gerstenberger, p. 60. 

2~L.r. P " 1"-' C, ~ r2ce, p. 't-/. 
29 Coxheacl p 
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, •• EVG1'Y -t:iw:) I :-H~t 111j' eyes on you! I do }.hj blessin£j 
the sClint.s I unci th(.; holy \fote:c I and the power of -r.he t.o;::c~ 

Alm.i.£jhty Hi th..:: heovens obo'lGc (1.ll) 

locking on a young ~1irl would tCClch olany to be saying their 

S!v~ has no sylT:pathy when he tells or h:l.S 

frustration while blind: 

That should have been a queer time for an old wicked 
coaxing fooi -to be sittin"g there with your eyes shut, and 
not seeing a sight of girl or wo~un passing the road.(113) 

• • It's of many a fine thi~g your VOlca would put a poor 
da::-k fello',-j l.n !!lind, and the day 1 1 d hear it, it":: of 
litt.le else at all I \·lOu.ld be tH.nl< ing. U13) 

if you tulk 1:0 me th(~ Li.ke (/ f that. l! (113) Martin objects to 

beinf:l rerru.nded of l'1ary "or that (lay (d.the:r Gt GriCH1(1il, j'(113) 

wh~ch gives Molly an opportunity for anot!lcr malic~ou3 comment: 

':1 \oms thi~k:ii1g it should be CI fine thing to put you in mind of 

'che doy you' cnl1ec: thG grand day of yO~;J:.· Ii Fe. iI (113) 

up hiz Clnd t'klry 'i s reaction on b,~ing cured; 

were 1,-token fl."oHi an almost bli:5sful world of "the imagination to 

a wretched one of s·tark, unavoidable reality: 

l"'""" 

G!:and day I is i t? LE.19.;tDti.y..::..l'L_£22.LIJ~b£9.~:l.na._~iE!£.._hi~~ 
~L~,_S.il~, ..... k}ai}.bLi.~£L:L~~J]~V Or (1 bad black doy when I 
\<iCI~ . roof,ed up GIld found I Has tho like of the little 
children do be listening to the stories of an old woman, 
and do be d~ecruing after in the dark night that it~s in 
grand houses of gold they are, with 5peckled horses to 
rido, end do be ,,.laking (JgGin, in q short vihilc, and they 
destroyed h'ith the cold, cmd the thOtc 1l dripping mClybe, 
and the starved ass braying in the yurd?(113) 

ltJhen i'1:.,.rtin sugge,;;ts once more that h.i.s t.houghts 

d'dull on her con', ton tly! N011y becomes interested J.n th 1:3 l:quocr 
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30 
by habit, and 

see Moll; as she reclly lS. The girl, 

belie'v' ~ng :"1 im to be going nlod: nIt I s the like of that talk 

I.' I.r: - I b ' . h' . d 11 ('1'" ,'I you IJ nCflr rrom '.J nKIn WGul( e J.os l.ng lS I.ll.n. . J.I ) 

Again Mariin uppeals to her to go off wit~ him: 

It!d be little wo~der if a man near the like of you 
would be losing hi~ mind. Put down your can now, and 
come along with my~01f, for lim seeing you this day, 
seeing you, mC1ybe f th0 \J.ay no man has seen you in the 
';-!orlel •••• Let you come on n0',1, I'm sayint'! to the 
l.w1d:; of :;:\;e.ragh WId the Reeks of Cork j wherf~ you won I t 
sst do~n ·th0 width of your two feet and ~ot be crushing 
f ii'h.i flO'I'Co'·r. Sf (.md nJl":lking S\;/eet smells i.n the aIr. • 0 • (117)31 

"fhese fine ~0rds only serve to scare Molly further and she 

She is not oble to appr8ciGh~ the 'world 

th Ncrti~ Gcnjurcs up fo~ ho~, being bound both tofimmy and 

But then, with such a figure 

(.;!.\:, l'icl:'Li.n ent1.cinlj hal") she cannot be blamed for rejecting Ilis 

vi:d./)!1 (md !-: ~"s values. She turns to Timmy I telling him of 

Leok on hi~ now, and tell me if that isn't a grand 
f01low to think he's only to open his mouth to have a 
fine WOMen, the like of me, ,running along by his heels.(ll?) 

30Cf'~ . b 60 
J • uaTsten erger, p. • 

31Corkery (p. 170) says that Martin makes love to Molly 
~\Ji" th siJch on int-ensi ty (mel passion as makes the love scenes 
HI ,I~.1.9--.f.~.(].Y.. seem the merest pJ'Jy-acting" n 

nit:! be~;gu"\:' is reminiscent of Yeats I s "\Hld Old \~ick(;:d Manu: 
Iii hClV'~ '/ihat no younH !;YJn can have 
Because he loves too much. 
~ords I have th~t can pierce the heart, 
til":: ~,.; I ':1 1: C(H' h ,.~ d {) blJ t ':;(lU (; h? II 

H. B. Yeats, .Th~,~.£~lJ..££!.::s!._p~r~~ (2nd cd.; Londor: t1fJI.~mi1.1an, 
'0"-") -v.: 7 C·f tI 3"'17 .!.}b! I p, '"" ., • j',enn, p. .J, 
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1.:33 . -
It's not 
to nie I' III 
fine care 

blind I'll be that time, and it won't be hell 
thinking, but the like of Heaven itself and it's 35 
I: 11 be 1:akill!~ the Lord Almighty doesn't knm.,.. (123) 

Martin and Mary go blind not because of sin but because 

of the cure being inadequate. Synge stressed this point in 

writing to Meyerfield on August 21, 1905: 

.1 agree with you that the way I have treated their going 
blind again is open to criticism, butlf I had taken the 
motive that their blindness was a punishment, I would have 
got out of the opirit of the play, or have fallen into 
neadless complications or commonplaces so I passed lightly 
over the matter as it was not really essential to what is 
most important in the play.36 

The setting of the third act 15 the same as that of 

the fir~t, eXc8pt that briars fill the gap in the wall. This 

symbolizes the Douls' knowledge of th8ir true condition, as 

d is-tinct frem the space in theIr sel f~"conception et::rlier. .j!J~t 

cs th0Y cannot escape from the saint through this gap but must 

find, another woy out .. so they ITII.}st find neVI illusions to overcome 

reality once more. 

MarYI who, unlike her husband, praised neith~r God nor 

his s~int on being cured, dolefully uses His name in her blindness 

which she finds worse now being unaccustomed to it: 

Ah, God help me •••• God- help me, the blackness wasn't so 
black at all the other time as it is this time and it's 
destroyed I'll be now, and hard set to get my living working 
uione, when itls few are passing and the winds are cold .• 
I'm thinking short days will be long days to me frcm this 

355ynge I;Jrote to t1eyerfield on September I, 1905: HAt 
the end of Act II you are right in supposing that Martin wishes 
to deceive God, ~Iis theology - folk-theology - is always vague 
and he fears that even in Hell God might plague him in some new 
\-fay if ho kne\" 'r/ht:lt on unholy j o}' t-1artin has found for himself. II 
V-l- R·· XTJ- T 69° Lr::.::::::!-,,:;;.<:'.'!.]-~, -.. I.- I (; • 

~{6", 'd 697 2.l)~ ., p. _ .. 
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-Unlet and I sitting here. not seel~lR Cl blink; or heclring 
a word, and no thought in my mind but long prayers that 
Martin Do~llil get his reward in a short while for the 
villainy of his heart. ltls great jokes the peo~le'll 
be mflking now, lim thinking, and they oassin~1 ~le by, 
pointing their fingers, maybe, and asking what place is 
himself, the way it 1 s no quiet or decency I'll have fro~ 
this day till 11m an old woman with long white" hair and 
it hlisHng from my brQ'-i. LI~!!:.,..:~~m~l:~s ~~~i th.Jl.e:l~~~:iE.' 
£rl.'i_:!:1:'~~"~~~~~~...!£il1~Jl!.i!\9d (125) 

She is lonely, but does not say that she is missing Martin; this 

iB implied, howevel:, .lr. her mention of otl:ers asking \'there he is -

she, too, would like to know. She fears cther& making fun of her, 

and, os so often with Mary, her thoughts turn to her hair. 

MartIn enters, cursing all in the name of the devil: 
I 
I 

The devil mend Nary Doul for putting lias on me 1 r.,md 
letting on she was grend. The devil mend the old saint 
for letti~g me see it was lies •••• The devil mend Timmy 
the smith for killing me with hard wo~k, and keeping me 
wi.th ari empty windy stomach in me, in the day and in the . 

"night. Ten thousand devils mend the soul of Molly Byrne 
.. LEAR.Y~l?OUL_I).9~~£!~~UJl_~~£.~£l7 and the bad \-licked 

souls is hidden in all the \-!Oil1C~n of the "Iorid. (125) 

Martin admits that he is lonely and wants companionship - even 

that of his wife, notwithstanding his knowledge that she is no 

.bauutiful women: 

It's lonesome I'll be from this day, and if living people 
is (l bad lot f yet H~ry Doul hersel f I (mel she a dirty I wrinklec!­
looking hag, \-Jar, better maybe to be 51 tting alone \-Ii th than 
n~ one at all. 1111 be getting my death now, lim thinking, 
sitting alone in the cold air, hearing the night coming, and 
the blackbirds flying round in the briars crying to themselves, 
th8 time you ill hear one cart getting off c long way in the 
east, and another cart getting off a long way in the west, and 
a dog b~rking maybe, and a little wind turning the sticks.(125-27) 

Ttlis dismal and deiolate picture reflects MartinIs state of mind. 37 

Mary is not afraid "of being by herself but he, whof~~cs losing 

37 . C r: I): 
! < I r . .i.ce 1 p. 152 • 

J 
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• 
If I am I'm bearing in mind I1 m marri0rl to a little dark 
stump of a fellow looks the fool of the wurld, and 1711 
be be~ring in mind from this day 
after making from hearing a poor 
her plClce.(127) 

the erect hullQbaloo he's " . 
wcman breathing quiet in 

Martin reminds his wife that she 18 no better looking 
. . 
ne·1.S; 

And you'll be bearing in mind, I'm thinking, whet you seen 
a while back when you looked down into c well, or a cleGr 
pool, maybe, when there was no wind stirring and a good 
light in the sky.(l29) 

In::d::~od of faltering or cont5.nuing to attack him, i"lory tells of 

being delighted on saaing her reflection: 

I'm minding that surely, for if I'm not the way the liars 
were say ir.g balm; I s?~en (l til ing In H.s.n .tioals put joy c'l11d 
blessing ~n my heart.(129) 

And II s he put.s her hord to he.r hair 1.:1'1Ui11# II 
_"'_t~~_~""' ____ ·· _---..~_~-...;t;C;I< ___ ... ~"''''~ Martin 1S convulsed 

at her remark: 

God help you, Mary Ooul , if you're not c wender for looks, 
yourre the maddest female woman in walking the counties of 
the eost.(129) 

i"klry, who rebuke!'> him, accepts that she is "0 vrinkled poor \Wff)C.lll 

1 ! . 1'1 t' " d h 1" f l! (J" 29\ .1.S .00(1n9 ~<e nree scorcs j mCiYbe, or "Cwo sco:ces an t:I (I , .-~ I 

as Martin describes her, but she denies that she is lying about 

being joyfu19 In explaining why, she puts forward her vis~on: 
I 
i 

For when I seen myself in them pools, I seen my heIr wdulci 
be grey, or white maybe in a short while, and I seen with it 
that I'd a face would be a great wonder when it'll have soft 
white hair falling around it, the way when lim an old woman 

. there ... lOn 1 i; be the lik'~ 0 f me surely in the seven counties 
of the east.(129) 

The holy water destr0ys Mary's original illusion, but the water 
"Q 

in the pool helps her create another image of herself.0. If she 

"10 
0#G~acA Eckley (op. cit., p. 197) deviates somewhat from the 

sub jec:t in sCiyin~J: liThe cle~:li1siligl restorative, (md preservative 
po~ers of water are, indeod, world-wicle; ond Syng~ combines in 
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She is looking forward to their life tcgethe~, the builJi~8 of 

illusions and s1uabblJnQ,43cnd laughs not only at the briaht 

futu~a depicted, but ~lso at themselves. Her comment r0veals 

her awareness that they are only talking themsalves it/to believing 

in their coming beauty. It is suggested that she knows that they 

ar:;) fooling thli;~mselves. 

That it is early spring is 1n keeping with the couple!s 

present mood: they experience a rebirth of vivid imagin~tion 

which leads to illusion ond JOY. This is further s1.sr;i ficcnt 

in the light of the play opening in late autumn, when the Douls 

have been follc~ing a relatively contented life for yeurs; the 

secorfd wct tokes pluce in Itlinter I when they er.e miserclb.le and 

their illusions have benn smashed. 44 

re;ltlrd their surroundinss I e;npho$izing th!'.1 goiety and S\-J(.:'!ctness 

f h .1 d 1 1 45 I • ! o t. e sounos an sma. Si as t~ey are carr1ea away O~ a wave 
"1~' 46 or _yrlCl.Sm: 

.r1 
''T''Synge wrote to M<')yorfield on Septemb'3J: 23, 1905 1 e,:~plain.ing 

that by "great talking / " Mary "means thc,t they l,o-d.l.l have i) good 
time talking (.md quarrelling I,li th each other r. 0 • • II ~0.!~~ ~"yi;e~, 
XIII, 100. 

441n noting that the season of the first act is late autumnf 
Henn (po 323) says that he does not think any symbolism is intendEd. 

4t:: 
~Cf. Howe, p. 42; Strong, p. 33; Henn, p. 339. 

46Donl10 Gerstenbo:rger (pp. 60-61) says that Hartin and Nary 
easily become port of the sighted world with all its attention 
turned ~elfishly inward; only when their blindness returns do they 
once agedn become r.! part of the out;.!(lrd world: II~H th the sense 
of sight gone, they sea the world about them in a way lost to the 
s:~ghted \10rld. II L~l;:;;-i tOl:1.cs:J' She add!3: "They live through all 
thl,~i:r senses except that self-centring one th8Y have lost {' and i 
with their regained a~areness of the world around them, and the 
vision which they now share, it is little wander they refu~e the 
soint the he'd.ing that would take this world from them again. II 
This holds true except there sight does not mClke Mary more self­
c8ntreci; in fact, it is only when she is blind that she can dreom 
about herself without the distraction of tho outside world. 
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In ~~~ntins her second drenm despite-her recent sighted condition, 

i'1ary ~H"'f.; to deny the basis of actuality. She knows that another 

cure will force the ineluctable world of reality on her again and 

In time, when she believes that 

she no longer looks as she does now, she will be convinced that 

she is beautiful, but to Bee her grey hairs falling would shatter 

f f ~ I ., t· 49 H k f '11' tl f any .'~nGy 0 ..1.0ng 'vlnl e 'tresses. er mas. 0 1. USlon, lere qrs, 

is "coll!';ciolJsly resumed, as the best way to go on living. IISO 

They try to hide behind a bush, and when Mary asks Martin 

\IIhetile.r he -thinks th·.;:; others will see them, he replies: 

I'm thinking they can't but I'm hard set to know, for the 
lo~ of them young girls, the devil save them, have sharp 
te=rible eyes, would pick out a poor man 1'm thinking, and 
~e lying Lelow hid in his grave.(135) 

:\p;UTl';-.t" LCitt~ly, s!Jch a young £lir 1, t"lo.lly I does discover -them~ 
-, i ' • • ~ 1 
In~s CGillmBn~ worr1BS ~ary: "Let you not be \1hisped.ng sin, ~1artin 

MG;I:tin ons\.;ers astutely: nIt i S YOl.lrsel f is 

S0~0king mGdnocs, Mary Doul, haven't you he~rd the saint say it's 

Before curing Martin, the saint 

-t;r.>J::l ';'.h~1 village:"s -co cQnsider lithe ''lay sin has brought bLindness 

tv1artin does think of this spiri tualbl.Jndnes:3 

herB. lie implies that the gir Is are ilicked and will not be able 
51 

to see "the finger of God " ; but they have excellent eyesight. 

i'lary I hOWf:1ver 1 interprets this as referring to the physical, and 

49Hc 'vle (po 40)! Hho considers that ilthere is nothing for the 
symbolists in lb.? \~~J,l. of th~...2!:!J.nts, if but adds that "symbolbm 
r{l(IY be;! for~ed upon any work of tlrt," says of this speech: 
;' ••• You may think, if you choose, of the superiority of the 
lr;iaginative life over ti10t of the reason, tmd find in the remark 
(1.11 t.hat is to be found in -che prophetic books of 8Iake." 

501."11' 't 191 ;oiL :toms, OPG Cl·.! p. _ • 

51 ~ f h . 1- liT . d d ' 1 cl' 1 f ~. 18 speeCr.: en thousan eVl s men tna sou_ a 
Molly Byrne . • • and the bad wicked souls is hidden in all the 
','omf""j 0·1: +h", vrorid !l{I'?S) ff1 ,1-.,> ..... ~.~ ...... -.A#f. \_,~ 

,. 
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says; "If it is you'd have a right to speak 0 big terrIble word 

\liQuId make the water not cure us at alL It (135) 

is noteworthy: 

Martinis Teply 

What way would I find a big terrible word, and I shook with 
the fear, and if I did itself, whoid know rightly if it's 
gcod words or bad would save us this doy from himself?(135) 

Skelton comments: 

This, both comic and pathetic, points to the central concern 
of the play. When the value systems of men are in conflict 
'with each other I then the impc'sing of "blessings Ii by cne 
group upon another may result in hardship and confusion of 
mind ••• ~ Th.3 "do-gooder li may do evil by bd_11ging new 
problems into lives that were previously under-privileged 
but harmonious. 52 -

The saint arrives with the others, and Ti~mYI with nIl 

good intentions, interferes, asking him to have pity on tho Douls. 

On being found, Nar-tin asks: hWhat is i.t you want, Timmy, thtit 

you conVt leove us in peace?II(137) It 18 their,peace of mind 

that is most threatened by the proSpcLt of another miracle. 

The saint gives the de jected pair horrifying info:ctna-cioii - they 

f1ce the prospect,of permanerit sight: 

ltts many a time those that are cured with the well of the 
four beauties of God lose their sight when a time i3 gone, 
but those I cure a second time ge on seeing till the hour 
of deuth.(139) 

After the Douls try in V01n to get away, Martin 

explains that they do not want their sight restored. The saint; 

who suggests that Martin's mind has gone, cannot understand his 

plea: 

I never heard tell of any person wouldn't have great joy 
to be looking on the earth, and the image of the Lord is 
thrown upon ~en.(139) 

52 
Skelton, pp. 99-100. 

! 
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Martin refutes this, mentioning his sight of the saintls 

bleeding feet and the villainy of Molly: 

That was great sights maybe. & •• And wasn't it greet 
sights seeing the roads when north winds would b~ driving 
and the skies would be harsh, and you'd sec the h0~ses 
and the asses and the dogs itself maybe with their heads 
hanging and they closing their eyese(l4l) 

This contrast3 vividly with his and Mary l s picturing of their 

surroundings just before hearing the saint~s belle With 

eyesight, they see the unpleasant only. Timmy end Mat Simon are 

impressed, but Molly, 'vtho tells the saint to II speak up • ClOd 

confound him now f "(141) is nO'L The saint puts forv!ord his vie'.,.: 

t Did you never set eyes on the summer and the fin~ spring 
in the places where the holy men of Ireland have built 
up churches to the Lord, that you'd wish to be closed up 
and seeing no sight of the glittering seas, and the furze 
is opening above, \I.HI ~30on hove the hills shining as if 
it was fine creels of gold they were; rising to the 
sky? (l41) 

But Martin counters with his and Mary's glorio0s world of the 

imaginGtion: 

ISll l t it finer sights ourselves had a while since and we 
, sitting dark smelling the swe~t beautiful smells do be 
, r1s1ng in the warm nights a~d hearing the swift flying 

things racing in the air ••• I till we'd be looking up 
in our own minds into a grand ~ky, and seeing lakes, and 
broadening rivers, and hills are waiting for the spade 
and plougho(141) 

The villagers cannot understand this fantasy: Mut Simon laughs, 

Patch RlJadh think~ he is mad, r'~olly Byrne says he is lazy Hand 

not wishing to work, for a while since he was all times longing 

. and screeching for the light of day. I! (141) Martin turns to her: 

If I was, I seen my fill in a short while .with the look of 
my wife, and of your own wicked grin, Molly Byrne, the time 
you 1 re making 90me with a man.(143) 

Reacting to Martinrs invective, Molly says that th2 

saint should leov~; him blind ... '{!hich ~.s \+u:d: he des:u:e:3. -But -

.',.' 
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Timmy upsets this by his plea: 

Cure Mary Doul, your reverence, who is a quiet poor woman 
never said a hard word but \~h0n she'd be:.- vexed with himself f 

O~ with the young girls do be making game of her below.(143) 

Martin is defiant: 

You will not, holy father! 
on me, and saying hard words 
death?(143) 

Would you have her looking 
to me, ·till the hour of 

He knows that if Mary sees him as he really is, she will not 

spare him her scolding tongue. This suggests again that the 

Dauis realize that their vision of beauty will be no more than 

c drec;m .. 

Mary, tho in! tiator of the fantasy f who has rt,>ma ined 

quiet throughout this altercation, appear3 less adamant than 

Martin, saying ",d_oub1.:Ll!.:.ll.l": 

Let us be as \-/e are l hol.)' father! andHI~n wo \ 11 b(~ knOl·m 
ugain as the people is ha~py and blind, and we'll be 
hcviltg (ill eelBY time ,,'lith no trouble to li.ve, W-;Q Vie f~E'tU.n~j 

hol f· pE:flce on the road. (143) 

Molly op?oses her: 

Let you not be rav in9' Kneel dO\ftn cmd get your sight, 
and let himself be taking half-pence if he likes it best.(143) 

. There 18 no evidence that Molly's meddling here is caused by ill 

will; she shows common sense but not perception in believing that 

sight would benefit Mary. 

Timmy tells the blind woman that nobody will aid her if she 

chooses to be blind f but it is only when ~krt Simon plays on her 
r.3 

wi fely jealousy that she becomes I!hC!l-.i.J?ersu~~3dll::,) "If yeu had 

your sight you could be keeping a watch that no other "iomon came 

She fed ters t:ilder the combined 

pressure of all the people, but is described as looking uneasily 

r .. 
__ '~_"-"'_"'''''<4,_~_~_ ..... ~l..-_____ .''''''''''~_'~ __ '~~:''''_ ....... ,n_'~..,._." \ . . 
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Men l;!ho (Jre derk 0 long \'/hile and thi.nking over queer 
tholl£jhts in their heads, oren I t the like of si.mple men! 
who do be working every doy, and praying, and living like 
ourselves •••• (147) 

.. ~ .. . ;" 

It is because of these "queer thoughts" that i"':cl:din dashes the 
55 can from the saint's hand. Mary's fantasy delivers the couple 

from the misery of blindness; Martin's action saves them from . 

the CUl'se of sight" 

As the people turn ngainst him, Martin expresses his 
~ 56 

the individual's right to choose his own way of 11fe. 

The Doul~f choice is a life of blindness in whi~h they smell, hear 

and imagine the beautiful while not being bothered by disagreeable 
57 

s3.ghts: 

~j:: 

~~'8ou;:geois (pp. 191-92) finds this ('It;tion " l)tterly untn;e 
to the Iri~h nature." B~t Corkery (po 169) takes a contrary view: 
qWe may than, GS Irishmen/ accept with an easy conscience Martin 
Dou1'8 flinging aside of the holy wuterb The action springs 
di~e~tly out of the character of the man, as also out of the 
nature of the situation: Martin Doul is an unspiritual creature: 
the ~epercussions that might follow from an act of impiety have no 
existence for him~ What is really expressed in the action is not 
his contempt for holy things, but the tyranny of his imaginings 
o~er himself. To the world of blindness he will, at any cost, 
cleave, his adventuring in the world of light having had such 
d:i.sost:r<)~J:; consequences 0 Ii 

hI, 

'" )Skel ton (p. 101) holds that The t~ellof the Saints "expresses " __ tl!! .. oil ... ____ "'"i , >I:l' :!<m ... __ 

more distinctly than any other of Synge's plays his belief in 
individualism, his distrust of conventional idealism, his relish 
of those that stand up for their right to their visions." 

17 
J Johnston 1 s interpretation of The Well of the Saints is 

supe:diciol. . He says (p.24): liThe p;i;t-~;at{r·;·Ts not • ~ Q 

that an opening of the eyes discloses a world that is universally 
loathsome, but merely that Martin and Mary Doul are each unfortunate 
in a particular spouseG" 

Weyg~ndt (op. ~it~p~95), on the other hand, refers to the 
blindness as lithe blessed self-delusion of mankind," and says 
(po 196) thai; liThe Hell of the Saints is unquestionably! "'/hether 

;- ..." ---------,-,,--. ' 
ho LSyng.?J fJills it or not, a symbol of man's di.scontent with 
thinos as they are, his preference in some things of the lie to 
the t;cuth~j' 

Donn~ Gerstenberger (p. 61) remarks that "the choice the 

.' "", 
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thwGrtcd the saint ond the pE:-opl.::, but Tirnmy pred Let;;; that -,-Ji th 

deep rivers clhead lithe two of them .... ill be drovmed togetn(;r In 

a short while, surely.!'(151) This is the chance they must take, 

however, if they ore to remain contented with themselves. The 

end is 01 so CI victory' for the others as they succeed in r.HJr;.;uinfJ 

the conventional life theydesir~ end the blind will trouble them 
63 ~. . + d h 64 I -no more. !he ~alnw, who remains compose t, roughout, incluaes 

everybody in his final blessing: 

Thev htlV6 chosen t.heir lot, cmd the Lo:cd have mercy on their 
souls, ~,l!!JE_b.:i2.J?;.:.!..l.7 And let the two of you come 
up now inco the church, Molly Byrne and Ti~my the smith, 
till I make your marriage and put my blessing en you all.(151) 

Bourgeois rego:r.cis Jhe~l~Sai,nt~ as "perhcps 

of rill Synge's drc1I1wtic works the one in ~ .... h Lch ",'e H.nd. embodied 

the t:r.uast expression of his ~essimi~tic V1AW, if not phIlosophy, 
, ,. 

~ l' J' ;'1.1:,) I"h ! ' • ! i":n .1 • .1- ;'i.~. ' e encung is pessimistic it! tn~_j't tna hJO groups -

b1l? Dculs .)!1 1:l":e one hand and the villClgers on the other - Cire 

not (in-:l r..;;:m never be reconciled. Mary and Martin are unable to 

accept the reality of the outside world; the sighted lack the 

sensibility to perceive the creative and compensatory world of 
66 

the imc9ination without which the blind couple are lost; 

members of both groups are not able to comprehend spiritual beauty. -

The Do\)18 intend gro .. !ing into ignorance of retdi ty I "lapped In 

63C+ Ll .• I.o\"e / p~ 42. 

eLl-This is contrary to W. G, Fay 1 s comment that lias T~~l 
.of..J:.h~_~l.~.i.n_t.~ took shape, I realized thl1t evexy character in the 
play fro~ the saint to Timmy the smith wes bad-tempered right­
th.rough the play • ~ •• II W. G. Fay and Catherine Carswell, 
Ih ~~£9.Y_~_~~f~ t!l?_~.,bb£L..lf~~~.:...2!l_~<?~.i o>Il-r51.phi:£<l1, g,G £,9$!£ (Land on : 
Rich & Cowan, 1935), pp. 167-68. The saint does speak or act 
"~~~el.'{! (139, 14~1, 149) end Hin:.e9.!.1E.::!.S)':L1:(145) at times,' but 
~e never becomes angry. However, there is, admittedly, bad 
tempGr throughout most of the playn 

65 0 - • Ion 
~ourgeo~s, p. 7L. 

66, 
Cf. Coxhe~d, p~. 17-18; Saddlemyer, p. 23b 
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Mary is the most c C,,';i'"1 t 0 f Synce I s \·!Otflcn cha!"ncters '. Hf)r 

self-saiis :tion s from her bel f in her beauty, wh 

in the present or the future, and she constantly rationalizes to 

reinforce the e of hs:-:s f. SkeHon S! 

It may be no accident that Mary 1 cal her f the 
wonder of the western world, for she lS, in her st 
to 
to 
of 

oss 
the 
his 

her d i fJ nit y and in her f Ciil t C1 ~3 i e S 0 f pre i kin 
boy of the western world who al~0 hod Q VIS 

nity and found it conFlicting with the actual. 

Mary DouI lS a wrinkled a hag, but she 

believes that she will be beautiful and nobody will convince 

her otili~nj e. Her ab ity to pt, to find campen .lrl 

her condition, . . 
],8 amazHlfJ. lS this quality .1.n Doul 

praises when he turns to his wife, now an ugly crone but soon, 

she tells him, an old women ;~us to behold, a 

cute thinking woman Mary Doul, and it's ) 

75 
Ske on, , 101-102. 
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the divil's job, let you mind it, and leave your speeches that 

\46uld choke a fool. II (7) Michael's retort reveals that they have 

been living together for some time, and that Sarah is the one 

who has taken the initiative in suggesting,· even demanding, 

. h' 't' 3 marrLoge; e 1S agalns 1t: 

You to be going beside me a g~eat while, and rearing a lot 
of them, and then to be setting off with your talk of 
getting married, and your driving me to it, ~n~ I not 
asking it at 011.(7) 

This wish for marriage seems to be a mere whim brought 
4 

about by external elements. Michael asks: "Can't you speak a 

word when I'm asking what is it ails you since the moon did 

change?II(7) Iiln the Spring,lI Tennyson \<Jrites, "a young man's 
5 

fancy lightly turns to thoughts of lovell; Sarah Casey's fancy 
6 

turns to thoughts of holy wedlock. She admits her irrationallty,-

her repetition of lIqueer" underlining the oddity of the 
. . 7 

s~tuat~on: 

_" __ ..,,.."" ......... ___ ~ ___ ""~~_. _. _, _. __ ,_ ..... _ ... _. __ :r..~~""" __ .. .,_IIC_ ... ..,._. _, _17 'CI_q ____ _ 

3 HOllie (pc 82) is mistaken in saying: "Mich0el Byrne, 
thinking it a mad thing that Sarah shouJ.d be asking marriage of 
him, ••• {js7 content eith(~r way. II Henn (p. 46) says that 
Michael "is prepared, stoicdlly and stolidly, to go through with 
this whimsical marriage." 

4It is not caused by religious belief. Bourgeois (p. 180) 
sees Sarah as an earnest Catholic; but she is not this at all. 
The tinkers might ejaculate with the occasional "God spare us" 
and "Godhelp me," and Mary, especially, might offer her own 
blessings in the name of God quite freely, but this is as for as 
their religion goes. 

5 
Al fred, Lord Tennyson, ilLocksJ.ey Hall,li Tb~~, ~.9.!h (L:.i1don: 

Macmillan, 1902), p~ 98. 

6Skelton (pa 76) remarks: liThe unfixed nature of her life 
has made her free of moralities we associate with the ownership 
~nd protection of property, and given her, at this time of 
emotional hunger, a yearning for the greatest novelty she could 
experience, that of becoming part of an established moral and 
social order." 

7Henn (13. 329) notes Hwt, as in T~.e .. })'CJ.~.C:~~~,.L2:he_<!.le!!., 
"c;ueer" includes the loens of Ii T<-)Y" and 11 fontastic" as well as 
of II strange" (lnd "pecu.U •. :u:." 



• 
I'm thinking there iSl1't anything ails me, Mi e1 Byrne; 
but the spring-time lS a queer time, and ills queer thoughts 
may I do think at wh as.(7) 

Michael, who stresses his unwillingness, reulizGs that this 15 
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rClh 

f ds reason for dissatis C+ , ,- the epitl'c t: "jdunting" .In 

f r:otlveys em SSlon of the ri ar man not only having a 

.111 but also being lively and qoy: 
'''''' ~. 

th contrast::; 
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sure In her surroundings, her appreciation 
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• 
'"Iith her - she is "thriving" ond '\Jetting good health. H (9) 

After being n09ged to hurry in making the ring, Michael shows 

that he is not as mild as he appears at first, threatening to 

hit Sarah "a great clout"(9) to rid her of her nonsense, just as 

he did ,tihen he Ilgot II her. But this threat of violence cannot 

cow Sarah, who persists with her taunting: 

10 
And a big fool I was too, maybe; but we'll be scelng 
Jaunting Jim to-morrow in Ballinaclash, and he after getting 
a great price for his white foal in the horse-fair of 
Wicklow, the way it'll be a great sight to see him 
squandering his share of gold, and he with a grand eye for 
a fine horse, and a grand eye for a woman.(ll) 

Although money is Jaunting Ji~'s biggest attraction, he has 

another recommendation - he was the first to call Sarah, who 

enjoys flattery, the Beauty of Ballinacree. Michael tries to 

deflate her vanity and contemptuouEly takes up her reference to 

the wealthy tinker's appreciation of both horses and women: 

It 1 s the like of that name they do be pllt.tbg on the horses 
they have below racing in Arklow. It's e~~y pleased you 
are, Sarah Ca$uy, easy pleased with a big word, or the liar 
speaks it. (11) 

Sarah cannot be daunted, however. Her self-love shows itself 

agoin and, in CI delightful flight of fancy, she describes her 

Liar, is it? Didnit you ever hear tell of the peelers 
followed me ten miles along the Glen Malure, and they 
talking love to me in ~he dark night, or of the children 
you'll meet coming from school and they saying one to the 
other, "It's this day \ .. e seen Sarah Casey, the Beauty of 
Ballinacrce, CI great sight surely."(ll).ll 

IOrhls is reminiscent of Nora Burke'S, "I do be thinking in 
the long n ights it \.;as (1 big fool I was that time I t'1ichael Delra 
Lto marry Dan Burk.i7 ••• 11(111,49); supra, p. 95~ Unlike Sarah, 
however, Nora really seems to regret her decision. 

11Sarah's speech in an earlier draft is even more far­
fetched and hilarious: UDidn't you hear the grand word a 

••. -;'1 
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with a ris exe t and sense of 

sses this in t con 
,Jith the common C8<a 

one of e 'n10\/erncn ts of i II 

fens -thClt he 

e priest lS averse to 

kly: 

e:r; but He 
be gett mel 

us for noi; a 
man, r reverenCE~, a 

in ,the 

Ie'? 
S Glong 
night? 

. 
I 

fj this C;td that 
and their bits of paint, 

ting on I wouldn1t see 

ll!1l ~ ,,·t'lrfJorl bv +11e I ,~lrl'""I"lge J .J.. ...... ' 1,) _,! ~.... ~ ,l '''' J.? t... U. ~ 

equinox, she is filled 
her own 

ing cClrri 

becH) I and 
und ancient 
a upon 
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He reveals his mercenary character immediately: llIs it marry 

you for nothing at 01l?"(13) Sarah shows hers, too: "It is, 

your revere,lce; and we ',.;ere thinking maybe you'd give us a 
-

little small bit of silver to pay for the ring.HeIS) This lS 

after she denies wanting even a halfpenny. She protests her 

pov~rty, an~,when the priett specks of her thievery, she takes 

out half a soverelgn t nand .it a nice shiny one with a vlevi on it 

of the living king's mOffima. I' (15) This close de~cription would 

seem to reveal a certain lack of familiarity with money, an 

impression enhanced by Sarah's saying, truthfully or otherwise, 

that it has taken hlO years to get \Ithot bit. II She mentions that 

lithe old woman, who has a great drouth"(15) will drink aviCIY the. 

money, and plays on the priestV~ sympathy by cryi~g in describing 

a life of suffering: 

It's two years we are getting the gold, your reverence, an~ 
now you won't marry us for that bit and we hard-working poor 
people do bd mrking cans in the dark night, and blinding our 
eyes ",lith i.::.; U.cck smoke From the bits of twigs we do be 
burning.(lS) 

Her persistence and acting payoff, the priest lowers his price, 

and the old woman with the great drouth is heard. Nicheel 

tells t~em to stop talking about the marriage - he fears his 

mother's reaction: 

Whisht, now, the two of you. There's my mother coming, and 
she'd have us destroyed if she heard the like of that talk 
the time shels been drinking her fill.(17) 

Mary enters singing tipsily: 

And when we asked hjm what "lOy he'd die, 
And he hanging unrepented, 

"Begob," says Larry, IIthat's all in my eye, 
8}1 the clergy first inve 1ted. II (17) 

Donna Gerstenberger says: 

The clergy and the law are linked in her song, which proves 
a prefiguration of the outcome of the action of the play and 
is a comment on its central conflict between the basic needs 



of man and tllos(~ 

or social, In Of) 

Mo reflJ~oes 

eel of ho lng :Lt f 

, 

-, "- ,l.. 1 f' ,c "I 1 \ i.U, G." 1 Cd .k. Y 
attempt to con 

to 9 1:he J 

CiS it 1S htlrdly 

to 

H -F 

by custom, religious 
man's behaviour. 13 

n:lh 1 being qu 

hing full to the 

th CI of drink in her f 

ane] on Cl liltI.;,:; in the . she con '.1 f to hos tobIe, 

and offers some to the st: 

God ::;ave r reverence" rim after bring ins down a smart 
drop; and u ink it up 
d hy men you are at all t 
n ht lS c:n)" d 0 ( ) 

lye you, 

1 ' -,-,lng 
ond this 

He reacts: t you not felll to e f Keep off, 

I'm soyi . H(17) It ,15 un kely 1,n such a frivol,)us -l:hClt 

this s (] dee meaning nken state~ 

is probob.ly In nrJsr of -Fel J.ng int0 l ! ,"" 14 
0_ S 'fIre" 

She deligh-i:f CO'JXt?S th est to accept her c rity, 1S1ng 

to t 

of us, r reverence. ~t lt~fe all 
S ,Hm e :r S I p lJ S t! Drink (l sup n 0"1 , IVm t 1. you; 
cmd \'/e \'/on 1 t t 

. , till t Day.(17) zm a Ci ~l.'l:: 

She shows no spur s reverence for him and stops singing her llbod, 

song,ll not r of of nding a worthy gent n, but 

en 1- I m thinking, without ourselves 

k · 1_' H(19\ rna dng nun worse. \ .... ) rah, who cannot risk ups ti the 

priest, refers to Mary's state - with drink in her, nobody 8afe 

from her "hos 

Don't mind hoI' at all, ur reverence. e's no s 
the time she's a taken; end if it was t~e Holy Father 

om was In it, eld 9 a Ii sup out of her 
~ug, and say e some as sheld 5 to sel+.() 

sten I p. 73" Cf. elIsa ice, p., 132. 
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en he accepts, Mary promptly b 50S him one! ints out the 

dif nc;;,s in their lons: 

Isn't a grand thing to see sift down, with no 
pride 1n you, and drinking a sup wi·th the Ii of us, and 
we the poorest, wretch , starving creatures youid see any 
place on earth?( ) 

e pr st turns to the tin woman for comfort, r Hl1ng 

a t saying ss with a d 

h~oring the rural Of Jain and th 1ng the sins. II (19) 
, 15 

edgeo: cms,./er 1S not thebe but IS 

B , s S yO\) must hearing the sins of e rural poopl,:; 

on a f n H( b' ) 

e woman offers to cons him 1-11 vmy she 

knovn5 t,. now thot most of the cons 
• I" you rouse up, now, IT 's n 9 man you are itself, 

(l 1111 sIng 9 songs unto the of doy,lI( ) But He 

scorns her; (j .... 
.!, :tl1g h offie 1 tusk, s tl10t 

she "thatll! soon el.i ~ 21 ( ,L.t: ) to the God. Mary re tes 

his sec ing th 0 argument, and is chi like in her curiosity 

Cit '\-Jcmting to hear him 

III 

If IS want, you'd have a r ht to 
holy we don1t them at all, and 

one rse:lf f 
heG J 

tell a power of t s it's that you're for. one now, 
r reverence; I've heard a power of queer things and 

I walking the d f but ere's one thing 1 never heard any 
t a that's a real 5t saying a .() 

JOYOUS des ption of people yll1g :LS "Jithout l··.feeli.ng: 

often h the rural rnokJ.ng a queer' DO e and they 

going to re ."(21) all ~:he reolly 

wants lS to have the pr st do his turn for her amusement; she 

is making n of him: Ill,nd I'm th king it should greClt game 

l.b.ld " Cf. o1:so Dovid \l se 1 
!l ITfl.:: p eous OSSQGn f . \ 

ron· .. he.ro f and 0' 11 IV ( 1 
, 

86: ge s p \ enl ) 
il e ' ' " ," <- him U1 he some h " II ", •• j " '".1 ") 
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• 
to hea:c CJ scho of you, speClkinf1 tin -(:0 the o ~ scun cs 

above. ll ( ) e priest, understan bly, is scanda12z 

he rises to Leave 

and asks h to s , for then she will give him not only the 

:2.t sup from the jug H (21) but also her ble!:is He condemns 

her: 

roe fjO, 

obonllnot 
ee.( ) 

s 
Byrne; I ne'\/8r 

the score ond t\.</o 
Inct 1 " .1.1. for 

r ~:) I i nl 1 ing 1.n 

is neit hurt nor proud at this, merely interested; 

she~lS 11 innoc:en t 11. that the 

rah uses it as an excuse for her to get 

mar:ried; marr e, she t Is the t, \;Jill stop her oming 

Ii the old woman, and he ree'3 Hher! she descri s ~l(lry (JS "eln 

f nt hec1i:hen" II ( ) 

a cons ers that rah IS Hi :Lng vii th their' 

you w;] k ck here, rah Cas , and not be 
talking vhispBr-talk th the Ii of him in the face of 
the ty.() 

In her nkenness, she adopts this dis rcglng attitude use 

she rega s it th as wrong to i ul isper·-talkl! with {~ 

(lian of the c til ond also as a Iflck of toste, for he is llthe 

r J.lcst fellow Ii q d see emy place h'alking the ,,11(23)16 

The fuddl rahis spring madness as show itself 

in Jlhe!' fussing for mel ge,!l (mel in her "mGkinf1 \,;his 1k \-/ith 

,"( , 
rlichclel les / one man or another man clang by the r 

that h doxy 1.S something of a v n ~h~ Is h rr.other 

to be qu isht nOvl, or she 1 the heGd of you the 

time she co:nss back.n(23) 

t she m ht c ut his fickleness, but Mary 

f, Denis ,DonoglllJE:, 1I1Too 1 for in': Synge's 
Th,,, T inkc:c 1 ~ II ish No" 30 (reh ) p. 60. 
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understands why men are cttro to her" e old womcm can 

still admire the beauty of the g: 

But if hty you are 
oft kers, 

.; n p-, ,-. r '-', e {' '),) ) 

self, you're c grand ndsome 
,Wlllan f the 9 

uty of __ v,v·_v ... .g~."-..,} 

the pride of c e 

She 1.5 I hO\vever t ,11so t lriH to soften up Sorah I cmel 

I wouldn 1 t dmHl ond lonesome to 
th n ht en the s 

.. . 
1.ng lS connng In 

the trees" ( 

But she is really worr a t the hers leaving her. 

voice has gone, she offers to tell a 

of queens; a sentimental story it bly would be, but-

one not d'Svo of the brutol. t fairness does not 

necesso-;~ indi 

Al 

also d s at her) 
\ H 17 

sOrce : 

H, the 1.0US 

ng 'damon 't! 0 l she 

n d t in vigour for its 

I've a grand story of the great queens of Ireland with 
ite nee on them the like of rah Casey, a f e arms 

vJould i-I a ::;lap e I'!Jh Cas "IOU hit • (25) 

~~hen she saes cou ing off by themselves for a 

night of ry shows that she 1S concerned, not with 

rahls, but with her own lonel ess: 

Let you vwlk k here, and not 

night is fine."( ) 

On beinfl ft by h 
,.. 
I, 

1.ng me 

e J.nner 

Su fie lly ( she mirJht be full of fun 0 

alone, she is seen to be a ¥lomon. 

it you're going? 

850me when e 

ry 1.8 revBoled. 

en 

terspe:rses 

much of her speech with re nces to no re, and in her s iloquy 

Clpt drows on su s to desc he:r condition l 

which, of course, has by In!<lng: 

17 
Pr f p. 
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that weak under me 
head with a nOlse 

's gone th are, and I with my f 
you1d knock me down th a r~sh, and 
in it the like of what you'd hea~ in a stream end it running 

two roc and rain falling.( ) 

She realizes that her usefulness is almost at an end; she cannot 

help much and others w 1 not listen to her. Mory kno\'/s that 

roh w cls::>oui t her en she discovers t t she has ~tolen the 

can (she is not afraid of her son), but physical 

to a ni t alone wi out any solace: 

9 om I th night, God help me? 
9 stories I have en it's few wou 

What good are the 
listen to en old 

lr{omCIn, few but a 9ir1 ma r the time 
her hour YCS come, or a 1 9 

on a cold night? from 
fits in three straw in 

~'~ ____ '~'~_'_~_~," __ ~' __ ~'","_4~,"'_~_"_'~ 

it ve 

bie 

short 'd 
not 

~ .. ',lne; 
can 

there i s' 
and t the 

, , n decent 
COil; ,] maybe if I 

near thp pee s to-morrow for eft bit of the 
, herself won't str me at all; and if she 

1 f, tIs a litt e stroke on your h bes e sitting 
esome on a fen ht, hea the dogs barking, and the 

bats squeaking, and you Ing over, itls a short ile only 
till d.() 

h on humotn:, Piron 

if see an 

end she sikes you as r 
think a t her find 

a pe:cson IS old 

rah and the t rem d her of her 

to d nk, but it is s st thGt 
19 

forrows. The priest can turn 

p ~ ~ H 

( don: thu[;;n; 

, 
:sne 

his 

/' , 
"", .1.. 

) 
. I 

remarks that 

Ir end too much make-up, 
vou 
ts 

only on 

b she lSI Cind both 

isposed 

so dr nks to droi'm her 

for com Sarah 

by 1C Bent 
p • 3 



Clnd chocl t.he youth and each other, but she has only 

songs and drink; she steals the con not out of jecllousy or s tel 

t ottem to nd her bit of 
20 

1.n on ovm ess. 

c!oes not too long, how6ver. She 

fil -Cure of the thet clnd the coarse f ext is Sl.ngulg 

same song CIS be "The ni Has , 'J n 21 S1:retcnea. 

r wants to enjoy a fu life for as as she 

con i and, 1 doubtful. er she h-:: repentant 

,an she dies. 

e morn }.5 at once f of e joy and 

exc t of nt dCly; she sses CI t, in!;! 

t~ic t to Heor hal;! to He IS still n 

conv 1.nc t t rnorr e I:;:; 

concern 14i th e commerc 1 s e of a ven 

ihis t and 1cJe n :I ninr.; I] t;, 

drawn, remalns quite cheDrfu~, but 15 

anx as she fears that Mary wi leorn obout the ns and 

t turn the lest a st them. 

e1 VOlces his concern that his mother them: 

II 1 e ing out now, a mok.ing 

20Cf E"] D ] !! • L .en OU£1 .. ('188 I.-.ey;)urn i 
no. ten (p.' 

the play to mo 
rs of the ess 

of man's life, and of the 
f p. 151. 

of us! and 1n£1 it I S 

• cit., p. ; Price! p. 134. 
e is the one character in 

ssion of ri e I S sensitive 
of the shortness 

kindred spirit in Mourteen, Syn£1els blind old 

(1 

dona 

en 
Iecite old 
t t ht 

both ina earthiness with the 
s e on ancient 

come .1n 

t 
he \JOS a 

in 
i 

midcle of the 
th on exquisite 

though I lin 

een took 
have 

ung mcm and 

and n to 
of intonot 
but 1 of 

II, CL B 1 p. 

*. ~" 
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fool.s Vie are surely.II(29) 80th know that Mary, with her 

traditional tinker outlook, will regard wedlock aE out of 

keeping for them. 

The old woman wClkes up, expreSSf::s surprise at seeing 

Sarah washing her face, and is suspicious as soon as the younger 

wom~n talks amiably to her - she is obviously not used to this 

sort of treatment. Mary ~~lcomes the lovely day; unlike Sarah, 

she is not affected by ony change in nature or of the moon: 

That's a sweet tongue you hove, Sarah Casey; but if sleep·s 
a grand thing, it's a grand thing to be waking up a day the 
like of this, when there's a worm sun in it, and a kind air, 
and you'll hear the cuckoos singing and crying out on the 
top of the hills.(31) 

Sarah, who has succeeded so far in getting her own way 

with M!chael and the priest, tries to coax Mary to beg money from 

the rich, but this time she is up against another stubborn woman , 
who prafers to do what suits her. Mary finds reason not to take 

When rich men do be driving early, itVs queer tempers they 
have, the Lord forgive them; the way it's little b~~ bad 
words and swearhg out you'd get from them 011.(31) 

Sarah loses her temper, never regaining it completely. 

NOH Mary blames the moon for causing her IIcranky" conduct, just 

as she believes it has brought about her other odd behaviour: 

!lOh! isn't she a terror since the moon did change,"(31) the old 

woman remarks, and craftily suggests selling the new can. 

Sarah accuses her of wanting drink, but t-iary I II in a f.eiB!:ed tone 

r. • f' t' "d . tf . £..::....£aSl....2:.£9.~, enlBS' 11S: 

22Cf. Mary DOlll i S speech in Eb,£_.!L:?J:}.;...~f._~,~£. Set i~; "It 
isn't going to the fair the time they do be driving their cattle 
and they with a litter of pigs maybe squeaJ.ing in their carts, 
they'd give us c! thing at; alL II (III, 71) 
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's not a drouth but a heart rn I have this rah 
Co so 11m going down to my gullet at e blessed 
well; and I' sell the can to the parson1s ughter 
below, a harmless poor creature wou fill your hand with 
shillings for a brace of lies. 1) 

t not be able to join the n£1 In ch 

she is an old nd at u 

o women are at cross- rposes cause neither 

admit y she wants the can: rah does not want 

the con 1.5 of the pr of (I ma ceremr;nj; ry ju 

does not \!Ont rah know t t there lS no can. 

The a-to"· s alreody displayed her shrewishness, 

rs c real termagant, threatening her spect 

mother-, a a fy 9 her for a wh The 

her, accuses her of 9 mad, but at the some ' 

t se her by irl1ent: II Is it relying 

you!re gOl S 7 and you e of women to 

destroy ) ~1c!ry 5 her composure and, being 

no match ~~ a ottclcks her 

IF I go, I'll and 9 you Ire 0 weathered 
hecl en the one did pu+, dO\tln C! h of 
the son~s 1 in the with your clothes • 
and quench 11'19 candles on throne of God e 
t "1,1 h · , h 'IJ' of +1'19 (,;Lln ""1 00 "",,, (3~ ') ,J,,\1 "C e pl car ". ,I", ;J """""" v 

These references to rah!s s tternliness and 23 
ness must 

rt of is vivid g anee of the 

mischievous n mCl11C guo ~cah a tHchael ..I: • 

:iest, GITCGrS dur 9 e i S sh') that 

9 G !nO ]"ng. e is' Gng and calls 

h to ug 1. ::;} :it! \40t) U turni upon 

your s the co of " H( ) " , es bock 

I pOHl'hng out reh is c heathen: 

f. .1 



11m thinking were never chris ned, Sarah 
dealing Christ 

~;ey; rind 
n sacroments would be a queer job to 

J .' 1" 0·c1 .(33)' u nco 'c :i e. 1. v 

Although the priest cannot ma em un L ' 
pl.1. 

ra c 5 as any tinker and drives a he ba 

person! he is as 
24-

in, but he is 

\1i11ing La inquish the pros of 0 can (md If e sovere n 

1.n er to ova trolJ he even goes so as to offer (:1 

shilling to rah if she remains living in mortal s 25 

hough ann roh rern,J S C1StU a the 

at at his wea st point - his r 

Her promises to in !lto e mitred b hop 1n the ce of 

C! f H(33) even 1 f it mef.ms v:alking "to the city of blin with 

tars on my no feetjn(33) conjures up the absurd 

g8 of her as a on (1 holy ss~on. The iest admits 

thClt ks he lS taking a k mixing with the tin . 
! soon 

he di~3C(lVer:3 r ht this ief cus to 
.. :. 

rlnlzlng 

one man, does not h ck do the same to another; 

en,l! she the priest, "ema ~11 hove us done 

you 'd think at olL!l ) 

ry .1.5 arna ond di ;,then she r'"ol s that her 

son and his d are going to rna it at morr ge you're 

9 ~ 5) she asks them. The in" reveals that 

ten 1 p. 65. ( 312- ) qu the 
whole of 
The 1 e 
a t bit 

ry's song, liThe n ht be ;,,10S stretched. II 
her is Ilto get te following the four 

of ces Cl 

The pr'iest t s 
·t ( on "p. 

of Hand 
~nsure t t the tin 

n(p" 313); HI 

s are ereot for 
seems to confirm 

can !l 

t h insistence on 
be less avarlce t 

take the Hh af lr ser 

JJ)US 

of the I,.; 

(mel no t that of 
tting his Hbit 

n a des to 
sly,1I 

f. il, po 48; Johnston, p. 

on (p. 77) HIClt the estJ "Iho is "susce ible 
to li1 is !If st (lstonis'led and then II by th 

S5 ate assertion. But the iest is taken a ck and unted 

b/ the s 
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rah's fancy is recurrent, but this seems the 1':st time that 

she has a ually nded the sacrament. Saroh tri nt 

and,in trv , to her desire, thin along the lines 

of s 

fHeho 

s, respectcb ity a IT! lass morality: 

I'll be married now in Q short whi and from this day 
nome (md 

of Dublin 
there will no one have a I' ht to call me a d 
I ~elling cans WicklJW or Wexf or the city 
its .r 

I , ) 

tries to 1n his iemnent mothe!': 

If I didn't ma her, she'd walk g off to Jaunti Jim 
at e 1 of n 

there isn1t the 11 of 
to t men. ) 

ht; and it's we f knows 
her for t s l.ng 

king ob ity as his mOln 

JlIstifj for not re sing the praposal outright; his is 

very professional view of the economic san 
"')0 

f~ J" n L .. O 
S aT ma'erJ.mony. 

1 

IS rep1y is both ly cmd sens !lAnd you ire 

thinking itls 9 i:!old his reverence wou rna a I,.,fomcm stop 

en she's a !lU, to 9 
11 ) She knows that no t 

and espec va Ii hI' WO a reI :lOUS 

ce Sarah remarks that she has as much 

right to ma s any speckled femo r~ in the 

block h oke a mu ) ~1ary f \4ho does 

not even think of the icotions of formal morality, realistically 

reminds her that uty ilsand old 
, J.! • l. 29 wnecner rlcn or poor: 

she is 0"/0::0 of 
of her "fuss marl' 0 n( ) 

Johnston, p. 26. 

.lce 
the letter ;;! 

there is a 

(po ) says: 
no life; 

SlC kinship 
octual s must 
elva 

e comes to everyone, 

roh's current 

without the spirit, 
(md form 

and that certain 



I"..; 's asCi :r 
what good will it 

have su}ely, rah Casey, but 
it putting that ri on your 

finger wi p from getting an woman and s~ng 

the fine foee you ,or eOS1 your pains, en is 
the' qrand les do t1I(H"rii'~d in silk dresses, l,Jith rings 
of go , that do 55 woman with their 5 ~e of torment 
lP the hour of birth f und do ing the doctors in the 
Cl greet price at that t the Ii of 

a ClSS a a co (37) 

Henn snys that 

like 
J.n 

uty; 

so rna 

crt: 
of e 'I S women, finds its expression 

e c0I111ng of oge and the pass of 
seve he~c the fate of is 

But it is o re rs to The young woman 

momentor to abo en ~1ary int ces the subject, 

os not dicate t t she th of marr 

of old; she just reasons that if on ug 

mo may f.l utiful, ere no 

ev enc€} t ich hns n her and 

s 
ti 

s her (Aberrotion. 

h, who is described as 

it f!!erYi t e er womcm 

If you be nking (1 litt sup 1n one town and an 
, itls soon great ge c (,1 s 

into 
sii:tin~l 

they 

l 

ewer Yeu· see men there, a women there, 
up on the ends of s in the de n ht, and 
ing grect to would soon have the like of you, 
5 05 "nss as a .(37) 

has a U1 t 

supports hi;::, her; but it 1.5 real 

th can \;, J. 

t 

) 

er 

I nt: Hlf it s \-/ e or fool 

I om, I~ve e a g l.n a stcmd to it no~v, 11(37) 

t s of ViI cf. 
of e her;1l Cl ! S 

:Lons,H 
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Her description of the c1!'rcmgement os a " in!! und ,1nes the 

1 heOT ro of her enterprise: she vonts to 0.0 ;;.s ah 

with it e gain something tiveJy cheaply. 

ss comes to the en she heors the 

horrifying news that the can pClrt- cnt for tnC) marI' H1 ge ; 

she dec:des to leave for t~~ iately; Gnd s roh: 

n take'~h:; can 
the J,S com a 

t) fingers if 
Let sa 
It s It! 1 

from 
,,!OvId 

e sw::;k, 
maid 

Cas ; for 
()f you, (md 

do t;lt: Ii of t. 
rCjh j claI'lin!]. 

J.S can sts \0/ h rah's explanation that she wan to 

a that the s ople va not n a r ht Il to col1 her CI 

eli Don 

all "1'eol 11 I'O 

the fj 

as if she we:ce obovt 
th st .1S tile r{l,)(. 

j' \Alhen roh :s 

to be l 

del.' 

efit 
ecent; 

of the R 

of (' I l5 

of the 
3 

bly 

nent 

to her, the old woman remarked 

on it; nOld t s 1.$ eq rming, e you ones distrust 

her~ 

s 

the c 

of t 

( 

~·1 'wants co kno\ll t 18 th his mother, and 

HIt's real she does I<ihen you heelr 

in:;) as eo as thot. H (39) 
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15 replied to vigorously and in kind. Sarah reviles him, 

having forgotten her rage at Mary. This new adversary threatens 

not only her marriage but also her freedom: 

-
If you do, you'll be getting all the tinkers from Wicklow 
and Wexford, and the C::,nmty Meath, to put up block tin in 
the place of glass to shield your windows where you do be 
lcokin~ out and blinking at the girls. Itls hard set 
you'll be that time, l'~ telling you, to fill the depth 
of your belly th~ long days of Lent; for we wouldn't 
leave a laying pullet in your yard at 011.(45) 

A "great clout in the lug" now certainly would not stop her; 

it would infuriate her further. 

When the priest loses his temper, tHchael, who until 

now has been quietly and gloomily aWditing his bondage, suddenly 

springs into action and, showing his own lack of scruples, storms 

at him. Both women join in the fray. After the priest cries 

for help, Mary quickly claps her hand over his mouth and suggests 
• 

gagging him with the sack that held the can. The violent 

Sarah goes even r~rthEr: 

Tie the bag around his head, and if the peelers come, weill 
put him headfirst in the boghole is beyond the ditch.(45) 

Mary regains her equanimity and, left in charge of the 

priest, gently teases him. She pats him on the head like a 

child, taking a rather perverse dRlight in his discomfort, 

while not forgetting to address him correctly: 

Be quiet, your reverence. What is it ail~ you, with your 
wr1g911n9$ nOH? Is it choking maybe? Dl;2-.pyt.s .. ~.er. hal].i:t 

.. .!:I129.2!. th ~'5a S~,L-E...t}.?..J:2 eJ s ~J~ m0l!.!!t...l...J:!EJ: t ~l 1m on. t hrr.:.. 
E~ It i S only letting on you are, holy father I for your 
nose is blowing back and forward as easy as an east wind on 
an April day. ilr:!.......CL .. ~£?.:thil:.9,._~.,<li~e,!.7 There no\", holy 
father, let you stay easy, 11m telling you, Jnd learn a 
little sense and patience, the way youlli not be so airy 
again going to rob poor sinners of their scraps of gold. (47) 

Mary puts the entire llame on the priest. She is the only one 

who i~ enjoying this; he obviously cannot, and the other two are 

too intent on fleeing to exult in their victory over him - the 

marriage has been forgotton. 
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Christian Godo The old woman is albo sufficiently shrewd to 

advise holding the priest until he has SHorn. They do, and he 

makes his oath. 

them: 

Sarah, like Mury, accuses the priest of fooling with 

Therevs the ring, holy father, to keep you minding of your 
oath until the end of time; for my heart's scalded with 
your fooling; and it'll be a long day till I go making 
talk of marriage or the like of thct.(49) 

She is cured of her whim. It is appropriate that Sarah puts 

the ring on the priestls finger to remind him of his oath "until 

tho end of time ll i(49) it belongs on his finger, not on hers, as 

he is wedded to his faith. 

Mary strosses that the tinkers find his way of life 

quite unnecessary: 

She's vexed now, your reverencei and let you not mind 
her at all, for she's right surely, and it's little n~ed 

I 

we ever had of the like of you to get us our bit to edt, 
and our bit to drink, and our time of love when we were 
young men and women, and were fine to look at.(49)37 

The lait part of this speech briefly throws light on Mary's 
38 

earlier Ii fe; it is "a lClst reminder of the passing of beauty. II 

The priest reveals his resources In not calling on 

other men for aid but in calling on "the fire 0f heeNen from the 

hand of the Almighty God! "(49) and he "E.~~.:"3aLi!::.a . .o.",L.a.ti!2 

malediction .iJ1 a.lou~~ __ e<:2~I.esiasti::.~~. 1/ Mary I s reaction 

b d ·· h h . J 39 "Th I seems to e a mlratlon more t an anyt 1ng e .se: ere s an 

old vi11ain."(49) The tinkers run off, not sD~much because they 

feJr the curse, but rather because they are afraid that the 

37 Cf. Martin Doul! s speech to the saint in I.he Well_~il.tb.~ 
Sa.i~: "t1hat cellI have the like of you to be coming in where 
you're not wanted at ell, and making a great mess with the holy 
water you have and the length of your prayers?(III, 145) 

38 39 . Ganz, op. cit., p. 63. Prlce, p. 137. 
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1 '11 h t'-' 1 d 1 l' t' • 40 pee ers Wl.. ear rUS ou me eC1C lon. 

At the end all are contented, even though Sarah, the 

most dominant character, does not have what she wanted at first; 

the priest has his freedom, Michael has his doxy (without a 
41 

document or a ring) and his money, and Mary has her wish fulfilled -

hearing a priest "sperJking Latin to the saints above,1I 42which, 

ironically, sends her scuttling off with the others. 1he ending 

is the best for ell concerned as they return to foll~w their 

individual ways of living. 43 

Sarah, the primary cause of the disturbance, is Synge's 
44 

angriest and most turbulent woman, and no mere puppet. She is 

headstrong and, although she initially tries more gentle kinds of 

persuasion with Mary and the priest to achieve her purpose, resorts 

to a form of terrorism. She, who is a Katharina, browbeats 

Michael, who is no Petruchio, into submission, she frightens Mary 

almost to distraction (admittedly, with cause), and she snarls 

maliciously at the priest. The wench is self-willed, ill-tempered 

and irrational, a scoundrel and a thief, volati1.A, vicious and 

vain • But she is ~rovoked, and, apparently, much of her behaviour 

. is caused by the chang~ of the moon. 

influence, remarks: 

Skelton, who refers to this 

This is not intended to exculpate Sarah entirely; it is, 
however, intended to suggest that those wandering folk who 
live in close proximity to the natural world, a proximity 
emphasized many time~, in the play! can be affected by the 

. _____________________________ ._._.r_. ______ .. ______ . __ __ 

40Cf • Bourgeois, po 182; Price, p. 130. 

41Cf • Weygandt, OPe cit., p. 174. 42Cf • Henn, p. 49. 

43Strong (p. 34) holds that nobody really suffers in the play: 
liThe disappointment Lof Sara.b7 i~ healed almost before the play is 
d~ne, the visionary will lose her sorrows in a pint, and no one is 
left to remind the priest of a discomfiiure he will soon forget." 

44 t ) Corkery ~p. 150 says that Mary is the one character 1n 
TIJ..~!2.ker '.~ ~V~~. who "has a trace of roundness in her • • • • 
The others are the merest puppets." 
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seasonal c;hanges in their environment. Like the people 
in Rid~r~_!.o .. t.heA~ and The Sh.o;::!o·w,..!2.i .the_Ql~~I2.' Sarah 
Casey is the victim of the elements, and also is lIin 
harmony \>/ i th some mood of the earth. "45 

Mary, who appreciates the fine things of both nature 

~nd youth, is not affected in this way, however, and retains her 

d 46 . f h h h C"h' goo temper, even 1 not er c~mposure, t roug out. ~ e 1S easy-

going and generally cheerful, when both tipsy and othe£~ise, but, 

although full of zest and humour as well as of mischief, is 

o~casionally melancholy. She is apprehensive of Sarah and, like 

her, is dishonest, stubborn and has a wild imagination. But 

Mary, who is worldly, discerning and tolerant, is less impetuous 

than Sarah, more sensible, and resorts to her wits rather than to 

her 

and 

for 

fists. She accepts her natural life ardently f delightfully' 

completely47- a "richly FalstafHan character"48who IIstands 
49 

the traditionally anarchic freedom of her pagan breed. 1I 

The squabbling wench dreams, but the drouthy old woman. 
I 

knows that marriage for Sarah would be contrary to her character 

and upbringing. Mary realizes that match-r:,aU.ng for the year to 

come is part of their lives, and only if both Sarah and Michael 

want to remain together will they do so; church, ceremony or r1ng 

will not influence them. Her advice on marr10ge for their kind 

would be the same as the Chouska's in lIEtude Morbide": "Do not 

talk of it ••• but cling rather to the heaven ••• l.Yoil know. 1I50 

---_._--------_.-. . . . .. -~~-
45 

Skelton, pp. 75 .. 76. Cf. "Etude tvlorbide,lI CW II, 35. 

46Cf • Price, p. 134. 

47 ibid., p. 132; Donna Gerstenberger I In/eats and Synge : I A 
Young Man 1 s Ghost, iiI in W. B.:.....Y~9.ts. 1~~5-19'§21.~.2I.~,::y_Js~9Y..2. 
on the Art of W. B. Yeats, ed. D. E. S. Maxwell and S. B. Bushrui 
(Ibad;;:;': -'Yb;danQU'n'i-;~;-;rty Press, 1965), p. 84. 

48 
Coxhead, p. 16. Cf. Henn, p. 45. 

49Skelton, p. 56. Skelton (p. 74) also points out that in 
her outlook Mary combines the pagan and the ostensibly Christian. 
He adds (p. 78) that lithe drunken old tinker woman • 
embodies both the folly and the wisdom of the play." 

50llEtude Morbide,lI CW II, 35. 
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This plcy' Llh~_.E).(1Y_~_~L:~,L_!l2!~~~~J~n-W was not about 
an Irish p~culiarity, but about a universal weakness of 
mankind: the habit of admiring bold scoundrels. l 

••• Neither Synge's preface, the anthropological school 
of criticism, the 500 policemen, nor Yeats's idealization 
of the peasantry can conceal the fact that the play is 
about the effect on women - on Pegeen Mike, the Widow Quin, 
and the famous drift of 8irls standing in thei~ infamous 
shifts - of a manss fraudulent reputation for be~~g a 
dangerous rogue. 2 

Isolated as they are from intruders and excitement, the 

;-:oyo villagers of I]].8, 'p'l,~Xb2X..._ci, __ ~\.i~~!-..2.En 11..:;>,rld lead a dull 

existence with neither heroes nor scoundrels to admire, and with 

materialistic security as their chief goal. 

Such a person is Pegeen Mike who lS preparing to marry 

one of the remaining yokels in the area. Like any bride, she 

is concerned about her appea~a~ce, as seen in her ordering of 

her wedding outfit when her betrothed arrives. Shoving no 

interest in Shawn who i~ awkward at finding her alone, Pegeen 

seems attracted to the idea of marriage, n~~ to i~e man. His 

faint-heartednes£ is apparent in his fearful comprehension that 

her father is 90in8 for away "in the dark night,"(59) and he 

blunders over his attempt at humour: 

• When welre wedded in a short while you'll have no 
call to complain, for I've little will to be walking off to 
wakes or weddings in the darkness of the night.(59) 

He also, it appears, has :'little \</ill" to be doing anything -

let aloile going to funerals. It is no wonder that Pegeen 

regards him with scornful good humour: "You're making mighty 

-_,_._....-..._~ __ OIII I _ ................ _ "'" _ .. ____ ,...,._'""'_~ .... ____ __ 

IffieorgiJ Bernard Shmo.f I "The Irish Players, II Th.!_Mot,~.?r4,ld th 
IE~£!l~f ed. David H. Greene and Dun H. Laurence (London: Rupert 
H~rt-Davis, 1962), p. 63. This quotation is part of an 
"interview, II written entirely by Sha\" I l.o.fhich appeared In the New 
York I.'::~i:~~ on Docember 9, 1911. 

2 
:'The I A!';cendancy' Writer f If l~.S, July 2, 1971, p. 750. 
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• 
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on their violent deeds and tale-telling prowess. 

cannot be f0und any more: 

Such men 

Where now will you meet the like of D.oneen Sullivan knocked' 
the eye from a peeler, or Marcus Quin, God rest him, got 
six months for maiming ewes, and he a great warrant to tell 
stories of holy Ireland till he'd have the old women 
shedding down tears about th~ir feet. Where will you find 
the like of them, I'm saying?(59) 

This speech presages the entrance and approval of Christy Mahon. 

:rudish and spiritless Shawn, who is the complete opposite of the~e 

men, is dependent on his paternal figure, Father Reilly, the person 
5 

always in the foreground of his thoughts. 

-When Pegeen admits her fear of remaining alone at 

night - III'm asking only what way I'll pass these twelve hours of 

dark, and not take my death \<lith ·the fear,II(59-61) - and Shel",n 

suggGsts the Widow Quin for company, she replies: Ills it the 

like of that murderer?"(61) This disparagement is not based on 

a dread of being with a killer, otherwise ?pqeen would be afraid 

of Christy; it is fcunded on the rivalry that apoears later. 

The suitor, whose lack of "love-talk" indicates their absurd 

relationship, cannot offer to stay with Pegeen to protect her. 

On his fearfully mentioning that there is lia kind of 

fellow above 1n the furzy ditch,'l(61) Pegeen mocks him for not 

finding out who the person is: 

Well, you're a daring fellow! And if they find his corpse 
:tretched above in the dews of dawn, whatfll you say then to 
the peelers or the Justice of the Peace?(61)6 

_ .. o. o. _~ __ ~ ___ ' __ ~ __ ' ____ o' 0 • __ '._= _________ • __ '. __ , ____ • ___ -__ 

Sef. Bourgeois, p. 195. Henn (p. 66) remarks: "The 
unseen Father ReI.lIy hovers in the background of the .~~ as 
the guardian of peasant morality, the supporter of the cowardly 
and feeble Shawn I It/hose COilw,ents on ench situation are yet those of 
the ordinary moral man. 1I 

6 . 
Pegeen's contempt of Shawn is even more explicit in an 

earlier drClft: "I'm +':hinking maybe tho decld men itself is better 
company than the like of you, Shanoen Keogh, who'd quit the hClrps 
or Heaven for to sove your skin. oCtO) 
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The ccwardly young man is scared to investigate and also worried 

about the mGn 1 s reaction. . Pegeen teases him: "I III maybe tell 

them, and I'll maybe not. II (61) 

\rJhen Michael James enters, Pegesn upbraids her father 

for leaving her alone, displaying her sharp tongue, and using vivid 

imapery which presages the striking language in her love-scene 

with Christy: 

If I am a queer da~ghter, it's a queer father'd be leaving 
me lonesome these twelve hours of dark l and I pilir..:, the 
turf with the dogs barking, and the calves mooing, and my 
own teeth rattling with the fear.(63) 

Jimmy flatters her for her sturdiness, but Pegesn is afraid of 

the numerous drunkards, tinkers and soldiers 1n the vicinity. 

Shawn refJses to keep her company because he i3 

afaard of Father Reilly, and what a~ all would the Holy 
Father and the Cardinals of Rome be saying if they heard I , 
did the like of that?(63) 

This con jures up -:.hE: delightful pict.ure of the Pope and Cardinals 

in conclave to discuss the misdemeanour of a Meyo peasant, but it 

hardly endeClrs the yOllng man to Pegeen and the others. He 

ascribes his reluctance toa fear not only of Father Reilly bot 

also of succumbing to -temptation: "Let you not be tempting me 

and we near married itself,"(65) he tells the others. But 

Shown has revealed as much lust as a eunuch. So terrified is he 

of staying with the nubile Pegeen that he calls on saintly aid to 

save him from this ignominious predicament. Michael James 

predicts a future free of jealousy for Pegeen - at least she 

will not have to w')rry about Sh·~.,."n chclsing other girls. But 

Pegeen, who is obviously dissatisfied with this suitor, defends 

her property I seeing the :,i tuotlon in proper perspective by 

blaming her father for being miserly: 

What right have yuu to be makiny game of a poor fellow for 
minding the priest when it's your own the fault is, not 
puying a penny pot-boy to stand aJong with me and give me 
courage in the doing of my work?(65) 
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Pageen takes control, accusing Christy of lying and of 

being incapable of crime. In so doing, she employs a jarring and 

violent image that indicates her own wildness and vehemence of 

character: "You did -nothing at alL A soft lad the like of you 

"lOuIdn it s11 t the v/indpipe of a screeching 'sow ~ \I (71) It is 

significant that Chri~ty yields neither to the men's wheedling 
9 

nor to Pegeen I s taunting I b·;t to her rage and th)~eats: .sh~;). s 

the strong one, he the weakling. As soon as he blurts out his 

story, she is amazed ahd the men are respectful, ~nd after more 

questions he reveals that he 

just riz the loy and let fall the edge of it on the ridge 
of his skull, and he went down at my feet like an empty 
sack, and never let a grunt or groan from him at al1.(73) 

Here is a man, indeed, and Michael James promptly signs to 

Pegeen to fill Christy's glass. 

Christy is committed to the tale when he admits buryirig 

! . C h 10 . f h . h d b h 1 f b . 1 l~S )otl er, ana a tel' 18 8. raw answer a out t e pace 0 ur1a f 

Philly appr!)veti, ':c:r~.->idering him wise" 

Pegeen proposes Christy for pot-boy: 

Because of this sagacity, 

That'd ~e a lad with the sense of Solomon to have for a pot­
boy, Michael James, if it's the truth you're seeking one at 
(111. (75) 

None of the older men contradicts her. The culmination of the 

----_ ... -. -~----~~----.. -----.----------,-.-.-._._ .. - , .. ,' .-~ 
.!!!l2. .• J!!.!Eo.d~d;.ion~, p. 309: "And what is it but desire of ardent 
Ii fe • 0 • that makes his young girls of ~rl~~L?_f At.h...e. 
W~st~!l....W.o:s}.d prefer to any peaceful man their eyes have looked 
upon, a seeming murderer?" Cc=kery (p. 192) does not appear to 
consid~r this in objecting t~ the idolization of Christy. He 
says that t:the falling of a \",hole countryside at +he feet of. a 
self· declared parricide simply on account of his gamey heart and 
his fine bit of talk, is an assumption to which we cann~t give 
more them grudging acceptance." Cf. also R .. Reed Sanderlin, 
"Synge I s Playboy t"md the Ironic Hero, II SO~l..ft~~te.!l.'t, VI 
(April 1968), 297. 

9Cf • Howe, p. 63; Johnston, p. 34. 

lOCf. Henn l p. 342. 



186 

• 
CObe for employment is Pegeen's assertion that a murderer inside 

would protect her from murderers outside the shebeen.II She 
I 

evinces no fear whatsoever: " ••• If lid that lad HI the house, 
I 

I wouldn't be fearing the loos~d khaki cut-throats, or the 

walking dead.!1(7S) Only Shawn, displaying conventional sense 

and solicitude, objects,12 but his betrothed, angry at his 

mention of Christy as a "bloody-handed murderer,II(77) silences 

him. 

She makes the ini tied. advance Ii in .~y'e~~:::.L<?_~, II (77) 

and, in pen::lJoding Christy, uses on image from the anirilOl 'dodd 

again: 

Aren't you destroyed walking with your feet in bleeding 
blisters f and your whole skin needing washing like (J \,.jickloH 
::;heep.(77) 

Pogeen might have romantic designs on Christy but she certainly 

lacks delicacy, although this would be a natural expression for 
I one pf.her kind. 
I 

Only when they are leaving does it strike Michael 

Jumes to ask Christy's namei he is quite content ~o leave his 

daughter with a parricide - whoever he might be. They go off, 

with everybody content: Christy has a plcce to stay and will be 

safe from the police; the men can go to the wake without being 

plagued by conscience (if ever they ar~); Pegeen has companionshi~ 

and prot.ection. Even Shawn has stopped complaining and offers 

to remain: Father Reilly vlOuld nc' objcc~ ... to two men staying 

with a girl. But Pegeen spurns him, telling him to go to tha 

priest l "and lot him put you in the holy brotherhoods. Il (79) 

Her Ijrdering him to "leave that lad to me"(79) is sign! ficant 

when cons idered in the light of her reaction to the \...Jidow Quin 

11 I Cf. J. L. Styan, The Elnments of Drama 
Cambr iclge Un i vers i ty Pres;";4-l"963-[,"'pp':--6'(5':61 ~ 

( Cc.Hnbr idciC7: 
~. 

12 .. 
~bHj. f p. 62. 
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to Pegeen ind.icates his need for her oin the building of and 

belief in the new vision of hims01f. Out it is not the peelers: 

it is the Widow Quin. 

Pegeen's ontagonism to her is apparent even before she 

enters. She tells Christy to appear tired - she does not want 

the \",idov.!'s company for any length of time. The barmaid greets 

her in a tempe~1 but the woman is more interested 1n Christy, 

the "curiosity man,Il(87) than in retorting in kind. She 

delivers Shawn and Fother Reilly's instruction that she mu~t 

take Christy home with hor, and is not averse to the idea: 

isn't fitting, U says th9 priesteen, Vto have his likeness 

n f. 1 • _.1: 

.1.cd8in9 with an orphcmed girlf 111(87) sh6 tells Pegeen. It ~s 

fitting, evidently, to have him staying with a widowed woman. 

In her appraisal of Christy, sh~ sees hin as he stilt is, not as 

Pegeen wants him to be: "Well, aren't you (I little smiling 

fellow?"(87) 

little boy: 

Like Pegeen in the beginning, she treats him as a 

••• It'd soften my heqrt to see you sitting so simple with 
your cup and cake, and you fitter to be saying your 
catechism thao slaying your da.(S7) 

Pegeen rebuts tier: Christy is her own and so is the Lrnage she 

is making. The woman. who made herself n widow does not give up 

so easily, however, and mentions their similarity. Her deed, 

too, ~s worthy of commemoration in song. But Pegeen will have 

none of this a~d deri~es her rivolls claim to kinship. Although 

she might be c murderer, her act was ~ontemp·tible and not of the 

same calibre: 

She hit himself with a worn pick, and the rusted poison did 
corrode his blood the way he never overed it and died atter. 
Thct was a sneaky kind of murder .did win small glory with 
the boys itself.(89) 

The widow keeps her good humour and flings her fir~t 

words of cbUSG at 'p(o:c:nen, ... ;horr. she regards as sexually filo.tivcted: 
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her' led<y thotcli is qr'J\'.':I'~; [iicnc p':!,,,tl.l:'c 1'0:: he,1' buck r1cat 
thCiri her SqU01"(; of fic:~ ·:'·;!:.'r on8 ~.~i'-~,: \,:ithout f.j trcli'ip it~,;. f to 
keop in ord0r her place at ul] .• ( ) 

In the girl's eyes, th(~ vid:)'.: .i, d OV(OiI 

her qualities: 

When you Sf'8 me c(!ntriving in In)' I).ttl\:: ~:;Qnli.:n::,; Christy 
!'bhon f you 11.1 $'ri80) the Lo:cd Gcd fO:,'r::od n:e to be Ii v ing 
lone and tilClt there isn I t my match in f'iayo fo:c thatch ing 
or mowing or shearing u she8p.(GY) 

Pegeen scorns her, adding to the piCtU~0 of slut·ti~hness in 

v:i'v'id, imoginative and, possihly ( fm:-Ld:ched invectivE:: 

It's true the Lord God formed you to contrive indeed! 
Doesn't the vlO:cld kno\-! YO'.! reored tl block H.:m at your c·,:n 
breast, ~o that th,,' l.ord Bishop of Cl);lno\.l\:;i11; felt the 
elcmoilts l)f a Ch::::isticln, and he eatinfJ it (1f'i:er in a 
kidney stew? Doesn't the world knciV/ yr,u've been seen 
shaving ~he foxy sk1pper from Franco fOI a three~enny bit 
and a sor ~f ~~ass tobacco would wring the liver from a 
mountain gc,~t you id meet lepping thn hills?(89)18 

The \..fidow is amused, turning Pogeen! s raili.ng to her (1dvanto~;o: 

"Do you heClr her now f young fel1o\.J? Do you hear the way shoill 

be rating at }/our own sel f when a week is by?"(91) 

continues to i8sult: IIDon't heed hero Tell her to go on into 

her pigsty and noi plague us here. 1I (9J..) 

Unused to two women ranting over him, Christy grows 

timid, but the spectacle must cause him to rlse in his own 

estimation. Again it takes Peg~enls threatened violence to 

make him re~p~~d - she shakes him and he chooses her, beinG 

happily ensconced in the shc:le(j!'l. 

The widow I'csorts to i~ul!terfugc and pr.:.>poses Telnoining 

with the two because, she says, her wa1k bock will he lonesome. 

18Ho\H:: (p. 196) sO)is of this speech: IIFor fert::.li ty and 
resource f and a power to Eile imo(l,? on inwge f P"::':jeen, CFt her 
noisiest{ is nearly hi;; ,-Christy 1.:;:/ equal, n 



orders her oppon,J,t out.. 

C;'ce 

people ore safe from each other, the Widow Quin, Shawn KC0gh and 

Father Reilly. 

Christy IS content: 

\1e11 it's a clean bed n~ld soft \-!ith it, and it's great luck 
and company I ive won me in the end of timE~ - h!o fine HOf,181i 
fighting for the lik0s of me -, till I'm thinking this night 
wasn't I ~ foolish fellow not to kill my futher in the 
years gone by.(93)19 

He has romant;cCz~ri little about his character up to this point, 

but Pegean, \4itli he'.· fancies and fighting; and, to Ci lesser 

extent, the Widow Quin, with her scheming and enticement, have 

caused his transformation to get wall under way. 

Christy's counting of the items in the shabeen in the 

~:er-ond act ~s reminiscent of Pegeen' s detailing of her wedding 

outfit. Like the publican and his daughter, who accepted Shawn 

because of. his relative material wealth, Christy places value on 

posse~sion ~f goods. He lS considering his ewployer's prosperity 

now and, regcrding Peoeen as a good prospect, has already asked 

19Corkery (p. 203) says that perhaps this speech where 
Christy "half regrets not having killed his father long ogo, is 
the only blunder in the ploy. I~ is the only pUS$~ge in which 
the Playboy is truly a playboy, consciou~ly rogue." He finds (po 204) 
Christy an innocent rather than a rogue. 
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the world of Shawn 

effect and he pr~'er:s himsel f \"hil(~ looking in the mirror: 

Didn't I know rightly I was ha~dsome, though it was the 
divil's own mj,rror we had beyond, would twist a sqLlint 
across an ens IS brow, and 1111 be growing fine from this 
day, the way I'll have a soft lovely skin on me and won't 
be the like of the clumsy young fellows do be ploughing all 
times in the earth and dung.(95) 

But, again, as his self-regard increases he rece1ves another 

setback. He is still timid \-lith girls ~ four ar:::ive: "StrangeI 

girls. God help me, where iII I hide myf,cl. f away j'l-:! my .long 

neck no ked to the world. 11 (95) 

The girls, like Pegeen and the Widow Quin, are starved 

of exciting mcde company, and arB less pf".";!1~ftJ~. e)(Qmples of tl1<) 

typical feminine attitude in this western distlict. Such 15 

the dearth of incident that they are all bored and stifled leadi.ng 

,their drab, blameless existence, and have risen early; "de::;l:royingl! 

themselves ru;ming 1n order to catch a glimpse of "a Ilion killed 

his father."(97) The one v.,ho craves spuctacle most is Sara 

Tansey f who drove ten miles to see IIth:-, qjcm bit the yellow lady's 

nostril,"(97) and who smells the boots. 21 To make the excitement 

more pArsbnal and sinful, Sara puts them on: 

20 
Cf. Gerstenberger, p. 84. 

21Howcrth (op. cit. f pp. 222 ... 23) says of this action = "This 
is one cf the two dozen mosterly stuge-strokes in Th.e._PJ.£Y.,boX' 
It is at once social realism and farce; it belongs to the 
special Irish family of olfactory comedy, that extravagant 
distillation of the unwaslled; it is essentially co~~eived as 
drama, notates the actresses' business, and requiret them to 
perform as well as speak the combined realism, poetry, luwness, 
exaltotJ.ono ll 
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position: 11Th ere IS maY'be 't/orse than a dry heorth (lna 0 dc'.j 

d .!. h+n!i( woman U~~ your 9 55 a~ n w_ ) 

ThE" more ottent he gets, the more SCY.l 

becomes and, under the girls\ U lng, alails his feat, the hit 

ing the Sl~ of (] c f1 t of Tan 

\t./ith t the sun come out tween (lnd the h 
a it shInIng n 2n my co,, on your 
soul,!l soys he ff Ii fting Cl S 

rens 9 the loy'. 
r mcfn,n says If 

He a d with the s e, and I gave a lep to 
the easi:. 
and I hit a 

retch out, 

The r8Gct duri 

a grel ond 

not exclus the 

a1.so his Jng or 

en I tu~n around wi 
on the e of h s 11 
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'::~' no r '>"~ r~..J" .10n .1 :;; s n j, ·f: J. nt !. "-A •• l 

h e 11 1. } 
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: Su en 

( ) -t , . \ .. '.1: 

11m th ink.;. ·the Lord God sent h this road to a 
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s 

.1 

yearning +(\ th all cd her here.( ) 

The \4 wants to be marri agCi1.n and iti:.:. seen t,hat she 

would not be against the idea of !'is CIS a companl,)n ~ 

speech revea that she 15 consid s 1. 

olth the manls fear of her could Ie ely the result of 

her si 

Susan deflates Chri sonwHhot by, just as 

the I,~ Qu , treoting hilt: Ii a 1i boy' 

as 0 mother-figure): h on her knee, I'a 

Tansey,!' ( . , ) Although e w ow has tecsed him as she 

feigns compassion now, to I' hers f to Chris 

She accepts h r 14hot she sees h to f not t h::: a 

~:1 

) 

1. 

the others pre d he J..S, She the one person not ·to express 

.t. 
!. 
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dcttlil vtithout o(]svleringwith on III b ievs ll o:r by te " h 

that he is a HO nder" Even when she mentions their s 1 rl l 
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of this ioJ(.,stern \vorld. fI 
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s rea J.on to e m ing (lut of 
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PECEEN. • • 0 A st fj ed 1 f a 
man. Ah, that should a fearful 
it worst of all for a men destroyed 

e of the hanging of a 
end, young llow, and 
his da, for the Ii of 

him would get sm~ mercies, end when itrs they'd 
h put him in a narrow grave, with cheap socking wrc 

round, one! pour down quick1. (".f) his h f the you'd 
see a \10HlCin pouring a frish- sh from Cl cup. 

Oh!, Gor.' 
Ing at 

thinking 
11 of n ht{ I ',.{as shut 

Myth. II 

ry ~~e 
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VIT l " . I. 

and I here se 

SullIvan,. if E:S cJnd thf--; 
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do 
the 

fOClr he:c 

eenis 

hi ing Hith 
\.101king 0 b 

foIl of n ht&( 

(vlicllCl mas I 

troth I st <:" 
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1. 

III be shut of joopardy no p ce if 
a pack of wild girls e Ii of em, 

rS t talki vlhispers at 

ccmn!ent 4- cen wOlild n ,~ to 

in~l 
I ) to \. IS seen Ci CIS 

She re:;;ents a 

flirtation by h~ men a to s a sadistic pleasure in de cting 

Christy's n9 g~ 

en 

It's queer s th , end 

if it'd me the greer stones 
swaying and sw ling at the 
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who knows the thing th 
its If to think of 
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the 
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,rope; and 
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-1-~' (' ) ... 11'(> ... f 

she cons e:c's .. ! she 1S 14rong , f she res Sill!)] 

cen i s method J.n s tlin:;1 her SCO.l"e the comrJlc 

Christ)u is more them j 0S this ce 1.-3 a hear 

LS about his Ion Iness on the run, a 

fd 

you 
'v{ 

cond lon olso e .1 He des 

com nionship of 9 

And isn't it a poor th 9 ~o starting and I a 
lonesome fellow will oe looking out on women and girls the 

do; 

a 
on 

way the ne Spl S do look g on the Lord?( ) 

Christy hungers for love and a 

winning in the shebeen: 

It's well you know itls a lonosome 
towns with the 1 ts sh ing sid 
down, or going in 
YOll ond a nosing ind f .OT 

of which Iv:; s been 

ing to 
en the l.S 
, . 

Cl ClO:; nos:tnSj fore 
to the £ ies where 
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27,1 ( 
'lO\1e fJ r. 
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')8 
L 'Or! 1(1 uns 

) '" th' ,"1).' rhl""1 <,::,1 11 +0· 
./ "=' 1",.. l. \... "~ ".' L. J t..-
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Hm·,f HOll 1.1 1 
lonesomv v.then 
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not 
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I'{!Gn r Ch.ris,t}! hon", The 
11014 I ever set my s on to~his hour 

n!""\ f"~ nextJ:'c~ II here She IS b h ,-<,I..,.." 0 

1. (1 hi f lna s ","' Ii er 

de s , Chris s s .1. 

-3 like of 
men should be thronging around to hear 

r voice, and the little infant 
steps 11m thinking, you 

een connot 'Jnderstand Hhy su Christy 

should be 2S0rne>ll She still has n forg ond, en 

he turns to go, first reml 5 him of his condit s of lit 

be nti He hos suffe sufficl;;:nt for his dev tion. 
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give 0 thraneen hadn't a III hty s r him c a 

1- 11'1"13) gm-flay flea • \,_'. 

This heralds the entry of Shawn with the 0101 1.1"1" 
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with holf a ticket to the W0stern etes, a hot, breeches and a 

coat, not f ting his blessing and, of course, thot of Father 

Reilly.29 Christy has Jcqu a certain nce and Shawn n 

him as 

ShC1vm 

She lets slip, however, that everybody 15 

9 displac 

res the .c' 1.1.e.cce 

as the object of 

een Cl 

29 f)cn'o"" r.;e--··+Dnf)e·'~"""''' (~, P,I~)\ .. .) f 1 t..! ,,) j, 0, to .. ~, ..~. ,I. ':j ,-. "L f'"" (! .,) '- ) attention to the 1ng 
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h 
the 

betroth 
field of 

1/; here t he Ht 

sexucll ttle 
and Christy, ~n new-found a 

CIS he usurps .t., 
L· 

es to ibe the PI 
offering h a fine 

S 'tV i-th 

the defence of 
n 

sui t 01" c t', h e s ,. 
I ~:, clothin~:J 



She wou nit suit 
temper the 
score of s •••• 

f m,d she w1thUH3 divill~; OV·in 

be trangling one another in a 
It's the like of me onIv that she's , 

fit , a quiet s 
hE.:' if she scratch 

pIe wou nit raise c hand up~n 
itselL, (1 ) 

jIe isty tries on the 

Shown: '5 true Ci C! 
'.' ore r of courage and do te the l 

like of unlsm comes to the v,hen she 

as to ond get OI'l'n to 

~Jould 9 the Cf)"W you 
:romf rme! hi: of Via)! 

of ng Qt Sf and tu 

He would, of course, and more. 

Shm-ln the \!-Ji Qu 

Ch:risty. As he reaches a new 

her in the 

one! the malinta 
h, and 0. 

e \4Cr,i:ern hi 

cou s the 

his 
t " immense bIcn! wh ch has reached to lithe nO'll, 1'11.:3 

world c 
3() 

pses 0 The Hwalki • "7-" sp it of .~"'. m'J n 

arrlves, and the f who has won t~p :ccll:ion or of 

all, h as fearfully. Quin, the on 

committeci Chris ~s s It is ;d: that 

she is the one to confront een \-!Ould hove 

Christ)' cnrt'f ~ he ,being the stronger of cwn huve 

jumped at the chance to unmask :r LS the 

blabbed to the wh county; the men would 01: h 

ond so told alL But the widow sees her c nee: e can 

out th~ real ~tory ane use her kn to her n ge. She 

vfill have another hus nd offer GIL if she con COnVll1Ce r.1S 

ti'lot Pegeen \;/i11 s h 11 e ~J 
, knock the h .', 

inking" and d you from the door. lI ( ) 

The W ow Quin neit 11es nor denies havi seen 

Christy, but she counters Old Mahon's gruff Ul Hith a 

30 H· ('jL['" (np 
"" V' '- \ f- <!> ) n s the 

Christy's deed of 1.1 

o jllon,;iU Cf. Henn, p. 344 
3 
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reprimand: "You' 1'0 a queer kind to ",·~.lk in not s:.:J.lut ing at 

011. 11 (119) Then she stiffly answers qU0Gtion with question: 

MAHON. Did you see ·i:he young lad? 

\tHDm~ QUIN. .. . • What kind was he? 

MAHON. An ugly young stroeler vii tho murderous gob on him 
and a little switch in his hondo • • • 

v:100H QUIN. ~ ~ • For what is it you'r.:; \-lClnting him, my poor 
man?(119-21) 

She is tickled, enjoying Old Mahon's description of his son as 

lazy and "0 dirty, stuttering louto"(121) The w.idovi speaks 

f . , h Id b t h' .. 32 rom exper1ence 1n warnlng ~ e 0 man a ou lS l.nJury: 

You'd best be wary of a mortified scalp, I think they call 
it I lepping around \vi th that wound in the splendour of the 
5un."(12l) 

Her own blow resulted 1n the poisoning and death of her husband. 

Just as Pegeen shows Christy another sidG to t:imself f so the 

Widow Quin en joys ':),"\lng the same to his fctther: lilt was a bad 

blow surely, and you should have vexed him fdorful to make him 

strike that gash in his dao ll (l2l) The answer of father and 

son is the same when they ar~ made to view themselves in a new 

light: "Is it me?"(121) 

The widow presses more deeply in pursuit of the truth: 

U\.Jhat way was he so foolish? It was running \oJild after the girls 

maybe?"(123) Old Mahonls answer and the following exchange throw 

a most unfavourable light on the marvellous murderer held in 

adulation bv the girls: 

MAHO~;&i.th ~ sh..9ut .2i_.£~is:!2.0'. r<unning wild, is it? If 
he seen a red petticoat coming swinging over the hill, held 
be off to hide in the sticks! and you'd see him shooting 
out his sheep's eyes between the little twigs and leaves, 
and his two ears rising like a hare looking out through a 
gap~ Girls indeed! 

32 
Cf. Henn, p. 344. 
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WIDOW QUIN. It was drink maybe? ~ 

MAHON.. And he a poor felloH \-Iou.ld get drunk on th",: smell of 
I a pint: Hevd a queer rotten stomach, 11m telling you, and 
I when I gave him three pu 1.1 s f:r'o:n my' pipe 0 while since, he 

was taken with contortions till I hud to send him in the 
ass cart to the females l nurse. 

VlIDOW QUIN L£;I:ps~.i!!5,Lb..~,,;E_b..~!.!d~~7. WelJ, I never till this (~cy 
heard tell of a man the like of that. 

MAHON. I'd~take a mighty oath you didn't surely, and wasn't 
he the laughing joke of every female vIO!m:m where fo ur 
baronies meat, the way the girls would stop their weeding if 
they seen him coming the ro~d to let a roar at hiln, and call 
him t~e looney of Mahon's.(123) 

This "looney of Nahon t sl! appears even worse than ShClwn n';w. The 

Widow Quin, who loves all this, increases Christy's ansuish and 

the old man's interest by admitting to having seen him. 33 She 

digs at both of them with her description: 11ft. hideous, fearful 

villain, and the spit of you.!l(l23) But she sends Old Mahon off 

and gives him advlce - for the benefit of both men: 

( Let you give hiLl Cl good vengeance when yeti come up '",ith him, 
but don't put yourself in the power of the law, for itWd be 
a poor thing to see a judge in his black cap reading out his 
sentence on a civil warrior the like of youo(125) 

The widow is in command and laughs, with !lood humour, at the 
34 

cowering Christy: "WeIll you ire the walking playboy of the westej~q 

world, and thatls the poor man you had divided to his b~eeches bel~.(125) 

33Contrary to Bourgeois' apini0~ (p. 198), the widow is not 
malicious in misinforming Old Mahon, if by "malicious il one 
understands "active ill-will." 

34Bourgeois (pp. 193--94, n. 1) comments th(1t the Hord Il pl ay boyl! 
means "!iumbugger" or "hoC!x~r"i with Synge it sec;ms to meon, at 
different times, "one who is played "lith," or "who plays like a 
player," or "who is full of the play-spirit" - Ita wild dare-devil." 
Cf e t-1ary Hayden and Marcus Hartog, liThe Irish Dialect of English: 
Its Odgins and Vocabulary, Ii FR, nos., LXXXV (April 1909), 779. 
Christy is played with in the sense that Pegeen tries to make him 
something he is not at first; he "plays like Cl player ll in Y/inning 
tho games; he has the play-spirit in his continuing the illusion 
and making it real. The Widow Quints remark here refers to his 
imposture or hoaxing ~ Cf. Gn'ene and Stephen;; I pp~ lAO-AI. 
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hookers, trmd.crs is 8C':(11ng th~S8a., and I t;Ll.nking on the 

She adds enticingly: 

I've nice jobs you could be doing; f;o.thering shells to Iri'.lke 

a whitewash for our hut within, building up a little goo~g­
house r or sh etch ing Q ne'rJ skin on on old curclgh I have I 
and if my ~ut is far from ell sides, it's there you~ll meet 
the wisest old men, I tell you, at the corner of my wheel, 
and it's there yourself and me will have great times 
whispering and hugging • • • (127) 

But Christy scorns he:c becclt .. ;se 0.1.1 hevlonts is Peaeen. 

He is infctuJted with the girl who inspires him to dream of himself 

os a hero. This belief tOr) LI~m<'~'l" 1': J' ,- riO+ .r, ;x~'ai c.'I<lo •• ,·.l .. ',r::d' .. • f J.' ... ",).... _ . ..., '." ~l..,........ \-:;. l,J!;j. Y t;; .... for 

him to accept others who could not infuse a similar feeling of 

greatness int(· him. He asks the widow: 

Aid me for to Viin her i ondl! 11 be a,'!c.i:',S God t:: ~d;:rGtch 

G hand to; 'yOU HI tl,e bedJ!' 0 f declthr [mel leu() )/OU short cuts 
through Ulf> f'1eodm,:;; of Ease, fmd '.if) HH~ fJJ'or of Hef...iV'Cn to 
the r()lyj-,,+O,"1" '\1<': 1- t l"" \'l'",C";"'" SOIl f'I °7_'1;') I ~ _ ........ ' ¥' •• l ..,., vf '- ~ .'. ~ J.., 1. ...'l "',0> .0 \ """'''- """ Ml<. 

She reacts 1101 ",ith fury at heing re jected, but \,,~ .. th irony:. 

"There I~, pray :Lng!" (131) The \tJido", Quin is the one character \·,ho 

does not pay lir-sorvjce to religicn or indulge In reli9~ou~ 

verbiage. Skdton says that her attitude 'b "the hectic rol.igious 

language of the others" is well-shown in this retort. He corilments: 

By her candid self-seeking she reveals the moral confusion of 
her friends and neighbours. They swoor by their God, c;.,:d 
take His name in vain. The widow rarely uses the nClne clf God. 
Indee~, )n the whole play she uses the word only twice. 36 

35 .. . 
ThIS Image alone could be taken as sexually suggestive. 

36Skelton, pp. 128-29. He notes that the first time she uses 
the name of God is when ~he tells Christy: "Hhen you SGe me 
contriving in my little g~rdGns, Christy Mahon, y~utll swear the 
Lord God formed me to be living lone ••• 11(89); th, second inshmce 
is also with Christy, vher she refers to Pegeen: "Cod heLp h~r to 
be taking you for a wonder, and you a little ~chemer making up a 
story you destroyed your dCI. "(J.?5) Skeltoil ov('rluoks a third time; 
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• liTo hear you talking so quiet.: who'd know you were the same 

fellow we ~;een pass to-day?"(137) The Widow Quin cleverly 

phrases her next question to confuse Old Mahon: 

Was your son that hit you a lad of one year and a score 
maybe, a great hand at racing and lepping and licking the 
\>Io1:'ld?(139) 

He rages at her-furiously and ~s she has hoped: 

Didn't you hear me say he was the fool of men, the way from 
this out helll know the orphanrt lot with old and y00ng 
making game of him and they swearing, raging, kicking at 
him like a mangy cur.(139) 

When he asks why the villagers are cheering,. she confidently 

replies "wiib the s..b.?,~e. pf ~~mi!.£": IIThey I re cheering a young 
37 

lad, the champion playboy of the western world.'f Old Mahon has 

just been trapped into denying that his son ~ould be anything like 

this. Again, on his asking about the lender of the =ace , the 

widow replies e::!pL::-:::ically: "He's the champion of the world I 

tell you, and there isnVt a hop'orth isn't f~lling lucky to his 

hands too-cloy. "(139) 

Christy wins the n~ce, signi ficantly with lithe mountain 

girls ho05hin9 him on."(14l) Mohon is sure of the victor's 

identity, but the Widow Quin is agile enough, both physically and 

mentally, to keep him from running out. She orders Jimmy to aid 

her: "Stop him f or youWll get a month for the abetting of . 

mansloughter and be fined as well."(14l) Although refuting Old 

Mahon's charge that the Playboy is his son, the widow craftily 

tells him of Ctlristy's prospects, so that he might realize that 

he shoui~ retract his statement for the benefit of all: 

That's not your son. That's a man is goi~g to make a 
marriage with the daughter of this house, a place with fine 
trade, with a licence, and with poteen too.(143) 

37The widow I s meaning of Iiplc,}/boyll here is both "hoaxer" and 
,. sportsman" i the others under~tand only the latter by it. 
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CHRISTY ~.!:.:t:i.!!.~Ltl.i~~ .. a.r,m E~n2._~j. 44 If I ~1asn it a good 
Christian, it's on my naked knees I'd be saying my prayers 
and peters to every jackstraw you have roofing your head, 
and every stony pebble is paving the laneway to your door. 

PEGEEN L£adL~1Y]. I f that v s the truth, Ii 11 be burning 
candles from this out to t~e miracles of God have brought 
you from the south to-day, and I with my gowns bought ready 
tIle way that I can wed you, and not wait at all. (149) 

Pegee~ does not recognize herself in this love-duet~ 

Her "biting tongue" has shown itself in her treatment of the 

girls and Christy, and, particularly, in her slanging at the 

Wido,,! Quin. But lithe heart· s a wonderl! (151) - it has changed 

Christy into a poet and man of prowess and Pegeen into his match. 

Both are joyous at the discovery of an experience and a lover 

they have only dreamed of. 

Mich~el James and Shawn arrive \/ith the dispensation 

but they are too late; Pageen has decided on the 111ittle frisky 

rascal ll who hc;s .:I]i~i:;ed, borne out Father Reilly's fears. 

Micha$l Jamas tells her: 

",:' 

Father Reilly's after reading it in gallous Latin, and l'It's 
come in the nick of tim~f" S'Jys he; "so I'll wed them in a 
hurry, dreading that young gaffer who'd capsize the stars. I1 (153) 

To her father's horror, Pegeen reveals her plans and 

gives her reasons, noticeable as they have been from the start: 

heart and passion and actuality, which is the peasant woman's 
good sense!'! Essays Irish and American (Dublin: Talbot Press, 
1918), p. 59. ----.,--~ . 

44:.)hnston (pp. 36 .. 37) notes the liabsence of physical 
contact H here: "In the case of Synge's play the reason for this 
restraint lies in the fact that beth parties are discovering for 
the first time unplumbed depths of emotion in themselves that ~hey 
have never ex~erienged before. • • • The fact that they do not 
touch each other - 6part from a tentative arm around a waist -
is not an expression of prudery, hut of the terrifying joy of an 
entirely new experience for both of them. All o~ this adds 
reason and point to the two major reversals in the last act -
Old Mahon's delight in his neAly aggressive son, and Pegeen's 
violent response to the laughter of the other girls. 1I 

',',) 



Wouldn1t it be a bitter .j,.' " 1,.111 

of aneen, ond he 
no savagery or fine 

ng ki of a scarecrow with 

Sh(;n.m 

did s 

r:,::octs 

his 

1, itld 
seeJ.ng 
isn It it (j 

co 

. n( 

corne we J. n 9 

,;, l'n h' t lP{t " .11T! a 0_ ... ", 

IlI¥d be afea to be 

) s geen : 

a poor to go me 
of peril for 

b ssing I didn1t 
the west or south.( 

) 

jealous 

'I " your ~.]. 

of a man 

n gi I and 
fore h 

She so points out Shawn's ck of fine s a J .. C 

sensibilit)! : 

And you think you Ire a 1 
with, the iny s of the 
sooner on a 
thml on ·t;l"18 

~s 1 

I.J to 
openIng 
ld put (J 

) 

s 9 along 
r, v,[hen it ~s 

9 thi 

f 

9 

Shawn pleads the weight of his pOSSlon, his 91 sand, 

of course, the holy dispensation. 

cheek, is \'fOrthy of Christy in its 

I'm thinki youfre too fine 
Keogh of lakeen, and let you 

ient lady th droves 
and hersc:,~. ~ in the d 

gue In 

the like me, Shawn 
go off ti you'd find n 

on the ins of . " e:rlE;S at 

The publicanls reaction to Ch tyHs threat to 

Shmm rtends the common reaction when the "k lsI! his 

father 1n front of them: 

r IS it? Is it mad yous a Would you go mck 
murder in this ce , and it pil It, ·~th ou:c 

ink night? on to thE shore if itls f hting 
you want, ere the rls1ng tide will wash a trOC2: Leam 
the of man.( ) 

He is interest in sal preservation and 

that might have dire consequences for himself. 1.0U5 

scene fol of Shmfll f Ifsimmering :LI1 possions to the end of 

time,n( ) and Micho James,. fJ id t the er···slaye:r / 



213 

• 
will become a fother-in-law sluyex, trying to get each other to-

fight Christy. 

When Shawn flees. Christy and PeaGen ask for her . . '"' 

father I s blessing: "Bless us n·.)'.-' t for I s'./cor to God I III "led 

She does "renege,1i 

however, and soon, too. Michael James consents, Christy has 

attained his goal, the young ones are ecstatic - and in rushes 

Old Mahon, followed by the crowd and the Widow Quin~ 

When the old man reveals his identity, Pegeen turns on 

her lover immediately, and, being complntely disillusiollcd, orders 

him off. 45 She is adamant, regards Christy as treacherous and 

betrays him: 
46 

It's there your tre?chery is spurring me, till I'm hard set 
to think y~u're the one IV m after lacing in my heart-strings 
hal f-an-·hour gone by. &..~Q1Y Take him on from this f 
for I thillk bad the ""arId should see me r'Jging for a Munster 
liar and th~,f0cl of men.(161) 

Christy hers mode Q fool of her and she conr:ot f:::H~give him for 

45 
In "Synge's Playboy os Mock-Christ, 'MD, VIII (December 

1965) ( 305, HOltfOrd D .. Pearce says that "thouGh Pegeen can follow 
him in romantic flights, her hold on the illusion is so week,·so 
tentative, that it takes only one o~sertion by Old Mahon to prove 
-~o her that ChJ:isty is a liar and 'not.hing at all. i/l 

~6pegeen's betrayal of Christy is reminiscent of the actions 
of Judas Iscariot and Peter, especially when considering that 
she has promised not to renege. Pearce (op. cit., pp. 303-
310) and Stanley SuI tan·- liThe Gospel According to Synge," Pc.e..~ 
0t!._ La~~.c:.ge C!..n.9..,~Li ter9.~f IV ( Fall 1968), 428-41 - both 
concentr~~e on the similarities between Christ and Christy. 
Sultan propounds a parallel beh,,"~en .Ih~.,P1.9~9.f theJi.~~~_ 
!i2!ld and the ministry and crucifixion of' Christ~ But the 
analogy is inexact and intermittent. For instance, he sees thb \ 
Widow Quin and Sara Tansey {lS the "true devoted women of' Bethany, 
and Magdala" (p. 439) i but what would P(;gf::len be in this case, 
and how does the love-talk come i~to the picture? Also, how 
does Old Mahon fit into the scheme of things? It is he and 
not Christy who is resurrected. efo Skelton, p. 121. 

'/. 
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Shut your yelling, for if you're"aFter making c mighty man 
of me this day by the ~ower of a lie, you're setting me now 
to think if itls a poor thing to be lonesome, itts worse 
maybe go mixing with the fools of eorth.(165) 

He choses his father outside and "kills II him aga~n. Thi~ dc::ed 

18 brought on not only by Old Mohon's threats and by the crowd's 

taunts, but also by a desire t~ please Pegeen and to WLn her 

back. 
48 

After this act, the Widow Quin tries to save Christy, 

but he refuses to go. In asking, llWhat good Id be my Ii fG--tilllB 

if I left Pegeen?H(165) he reveals that he still needs her. 

The widow Galls em his penchant for talking .. II. 
. ~ , • • you \4.t :J, a 

double murder this time to be telling to the girls.I!(16S) But 

the lad is obdurate. She, the realist, who has -es~rded him as 

a pleasant-enough yaung man with a good story throughout, does 

not turn against him, but tries to make him see things in her 

way. The others, who have worshipped ChJis'~ as a romantic 

hero, now condemn him os a murderous intru~er. ThE': vlidO\v has 

no CC1use to betray hili. as she neither has idolized him nor is 

offended at seeing his violence; she also helps him o\,,!t of' 

charity and ~ecause she sees a similarity in their both being 

social outcasts. She offers to take him ewey and give him 

better girls than Pegeen: 
49 

4BMt'try' R0se Sullivan (op. cit., p. 250) says that lIwh0n 
Christy finally attempts to repeat th~ oiiginal deed, he is 
really aware that the second killi !:g will not satis fy Per;een 
and the villagers who will find it only a 'dirty deed': his 

·doing it anyway indicates that he has reached the stage 01 s~lf­
knowledge where he can begin to transcend the need for others' 
approval ard face their ultimate rejection. 11 But Christy has 
not reached this stage yet, as seen ·in hi~ subseqLlent conversation 
with the Widow Quin, and does not attaih it until ~eg~en pre~ores 
to burn him~ 

4951 .: 
, K.eL 1:01'1 

other girls as 
bri.de' ••• ,II 

ar:d jus 1: \Alont::; 

(p. 128) says that the HidO\o/ Quin "offers him 
if she were to be his procuress rather than his 

But she has given up any plans to merry Christy 
to save him now. 
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IsnVt there the match of her in ~very parish public, from 
Binghamstown unto the plain of Meath? Come on, I tell you, 
and I'll find you finer sweeth8art~ at each waning moon.(l65) 

But ~h~isty is in love with. one gir\ and will not abandon her for 
rr 

I fl.' .)\..1 any nWHoer 0 Ilour is: 

It.'s PefJeen lti 1n seeking only', and what!d I core if )./OU 

brought me a drift of cho~en females, standing in their 
shifts it~elf maybe, from this place to the Eastern World. (l67) 

An offer of help comes from a surprising quarter: Sara 

Tansey, one of the adoring village girls. She and the Widow 

Quin try to fasten b petticoat round Christy in an effort ta 

disguise him. Earlier Shawn surrendered his manhood by giving 

Christy his clothes; the Playboy is not prepared to do the same 

now by putting on a ~etticoat. Although he deperded on the 

widowvs protection when his father arrived, he hes developed 
. 51 

sufficiently now to refuse to turn to her ogoln. He is 0150 

blind to the fact that he has done wrong 00d t~at Pegesn will 

not accept him. Christy accuses the Widow Quin of being 

jealous of his beloved, but she is not and has no ulterior motive 

h · . 52 S'- d . h' d t 18 tlme. fie sees. erangement in 15 stupor an pr~~oscs 

saving him ev;:-:" i f it means having him committed to an asylum. 

The Widow Quin is, in many ways, the antithesis of 
53 

Pegeen. Sceptical where Pegeen is gullible, rCGlistic where 

50 . .. 
Ct. Howarth, op. cit., p. 231. 

51 
Cf. Gerstenberger, pp. 81-82; M~~y Rose Sullivan, Ope 

cit., pp. 246-47~ 

52pearr.:e (op. eiL, p. 307) remarks: "Seemingly her motives 
are still practical and selfish, but on the other hand she 
appears poignantly aware of the Syngean vision of the mutability 
of youth end beouty, trying to save .him, not merely for herself, 
but because it would be a shame for him to die." 

53Being the opposite of Pegeen, she throws light on both 
lovers' characters; she is much more than the minor character 
which Chandler (op. cit., p. 273) considers her to be. 
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play comes from "audnd ous f close; looks IT!:: the OedipNm str!J!:"FJl .. ~ 
betv!een fa.'-fv~ .. ' and son lit ends yd. th fcrtht·'r and son onitod. 'I 
Cf r' R S" - . . , f);\ '" '-2 -. i'laX",: os;; U.l..llvon, op, Cl_-C .. , pp • .<,·tL.·_!; ~ 

6~ICf. ,Th:~. A.rE:l._T.;:~L~l'!.~j,C:f f~:: lIT 95.: "This impu,he to protec.t 
the criminal is universal in the west. It soems portly due to . 
the association betw~en justice and the hated English jurisdic~ionr 

but more directly to the primitive feeling of these people r \-tho 
are nevercriminals yet olways capable of crime I that Q man wiLL 
not do wrong unless he i~ under ~he influence of 0 passion which 
is as irresponsible os a storm on the sea. If a man has killed 
his father, and is already sick and bruken with remorse, they con 
see no reason why he should be dragged away and killed by the law. 

"Such a meln, they saYI '-/ill be quiet all the r0st of i1is 
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Widow QUilliS act eithor, beco~sA it was elso impatunus; they 

merely condemned her because she made d bad job of it, resulti~g 

in her husbandvs· lingsring. Donn" GeJ:si:enberger "H.nds onothcr 

explanatior. for the at~;itude to the first "m\J:rd(~l-H by Ch:r..isty: 

In a very real sense, Old Mahon "deserves II to die beccluse he 
has ~ought, in his treatmen~ of his son, to thwart the 
natural process, the cycle of growth Gnd supersession of 
the fathe; by the son. 66 

Christy i S second "parricide'! lS motivated both by hi~, 

desire to get rid of his father and by his wish for approbation. 

He is also driven to it by the taunting of those who have 

worshipped him.67 The people reject him because he has not 

acted impetuously, because they see the blow inflicted in all its 

bloodiness, and because they are implicated in the c~porent 

killing, which might bring official censure - they want to save 

themselves from any charge of Haiding and abetting .11
68 jvlichael 

James tells Christy: 

If we took pity on you, the Lord God would maybe bring us 
ruin from the law to-day, so you!d best come eas~ for 
hanging is an easy and a speedy end.(169) 

The first mu~aer is regarded as symbolic as much as anything else; 

the second is too real. 

Gassner stresses the crowd's culpability 1n the matter: 

The deeper irony is that the villagers do not realize that 
they are guil tie."'::" than Chris l;ii/, for it is they who gave 
h3m sccial sanction for his second assault on his father by 
glorifying him for his first. No wonder Chris fY,iiJ is 
bewildered rather than repentant wh~n they bind him with 

life; a~d if you suggest that punishment lS needed as an example, 
they ask, e~ould anyone kill his father if he was able to help it?~l! 

66 
Gerstenberger, po 85. 

67 CL Patricia Meyer Specks I "The Making of the Playboy I II ~lD f 
IV (December 1961), 319; Johnston, p. 37. 

68Cf~ Sanderlin, OPG cit., p. 296. 
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""- i ""Oll 5J \! i: (i.( -',: >"In d 1 ~'" .. _. 'C~ \' ... _ ~ _ '"'" 

acts b~rbu~ously. 

fathe~, is prepared to slay 1n ord0r to live ur 10 his ow~ i~e0] .• 

HAre YCJu coming to be killod (1 th i:rd -!::ti11::: or \.fI:0.t GiIs you 

He agrees to go vlith Old f"idlOn; but on 

his terms. Christy might not be his fatherls murderer, but he 
73 

IS his mnst0r; he has overthrown the puternal l~~ge, is a mon 

society. 

C r ,.':: \! "'"1 ~ : r I f It ( , 7" 'I) 
'.",-! "_ .. / V~~ .. '.J .:, (t ,J~ v 

in the evolution of his rHcmhood, is grCltc;flJl: 

Ten thousand b.lcz;::;ings upon all tho"'~· ;>;-:-e, for you've 
turned me a likely g(,lffer in the end ,if ell, the way I \ LL 
go rOlHancing th:rou~;h a romping li fetime from this hOlJr J~o ' 
the dCl'vming of th,;; )lJd~;tnent day. (173) 

He needs Pegeen no morc and leaves without any direct temark to 

her. ~He is ~verything that she hos wantod him to bs; but now 

that he is wholly convinced eli:::! she hels (noved di;:;.;.oyol, he dc;o:'s 

not crawl to her again. <;. l f f l' , ... ~ (~t\ -> 1 v C' lV':- ,. ; ".,'··+e·-1 "t:Cl '10 \,,1.1 a'~ ..t. ."",.J. ~.tj.'~~,j I ...... ,.,l\.~', . . ""{,,. -,"" t. v 

pleases him, he knows that he will lm?reSS others. Christy is 

able -1;,.' trium;1h over rhe 1'e jection of the'~e people ,,,ho hove mc:dc 

him and wno are not all that different from his acquaintances 
J. , 74 

a I. nome. 

72 73 . 
Cf. ~oxheadf p. 18. Cf. Skelton, p. 129. 

74 (. ) Malone Ope Cl t., p. 152. says that at the E"lid Christ)/ 
"is thrown from his pedestal.!! But although he is t:'lrOVJ!1 oH 
when his father appears, he gains an even higher footing 
eventually; supra, pp. 16-17. 

Sanderlin (op. ciL f pp. 292-93) commonts: I~If ·tho !vbyoitos 
arE:. fools, CU'isty .is even more of one for hov3 nGtr.·,h~ri them so 
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'-'h ' t • h • , •• to' 1 •• f '" I .(: :::. mm, grabrJl;,g, lS 0ppO:c'1.Unl"y W,l'tn ra1;1.2' anci J.OCK U I 

pride, is cielight0d to have Peqeen for himt;clf (l90in, f)ut she 

has been in love and cu~not abide him. On cloutinti Qnd spvrn3,ng 

h dl l • I ". • 1 110'"1'1 • r If t e co.wI' y, \-fI1J.ni.i'lg OU:iipkln, ~,t:,e , wnen-cs: my 91'2.81", ,Vc: 

lost him surely. I've lost the only playboy of the ~oat8rn 
. 7": 

world.';(173) ~ She comprehends that she has not been able to keep 
76 

lip wl,th Christy- - he hC1S outgrmm his chief creato::-. Now she 

15 doomed to a time of dullness, her chance has eluded her, 6nd 

her vision of a life ",lith a real man of power, passion C!H::l poetry 

is in ruins. Pegeen ,is bereft Gnd bCi;nd to C1 :cest:rict.ive \wrld 
. 77 

th~t she desp~s0s. She yearns for the roma~tic illusion she 

d b f b .,. t " 78 savoure' e "ore, vt ~ 1: ~s '~o .Late. 

Pegeen admires Christy for rebelling against his fatho~. 

8~riously whet. the; ?raised him for his bravery and compared him 
to a poet." He goas on to say, in referring tc the ending, that 
"it is precis~ly the Irish penchant for dream-makirig and poetic 
fantasy that Synge is making fun of, and Christy, as the 

"embodiment of that tendency in thG form of a poet-hero, is worse 
off than the villagers when he tak8s himself more seriously than 
they do." Christy might be a fool when he accepts the dream at 
first, but he develops into areal hero and is certainly not worse 
off than the others at the end: he faces the future with 
assur~~ness and is joyous at the d{scovery of his ne'\..,r self. 

(75) 
~~"Playboy" takes on all its meanings here, but particularly 

that of a person with play-spirit. 
Roger McHugh (Preface in Harmon, pe xii) remarks that in ~he 

last known draft of the ploy, ,"Synge makes Pegeen Mike rush out 
after the Pla~boy to make sure she hasn't lost him. In the ploy 
as we ho~e it in its acting version, she throws her shawl over 
her hea<.l and wails that she ,n~\lost him. L,MeHugh' si taliey 
It is mueh better so." Cf 0 CW jV f 175~ , 

76cr,_ . .J h 36-'0 nston, p. ~ 

77Cf • Gerstenberger, pp. 83-84; Saddlemyer, p. 26. 

78Ann Saddlemyer (p. 26) com~ents that even tbough Pegeen has 
learned the lesson of reality I "that can never con/penaate for the 
loss of a wonder once tasted, a dream once lived. The greatest 
loneliness, the bitterest irollY, .is the vision of what might have 
been." 
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She has the urge for self-liberation, and, in 

father a::.; well a~; ele.deal 

. , . \ ,-. h f:' - - flO 
COnS1.ClC~), oppos J.f"l(J / f • en.: .cr ,\eLU,y. 

if- Eo! one 
81 

forfeits th<; mo:;t. 

Thn others cnn.6oritinucliving as they dtd b~fure tho Plpyboy 

the girls have their hopes 

~~ spectacle, the men their drink, and Shawn Keogh his F0ther 

Reilly; the Widow Quin, who is accustomfld to her life clone 

s+,i11 be able to 

come the prorl'l.h~8d C(}\V, fCH,J und dun:; from Shm·m. But Pcgeen I ..:,n 

] ~ •• 1.'1' ,""" .'. I,} ,.,. :'" i + .; ... ·!t' : "r.. ,.., ',"', 1,·1 " ' U ..... t ~. ., :::::: t,. I .....- .1! __ ." _ ~ .... j ~..l...,..... \A .l hcs los'c 

convention; all she has left is her invective. 

Pegeer, encour098S Ch:risty to fip ... : I'imself a virile man 

'of prowess. The deception makes him but it destroys her because 

she cannot accept the basis of their reciprocal love. 

Professor Bradbrook remarks: 

When two individuals meet whose fantasies complement each 
other, they will be able to enjoy at least that form of 
happiness which is lithe perpetual possession of b8ing well 
deceived." The person who needs to be thought important 
and the person who ne8ds someone tc look up to may succeed 
in satisfying each other, whatever the world may think of 
both, and notwithstanding the possibility that the "hero" 
~~y be extremely inefficient or dependent ih other ways 
u~on the hero-worshipper. Fantasy wi1,l reinforce, underlie 
and sustain a planned course of 0cttvity.82 

Pegeen and Ol·'~.1.Sty' S !nuevol 10\'(; (-.j depGndl:~nce aTe tlu er../tered 

C7() 

17 C- f • B . 1 07 )f)UrgeCH'S I p. _.jt; 
SC) .. , ~ 

l.,t. Skeli;/:·t'lr p.' 128. 
\.}l 

"d·er. James F. Kil.roYr wfh8 Plcyb'J}, Ci;~ Poet," .Et~;l~1 LXXXIII 
(May 1968), 441-42; Sulton, op. cit., p. 435. 

82M ~ C.. Bradbrook, Enqli s h Drc'f1lotic F OTi"]: A !!js'i.():r~;: .",S\L .. }.;.:t~ 
QQY3.1g.Qni(;:,n t (L.o n d ,) n ~ ch'o-i:'t-;" {' ~ir;, ~l-C S I"" I ?j~';; T;"-"~') . 



en the fcmta .1 Cit 

tho·f: 

com enS1C)n QrH:J the 

no 0 

comes to lithe 

n e or c 

on 

'I 
,L 

the i1::e. come -Lite 

kind of rr:an e has remcl1.n onl}/ a 

q ,1C 

t r a n to 
, 

rstn he: one! 0 un 

Y],.s .IS (] rncn I L~)t sI .. c~ 1 una to h d the hc:r 

is use of h :reputat n" 

Pegeen has n co 

one of the most st::rik n~] 
f' " 'i rernlnlne 

1. roture f ornont reeJ t f t.i nC)i2 Ci tc c; 

once 

Corkel:y~ 1 0. s end. 

s .le H Lind 

the commonest thing in Synge, br 
~ittedf effie t in e-maki 1n 
lS the stock fi re 1n amateu 

He a 0 t t r,l::; is t 
, .. , 

VJnl.!.8 build 

her around Christy; she, too, acqu S II talk, 

and, c.:: the e~;df at .ins ind.ght into her and her W s 

concH tiol1. Ch s is th hero and prot ist, but Pe 

f • cit., p. • 80u (:)0.15, p. 

84C F " , 
'. GerSTen f p. 40;' 

Moderni:',m,1I l.n 

e.;)n f ho~\,)ie\/er l 

the end of the 

! pp. 1 

i,te.'c t I: 

~r i 

Thomas 1<.11 g6 and 

:C(:A11i t 

f 

0 

ot 

n lS 



indispensob 1.11 

t n J.n 

rema 

The tragic im icotions of 
L the type represent 

greatness t cannot 

. . 
X'.lSr t",(.:, 

He h 
are 
perce 
dovm 
lonesom 
little 

e "soc.i.e 
west 

\->Iho are 

em - can neither 1 
cloys, nor bE: 

Hl the' 
in the 

ions. 
sornehc)\v n care of, and so are the Sho.wns; it the 

a 

h 

1 

Pe!;Jeens 0 

Hero and soc 

nte 

93 t ~ she h s m 

Fiore 

:S!IC reject him en 

and, on h 

+ ,. 

~ .. 
" 

ct to 

the radical incom tib 1 

[1 on 

~" .. 

rna 

dream ~ t h~ h 

-[ I; 

o c; incs 

thtit h are 

th . ",,- '1- ... ,: :::. 
j\ ... 

c· 

i C.i 

!.:: en 

~~, h f: S 

beli it to r' 
T:l {, she; und r Lu ds l:h 

her real lS the e hov 

lit e s rJ.ses to hin£j she 
,. 

C'L'O\/I?:'·S n or s 1.n e 

880 'Connor (Robinson, p. 47) is mi ken in ng that 
ItPe~Jeen is not a ma jor racter ot all,: she has not 
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and leave~ one the poorer 

Pegeen and Christy c te such a "floweI'll through th r love. 

But ~. his talent promises 

·1· 
I. f .lour· ish; ond 

90.... J r 1"'0) liP'! f c:: I ~ke_ton \p. ~. comments: egoen 15 anotner o· Jyngo s 
pass'onate, disturbed women hungry for freedom and romance, and 
she comesclo~er to success than her predecessors. Neverthe 5S, 

her priJ~ and the fundament01 puritanism of her temperament make 
it impossible for her accept the consequences of her own 
dream. She cannot accept the Romancer that is Chris ,nor can 
she face his loss hout g ef." 

91 
Soddlemye:c, p. 

92 
Letters to 

19.s!§,·,1?Oz> ed. I\n n Sa 
Press of Harvard University 
December 27, 1906. 

to Maire O'Neill 
Belknap 
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• 
trrough her O\>tn nature and voluntary actions, or hoh' for ore 

all mere \ictims of fatc$ 

Hewe says that throughout the ploy there is 

a feeling that whatever happ~ns is foretold, a feeling of 
inevitabIlity olmost Greek - Deirdre does but what :a is 
ordained for her to do Q ~ 0 .6 

7 
He adds thClt even if lithe man of old" had not feretold Deirdre 1 s 

story, it would be the sams o 

of the denouement: 

Lucas olse considers the inevito.bilbl , 

It is one of those tragedies that tell of a doom that 
cannot be avert~d - that is accepted - that is even 
invited. 8 

Ganz remarks in the same vein: 

The prop~ecies that surround Deirdre suggest on atmosphere 
of determinism, but more significantly, she and those about 
her see •. ,: from the first conscious of be:: ng no ffiors: than 
element~ ~n ~r already conceived legend$9 

Thes& opinions ~ould seem to belie the p03sib~lity of Deirdreis 

being anything more than a puppeto 

Corkery, who validly points out that Synge "gave 

himself • • & whole-heartedly to what was eternally human in the 
10 

legend," takes .an opposite view to that of Howe in particular: 

The lci i~-nl2.iil in the original tale of Deirdre is of course 
the prophecy that gave her her name, the meaning of which 
is alarm,. Synge was no Greek; he could not give himself 

(Londor: Oxford University Press in assocation with the Dolmen 
Press f } 970), pp& 16-20; Ann Sadd1emyer f "p~~.i.rdE.e_ of th-~~~~: 
Literature First ••• Drama Afterwards," in Harmon, po 101& 

6H 93 7 . b . d 04 owe, p" .. :T •. J. Of p. 7 " 

8 
Lucas; op .. cit .. , p .. 228.. Cf., also Peacock, op~ cit., p .. 108 e 

9 
Ganz, OPe cite, p~ 67; Cf~ Skelton, p. 142. 

10 
Corkery, p.. 209 .. 
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Ann lemyer holds that e characters know both that 

they are subject to the inevitable laws of nature and that their 

o~n stories are pre-ordain and a, but she remarks 

that each is given the cho of action end 5 f-realizotion: 

Impelled by their own natures, Deirdre, Na i, Con u 
and eve~ Owen give voice end mean to their desires 
through the ancient s of the prophecy; the past 
mingles th the present, each illuminating and enlarging 
the significance of the other. Because each is at he is, 
the ancient prophecy nwrel.y reflects the il1evit.clble outcome' 
of tl11s ~nterection of characters.14 

Farris, who pays Qttention to 

in dec ing events, commen that 

1.2 
Gers 

role of the 

14 Saddlemyer, p. 19. 
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by th~ revelation that e destructive force is a port of 
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Although ham tries to influence Deirdrels conduct 

at times, she is constantly aware that she cannot change any of 

her decisionso Her answer to Old Woman's reprobation that she 

should look after and chide Deirdre! "and Sh\3 turning a woman 

that was meant to be a queen,II(18:3) is si.gnificont: 

"The Nature of the Tragic Expe:cience in 
1;:; 
~, 

Jon 
'~,.';;':';'",,';";;"'~=";;'_~";"';';"',:"ee_;" •. :,,>;;''':;'';;;',~;.;;..' if t-1D f X IV (Se pte m Se r 1971 L C f. Hen n 

161n the Oxford edition, Lavarcham is described in the cast 
list as Ha wise woman and servant of Conchu f about fifty,l! and 
Old I'Joman as "cook and Deirdre v s foster~mother. Ii (1s1) The 
~1cn)t1sel edition (II{116) refers to Lavarcham as IS nurse 
and to Old Woman as varchamis servant. 
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Hh()Vd che he::.~ 1 • hove her 
the WC1Y 

see the 
cmd she 
S7; in9 

if there were no warnings told about her 'd 
S cOllnng 

out a thought but 
the h .( ) 

s 1 as self-willed and born to 

not as (1 con\entional queen: e; (1 oh 

II ga thering nOvl ( 
18 

\ 
) on Fuadh 

flourish s 

ubun nt in her rural life, and that, even 

Con s s and th(~ 9 of 

d tl-1(:: are cone Old 

man, d u than rehorn is, 

is tak g her, 
uty (,rid to 

enjoy lifer but 
17 . 

of lire f .IS 

could n 

re f 

thoui t!1 

II, who seeniS 

, . 
sees nl.S 

Sh nit e s getting the Ii of 

19 
t~ 

r 

and he m{ his years I don't kno'c.' 
what he wanted putting her this wilci 
her f or t1 f to be roasting 
she with no lence for her f at 

Her des of Conchu (1S liS 

:1. r"l tj 
suppers, and 
) 

9 of 

his chara it means both establish (:regarding 

possessions) and mature, but also impl that he 1S fixed in 

his ways~20 The Hords IIbreaking her in!! st that IS 

life in the country has ft her un and thot she It! not 

subm 'I I J'. t' eaSl y ~o ~he res r1 Ii countenanced by Conchu 

lief" Bourgeois, p .. 215; Henn, p 

l8U no Ellis-Fermor Cp. 182) holds th the 
f C if ..... o ;,yn ~, pe are II so closely 1n 

of nature 1ch is 0 part of them ~ t the two 
the same spiritual real ~i! 

spirit and passion 
of that beauty 

become 0n ner and 
She rc·gC'rds 

as the consummation of Syngels dual 
o nature-mystic; supra, PPo 21-22. 

(p. 140) notes that the play opens the a 
II It is a time of fru :lon r both her 9 ood and for the long~ 
knm·m proph. II Henn (p .. 349)!' however f not "iJw 
flm.ters, nuts, cmd st ks" as symbolic., 

19Cf • Price, p. 193. 
20Cf u 

" n<:)nn p p" s 



.e connot In to 

instru ion to Old Woman n to Fire 

De for Ccnchu s her unde J. of h.:illl~ 

)/OU hCJve h f and he a !non 

fly blear. her the rising ) The Horn 

·s unrem ting Jealou 

a b of f chubor is the t 

rather 11 the sun. h s thot if 

Doi as she (1 IS he the J.n t i .. lI l 

give ;Jp his s emc~ her 

to both, is to d ction: 

It'd be ut of 011 maybe if he got in tempers w 
and made an e quickly, for rim in 0 poor 

h s f I 

en the 
po of (185) 

The di .:: ce bet\,leen 

the suggested ,. .1 S. 'j kin~~ Q 

I 
thuhder coming is no night 

I 

a 

be 

the otti c' to n re of " 

h' ' '.lS en nee: IIA n 

Shelis u 
itself 
her 1 

to every track cmd pothVICl)i and the lightning 
n I' 't let dOim its Home to singe the beauty of 

C'i 851 
& .J',< • • I 

(l~ 

th 

Deirdre, at home in a natur environment, is in ha "'lith her 

surroundings. Thi~ is one of the reasons for her 

to keep the mats and hangings in the press: 

She v!ov.ldn't \",ish to be soiling then:! she said, running 
and in th mud and sse;; on her feet, cmd it rain 9 
since the night of Somhain. The silver skillets and the 
golden cups, we have beyond locked in the • ( ) 

The trappings of civil tion and wealth are opposed to the 

freedom she finds in her preferred way of life. 

that Conchubor orders them to be taken ou as 

It 1.5 iron 

empl 

s 

them iater to indicate her standing in her bid to co UTe Neisi. 

ty 



LO'/ar om~s pI' 'C; in hc)' fClCU) k sUDS sts, once 

more, her ~hGrse's 

Hat fan f s rcnllno pur (; u n cr irn~()n, and 

edgin9 them 0 

flgu:CGS are of 

sym 1Z1 you f' the c(;lo.Jrs Clj~' those of 

and, su:rround3ng them! II 
22 

play" 

the 

LaveH' 

She dDes n 

SP(~Gk';:1 cond 

wO.rn 

irdrews 

of c unstJitub 

e 

the 

of 

yo!.) tlll:3 n chu • 'I 
COl.L 

to mind an old wornan I;Jhen she has HH) s to s h 
In t and e e where she goes bath 

sun. you if you seen W 'i ,I~ I., 1.1 e 'r' f - ~. L r .... 

white skin, and her red lips, and the 
ferns about her, you1d know 

or Clnd the 
gn~edy itself! 

it wasn1t:or your like she was . ( , 
) 

But Conchubor is determined to have her: ~s little I h 

for ",!h a i:, she v-las born; she ¥ 11 be my comrGde surely. Ii ( ) Even 

though he is obtuse and s fish; he arouses sympathy In his n 

of a companion like Deirdr9 to bring some comfort. 

exal1nnes irdre's workbox, Lavarcham u ids him: 

lim in dread, so, they were right saying she1d 
destruction on the world, for itls a poor thing 
see a settled man putt g the love he has for a 
and the love he has a full woman, on a girl 
her, and itls a poor thing, Conchubor, to see a 
way ycu ~;re this day F prying a her: ne 
her lines of thread.(189) 

Hhen he 

n9 
v!hen you 
young child, 
the lib~ of 
High King the 

and numbering 

Reference is made to tithe troubles eIre foretold I II but, 

22Cf u 
·0 I-lenni 

23 HoHe (p. 135) that this ShO\cIS "the tragic ClbslJrdity 
of the old man who insists upon wooing when the half of his fee ngs 
are the feelings of a father. H CL Ann Soddlemy:::r, n~:::.~,,,.,,(!i 

~-,,"';"-"';;""-'-,,~-.~-' 
II in Harmon, P« 102. 
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• 
Lavarcham says: !lItis not the dread of deoth or troubles that 

would tame her like,"(189) a comment thut gives warning of the 

end. Deirdre 1S self~willed and, although she kncws thai any 

relationship with Naisi will cause disquiet, she cannot bi 

subdued or subjected to othersV decisions which will deprive her 

of joy. 

Conc~ubor tells Lavarcham that he is pleased that 

Deirdre is illight and airy.II(189) 24 
Henn says that these words 

suggest Deirdre's grace, waywardness and irresponsibility. 

Lavarcham does not believe the king, indicating that she regards 

the words as implying perverse as much cis anything else: IIIt's 

a queer thing the way the likes of me do be telling the truth and 

the wise are lying all times!II(189) 

The incompatibility of the old man and the girl is 
25 

pronounced immediately on her entrance. He announces that he 

has come "bringing ••• rings and jewel:z; f:rom Emain Macha"; (189) 

she has come bringing a bag of nuts and twigs from th~ hillside. 

At once they betray their conflict of purpose: 

CONCHUBOR. 0 • 0 And itis that way you Ire picking u~ thn manneis 
will fit you to be Queen of Ulster? 

DEIRDRE •• " .. I have no wish to be a queen.(191) 

He derisively accuses her of wishing to be "like the common lot 

scattered in the glens. II (191) But Deirdre does not. She points 

out why Conchubor does not attract her: 

A girl born, the way I'm born, is more likely to wish for 
a mate who'd be her likeness •• 0 ~ man with his hair like 
the raven maybe and his skin ~ike the snow and hie lips like 
blood spilt on it.(191) 

Here D~irdre reveals her sense of poetry: her lover must be as 

. f' h . 26 Th d t .... . h d . t' magnl 1cent as s e lS. erelS rama lC lrony 1n er escrlp 10n 

24 
Henn, po 350 

26 
It must be remembered, 

image of the beautiful lover. 

25Cf • Price, pp. 194-95. 

however, that this is the stock­
Cf. particularly EleanGr Hull, 



of his lips! se her preference for 5 
• 

a mate lends to 

bloodshed. e speech tau es on a motif d ter! 

the beau of youth and the ugliness of old age. The youthful 

De re has no faculty for devoting her time or a ion to 

Conchubor. the High King would involve self-

chubor res s to cajolery a ires her work. 

I d l h that she is figuring 

Ilthree young men l and chasing in the green p of 0 wood. !l( 

The p:co a the I ners oeeu he.1.:" oughts even be she 

to chubor. 
28 

Donna Gersten contends escape rger 

thot the pI ons of this scene are 

Naisi and his brothers ore ing· \40Ven into 
just as ey are to be woven into her desti 
of I:relcmd. 29 

her tapes 
o into that 

p. 24~ Sau ! op. eiL! p. 1 '; es a i opo 
eiL I i; 'Thomas Kinsel fOP. cit. f p. lL 

(po ) says thai: by this scrl on one lzes 
that thinks of her fe not in terms of 'politi 
reality, but in terms of the working out of an ideal myth. 
may be even that kn of the prophecy has turned her mind 
thinking of her Ii as a heroic d~amo; to avo or attempt to 
escape her fate would be to live her fe on a lesser ne than 
that possib1e to her.!! But this is not revealed at this stage. 

270ne is reminded of Nora and Dan Burke. Dei re 

27 

) 

Conchubor are as lncompa ble as they are: both women are sensitive; 
both men su y 1 s ty but little else. In referring 
to t.his point, (p.) says ~ "From this impasse Naisi and 
Lth!l:7tramp provide the way out, Hith the difference t t the 
has to offer r course to Nora, while Naisi has to be h 
to see the course by Deirdre •••• The influence of the natural 
world on character is important in both f and both women 
dread tf.", surroundings assoc.:.C1ted \"lith the men: Nora dreads 
the ens around Dan~s rm, and irdre dreads the great, bare 
palace Conchu has prepared for her. The difference is that 
in the beginning Deirdre is in her right environment in the 
natural world (from which Conchubor wishes take her) while this 
is the kind of environment which Nora and tramp seek.!! 
Cf. also Henn, p. 74; Istenberger, pp. 100-101; Johnston, p. 

28Cf • O'Connor, in Robinson, p. 49. 
29 

Ger berger l p. 100. 



Conchubo:r I '15, "fhe kir-lg t 

It U s soon ! 11 ho"C' do~;s 

in the vlOOc\S of ill, fo:" 
,lith ~i"l C I.ns t.o be chas:i;)9 

ito hou s reClT.1119 up 

from the finest for f and 9 ~hct live chosen 
in Ul or CI1!d o ( 1) 

Eve~ the colours he scri y seem munotonous a 

those loved by J. re. 

chu r at he 8005 her as an ou at, a 

reI f the trials of rule and pos~tlcn. An unha mCHl f 

he believes t t only .1 :ce con lng sting plc;(!sure: 

The like of me have a store of owleclge thatls a t 
and terror; it s that we do choose out the ke of 

n 

yours f that. are young and d only" I I m thinking you W re 
d 1" 1 ! ~ I~ .. ),f) gay an .L ~ve )I eoe;l aoy III l:n0 yeoI'; i. 

She admits to occasional Ion iness, however: acknowledging at 

it can come tc rn~~ody a ere: HThere Cire lonesome days and bad 

nights In t~lis pIae'.: like em er.n( ) 

Conchu persists in port ng to 1'e his dream 

. of her; he has, been waiting for :1er and nm, f J.n the autumn of 

his life, he is determined to unite with her: 

How would I be happy seeing age come on me each year when 
the dry leaves ere blowing back and forward at e gate of 
Emain f ai,d yet this last \1hile I[i'm7 saying out when I 'e! 
see the furze breaking and the daws sitting two and two on 
ash-,trees by the Duns of in, "Deirdre I s a year nearer 
her full age vlhen she W 11 be my mate and cOll1ra II and ths n 
11m glad surely.(193) 

She lS adamant In her refusa4 but he does not h her: 

H~'/hat we all n .1S a ce lS safe and splendid, and itls that 

you'll get in His speet":;h i~ 

unconsciously .1rOnlC. The II sCl fe and splendid!! place -For him is 

in Emain, but Deirdre enjoys only the splendour of nature. Hhen 

she finally finds a place sa 
30 

from Conchubor, it is in the grave. 

He tells her that he will stand between her nd the greCit 

3 _' 
UC'f II 3"0 

..... g ~-[enn, p~ 'C} Oi 



troubles are told"; (1 '\ 
/ but h jeulou .1.S one of the 

r ,! cCluses or 1:ilese reat troubles." .IS stubborn t 

frightened, and keeps rejecting h proposed. : 

I will not be r mate in Emain.( ) 

IWd lierer sttly this ploee, <::: ) 

I will not be r queen J v~ .In en sure to 
be having freedom of i my on e es c n ) 

I cannot Con UbOL (1 \ 
) 

The kinfJ first pleads with her to go \4l h t even 

after commanding her to leave Emain sh f he appears C! 

lonely, desperate a wh st iful man: 

It's my sh to have you quickly, a 11m sick and weary 
thinking of the day you III to rna and 
seeinfJ you walking into my big empty he s. live made all 
sure to have you - cmd yet all said the:ce v s (1 r in the 
back of my mind lid miss you and great bles in the 
end. 1t l 8 for that, Dei r IWm prr",! .. :.:: tho",; }/ou' come 
quicklyo And you rna)1 toke the vlord ijf u (:;~'1n has no es 
you III n find with any other the like aT what 11m br lng 
you 1n wildness and confusion in my own mi .( ) 

Notably the halls are l:emptyH; they hold no promise of ] oy 

Deirdre - and her presence will not be enough to fill them with 

gaiety. Conc;lubor refers to hilnsel f as na man has no lies II; 

this is why Fergus trusts him. But the king proves to be 

treacherous. 

Deirdre 1S asked: 

viouIdn w t ~!oU 1 
Emer and ~1aeve f 
always?(195) 

fer be my comrade growing up the 1 of 
than to be in this place and you a child 

This 18 relevant to her later ization she does want to 

stay young for ever. Although she wants to remain in her nctu 

surroundings, she nally u tands that"nowhere on eorth can 

she escape the passing of youth if she lives. The ssage Of 

time does not d tress her now os she tells Conchubor of her 

strong independence of will: 



You don1t know me, and )ou'd have little joy taking me, 
COllchu r. 0 ~ • I' fTl long 14atching e s ~jettin£j a 
great s paSSHI[eJ me f I tm takinG nl)/ VJill cmd 
it~s that I~ ng ) 

De tllne f sU~Jge 9 that she sees Lavarcham's 

house as providing sh tel' from a harsh re: 

Leave me a short space chu Isn't it a 
poor th 9 I sh 
are foretol 
asking,(l ) 

, ! !';"!;enea a\4ay 
me a r 

these troubles 
, it isn't much I m 

But nchu insists that he loves h.::1' f and CCinnot woit a 

er ~"hile she grovis nlonesome cmd shy!!: "I'm a ripe man 

live great love and yet, l re, I'm the King of Ulster. n( ) 

He implies that he is pass 

as a final inr\jcement Lt::re" 

and refers to his status only 

He chides her: "Young g 1s are 

slow always; it is their lovers that must 

Deirdre, howeve=! s~ows no hesitat in courting Naisi. 

The k s, but not before Fergus 

We're 01 , and it's no work the High ng to be 
slipping on stepping stanes, and hilly. thways VJhen the 
floods are ring with ~he rcin.(197)3L 

311n (2nd • ; London: Chatto & 
Empson examlnes the of 

1n rdre of th In pointing 
out the several implications of Conchubori s cross the river 
during the storm!, he says (po ) : III f we are to concel ve Hwt 
he has got across the ste ng-stones already, then their flooding 
means that 's way of safety to chu and his palace and 
the lift which is expected of her, has been cut off; that it is 
high time she behaved like ~he st ng-stones and isolated herself 
with Naisi; that what in the story is done h cally by her own 
choice is, in dumb show, either as an encouragement or as an 
ironical statement of the impotence of heroic action, done by the 
weather; and that all these troubles whi she is bringing on 
herself have been foretold and CiTe bevond her cont:;:oL II He cldds 
(p. 40) that IIwe compare the storm with the plot .:lnd are surprised 
into a pathetic llacy. It is not that nature is with her or 
against her, is her fate or her servant; the fal.le here cla s 
more generally that nature, like the 5 tors, 18 exeit 
a va:riety of sympoth ies y and :~~, all ese four ether ~ n 

Cf. so Farris, op. cit., p 
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Conchubor leaves lJSe of the 
') 2 

the elements bring Naisi to her. 0 -

clement HOClther; 

Lavercham blames Dei for causing the sudden command, 

but th& girl denies this. She seems red to 

escape Conehl' anel as rehorn to her 0.\,wy. The 

sensible Homan refuses: J. would captured 0 her ovm 

life would be NOH 1. th the 

reol tlwt 1S be H(l97) 
~~'~"~~~~='~~~~;_'~~'~;'~~~"~~~'~_~AA~~ 

rid as o can go against 

Ccnchubor; reham mentions Maeve of naught; re 

suggests S, and then Naisi and his brothers, but 15 

In the of all ere lS none can 
and it l 5 fall\! , that we~re t g, 
Conchubor ts sorrow held earn and 
day of life.( ) 

/ 

against Conchubor, 
if any went against 

e s 1 of his 

Th points the and the deaths of Dei re and the Sons of 

Usnc.l ~ 

Lavarchamls foreca t.he "forst 

11m thinking It!eive seen these years gone by,!I( ) takas on a 

deeper meaning when on~ considers that"it t s s • I len 

brings Naisi, resulting first in the lovers' seven c. of joy, 

but finally li! "cheir deaths and in the destruction of Emain: 

J.S, in this 

Deirdre. 

, both the worst and the 

32~f ~ . I 103 ~ • 0erstenoerger, p.. 

st night for the you 

3"1 . 
. 0Price .(p. 195) remarks on this st(~ direction~ "Here 

the predominant theme of the ploy, jeveloping perfectly out of 
the opening theme, begins to be heard. Reality is death. 
Exi nee with chubor would crush all that is ious in 
Deirdrels nature! and physical death ,""ould probably follm4.1! But 
Price is straining interpretation to fit his theme here. Reality 
impl s not physical death at this stage but th of freedom; 
Deirdre realizes that she must oct nOH in er to to safe-
guard her liberty; she cannot postpone decision or action any 
longer~ 
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To Lavorchamls surprlse, o ers the house to 

be prepa as one be tting a queen while she go 
011 

occordingly: ~ ," 

herself 

I will ss .il HI Du or Maeve in her house 
in Canna t. If chu~orl me a queen 1111 have 
the right of a queen who is a moster, taking her own choice 
0nd making a stir to the edges of the seas •••• 
Your m~t~ nn~ ho~q'inos WhDI' Q I rCI-j ci·nr~ +Ili~ Ili-~l+ and "- I."i ""' .... , _-; U ~ I...... t ~ V 'i.:; \.. ~~ -" ~ "-) •.•. ~,. } ... ). v. _ .... J •. , ~i \b "" ~ . 

look aboui me. Layout the s~ins of the rams of Conncu 
and of e goats of the west.3~ 1111 put on my robes t 
are the chest for I will not be ht down to Emain 
as Cuchu In ngs his horse to , or 
Cearnea 5 his sh u his arm. And maybe 
day I turn the men of nd like a wind 9 on 
the heath~ ) 

this 

If the .1.3 dis rded, this speech wo 

At first it ap~ears t t .lS she is determin to 

enter Emain regally, and, by her bea and nctions, the men 

of Ireland t, 
~ her~ But her intention 1 . . ~~ decei\/9. Naisi 

t S '1f;: ::9r: 

~/e met a you g1 Hl the woods vlho us ir/e might 
shelter this place if the :n.vers rose on the paHI1t1oys and 
the floods gathered from tho bu of the hi1150(201) 

Deirdre, who expects the brothers to come, has decided to ask 

Naisi for prot 10n and for love. She will not be bro~ght to 

Emain as Cuchu1ain's horse is brought to yoke because she has no 

intention of going there. She knows that her a lon will cause 

dissension but she 15 pre to do this for the sake of her own 

happiness IIthough she! d spoil the \4orld. I! (201) This is the iirst 

time that she has exercised her authority in this way: 'd have 

thought weid run before her and she so quiet t tonight,H(201) 

exclaims Old Woman. But Lavarcham 15 not su s She knows 

34Donna Gerstenberger (po 100) says that rdre puts off 
her wild and free childhood as she puts an her queen ro 
Price (p. 196) believes that she does this to make Naisi realize 
that she is both a woman and a queen. 

edition( 11:33) adds: HI ~H n q child 
This stressas Dei IS determination to her 



that De • not submit to the shes of a en 

1 the master till the ends of 

. " " ( 't1.me 0 ... irdre does get her wuy - at a 

ham, the seer, foresees t i:cdre ~ s co uet 

heralds disas !lIt~s more than Conchu III be sick and 5 

I'm th king, tf"'lis story l5 told to the end. ll ( ) 

even she is s en f'.laisi orr Sf Cl she reo zes that 

Dei re has un to take her te - and of eve sa .-

into her own he s. She tries to prevent the brothers from 

coming in j but are as d 
, 

net! os 1. to their 

ervin WCly. Old nYs HI cou.ldnWt keep her. I've no hold on 

her/He ) applies to all other characters, too. Nobody can 

st Deirdre doing what she wants: Conchubor tries to gain a 

hold on her, Gut ils; Na iVs hold is one of love, but he 

a 5 her decisions 

The n,cn contrast totally~ the king 1S dour, 

scheming and irJsci . 
f Naisi, bright, im o~)s and good-

humou on his e,ls described as speaking hilariou (203, 

and cheerfully.(205,207)36 Concbubor 1S e to his you ,and 

Deirdre is attra ed to the latter. 

In upbrc 1ng the brothers for imposing themselves upon 

her hospitality, Lavarcham as 

If you1d a quiet ce settl up to be playing elf 
maybe with a gentle queen, whatid you think of young men 
prying around and carrying toles7(205) 

This IS reali7:ed later in Albon (the "quiet placel!) with re 

Lavarcham is shrewd and knows that Naisi will 

accept her story if she pretends to take a bribe: 

Weirs decent people, and I wouldn't put you tracking a 
young girl, not if you gave me the gold clasp you have, 
hanging on your coat.(205) 

'\ 
/ 



On his glV:lng it to her l she i:ells h.hn confident; 

find the lIyou and flighty ) 

Lavarcham lS greatly angered en the youths discover 

that the golden mug Conchubort s • She reolizes that this 

intrusion WI lead to the events she 

ng fools the like of you Cefllent 

come prying around, running the world into troubles 
for 50\]10 

from 
slip of a girl? br1ngs you this co straying 

you think maybe 
young men con do their fill of f there is none to 
blame them~( 

She cannot tell them why she 1S so og , but her anxiety 15 

revealed in this to 

As they are leaving, Deirdre co s e men who can 

sove her~ .. " Q 

II( ) 

She re to herself as irdre of the Sorrows; aware of the 

proph she calls him f n heless. 

the queenly accessories when vlere oif<;;red by chu in 

his bid to entice her, now ado s these same trappings to seduce 

N .. 37 
alS1. 

On see1ng her in th new magnificence, Neisi reallzes 

that she 1S the girl he met in the woods. 

And it 15 you who go around in the woods, making the 
thrushes beor a grudge against the heave~s for the sweetrlGSS 
of your voice?(207) 

She orders the others to leave, sayIng that Lavarcham will tell 

them stories of Maeve, Nessa and R~gh. But her action will make 

her as famous a queen as the others, the subject of taies in turn. 

Significantly, Deirdre sits on the h chair of state 

37Skelton (pp. 141-42) remarks: I re 1S n , however, 
to be mast by the casual lust of Naisi any more than by the 
weolth of Conchubor. When she reveals hers f to Naisi in all 
he~ finery it is she and not he who is in control of the situat n, 
and his lust is transformed into romantic loveo H 



.' 
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and invites Naisi to take the stool. • Dressed for the part, she 

acts as a ~ueen, and Naisi must obey. She offers him the favours 

that Conchubor desires so zealously: "If it's low itself the Higb 

King would sooner be on it this night, than on the throne of 

Emain Macha."(207) She speaks of the prophecy: 

Do many know what is foretold, that Deirdre will be the ruin 
of the Sons of Usna, and have a little grave by herself, and 
a story will be told forever?(209)38 

Naisi acknowledges that many know of' her, her gifts and her 

unequalled beauty, and he admits that kings would give much to be 

in his place. She responds: lilt isn't mCltiY I'd call, Naisi."(209) 

She has called him because she believes him worthy of here 

Deirdre starts courting Naisi in earnest but he is 

hesitant becolseof thb prophecyo He suggests that she is lonely, 

as she was "born for great companYe"(209) She answers: "This 

night I have tr~ !<~:;t company in the whole world."(209) Again 

Deirdre stresses that she will not be queen in ~mainf and when 

Naisi reminds her of Conchubor's oath, she replies: 

It's for that maybe I'm called Deirdre, the girl of many 
sorrows ••• for it's a sweet life you and I could have 
Neisi •••• (209) 

She states her motivation: "It should be a sweet thing to have 

what is best and richest' if it's for a short space only."(209) 

It is better to have enjoyment for a short while than to be 

miserable for years - a belief that is repeated throughout th~ 

play. Naisi resists: "AndV/e've a short. space only to be 

triumphcn1t and brave."(209) He is a warrior who finds glory in 

victory. Deirdre is asking him to relinquish the life he laves 

for one with her, and he does nat know yet whether she is worth 

---------,_ .. -._-_. __ ..... _----- ------, 

381n the Oxford edition of Dei..E.d~r:.~_o.f th~ ..?_~~I IIfor ever" 
1S spelt as one ward instead of the more usual two. 

. ;:~ 
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This s h presoges Dei 's lamentations just before she dies. 

It is suggest that she has someth g of a death sh in that 

she would rather not live under certain c~rcumstances. Although 

. she aspires after a OUS end wh make her a wonder and 

"a ory will told forever," she still ""..1IY~f to delight in 

life before the coming of old oge, decoy and d0ath - the universal 

human She understands one ki of reality; Naisi 

apprehends (mother: "Yet Vs a poor thing it1s I should bring 

you to a tale 0 f blood, and broken bodies and the Ith of the 

graveo"(211) She sees on glory 111 a sudden end while young; 

he knows that such a death could be ide 

Naisi suggests a liaison rather than an elopement, but 

Deirdre explains its impossibility. At last he realizes the 

immorality of committing her to an existence out of nature 1n 

Emain Macha, and, with pr Dream of 

39 
1-:.1.S speech in an early draft is more explicit; "l Ii d be 

proud to lead you with me for an hour on but what would we 
gain, going forward to face destruction and the ending of our 
lives. There isn't many'd have the heart to say this to your 
like maybe but I and my two hers aren't lives that any'd do 
\4ell to be casting t1way. n it it (,1 sh spClce irdre 
5:::7 bave to be young and umphant and brave? 
2£.Cf~,,;..!7 (208 ) 



their future he woos her now, the i~ages, appro te.lYi 0 

drcnm fror.1 nature ~ 

Then it isn't I will glve your li~e to Conchubor, not if the 
grave was dug to be my 1n9 when a week was by. • • • The 
stars are out 1 , a~d let you come me quickly, for 
it lS the stars will be our lamps many n ts and we a 
in Al n, and taking our journeys among the Ii lS nds 
in the sea. ere s never been e like of the joy weill 
have Dei , and I having our f at the evenlng and 
the mornl till the sun is high.(21l) 

But this t re hesitates because she rs leCiving her 

accustom t; she is scareJ of becoming nostalg a 

suddenly, thinks of the probable consequences of their rashness: 

And yet I'm in dread leaving this place where I have 
always. Won't I be lonesome and I th king on the little 
hill beyond and 9 a trees do be buddi the spring­
time by the post of the door? WonUt I be in great dread to 
bring you to destruction, isi, and so happy and 
young'? ( "I ) 

Either way; 

absolute a 

must leave; her ch :t:s behlsen the 

the part 1. If she goes to Conchu 15 

implied that she will be able to return occasionally; but she 

will be miserable with the High King. If she flees with Naisi, 

she can never return; she must glve up all of this if she takes 

all that he has to of 5i9ni cantly, she thinks of the 

appearance of 5lieve Fuadh and Lavarchamls house as they are 1n 

the spring; is leaving the springtime of her own life 

now; her childhood will remain but a memory. 

Naisi gain~ strength: 

As she folta:>; 

Ars you thinking I'd go on l~ing after this night, Deirdre, 
and you with Con ubor in Emain? Are you thinking lid go 
out a hores on the hillside when live had your lips 1n 
my sight?(211) 

On finding th~m embracing, lavarcham asks: you 

choosing this night to destroy the world?I'(213) They are, but 

Deirdre blames Conchubor: "It!s Conchubor has chosen this n ht t 

calling me to Emain."( ) 
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Deirdre is seen to be appreciative ~n thanking 

Lavarcham 'for enabling her to have "great freedom and joyl!(213) 

things which she intend3 keeping by running away with Naisi. 

The woman points out that their proposed action is inadvisabl~f 

but she realizes that there is no satisfactory alternative~ 

DeirdTe must have a mate, who is her counterpart, with her 

con:o.tantly: 

Isn't IJil a hard thing you're doing, but who can help it? 
Birds go mating in the spring cf the year, and ewes at the 
leaves falling, but a young girl must have her lover in all 
the courses of the sun and moon.(213) 

Deirdre tells Ainnle and Ardan that she is go~ng away 

with Naisi "to face the troubles are for~toldf"(213) but it is 

this decision which will cause such troubles. 

In character, Lavarcham declines to marry Deirdre and 

Naisi: IIWhat would I want meddling in the 11;J.n you .... ,il1 earn?" (213) 

She does not ;O!ll t~ incur the wrath of her master, and, also, 

although she will always stand by Deirdre, sh~ does not want to 

play any active part in her eventual downfallo 40 

Ainnlevs benediction is apt: it calls on the blessing 

of all nature: 

By the sun and moon and the whole earth, I wed Deirdre to 
Naisi •••• May the air bleis you, and water and the wind, 
the sea, and all the hours of the sun and moon.(215) 

Deirdre enjoys seven rich years ~n Alban with Naisi 

and his brothers. When Lavarcham arrives with the news that 

Fergus is coming with Conch~bor's message of peace, her dolefulness 

------------------.-------.------~------,.-----------------------------~-----

40Ann Saddlemyer ("Dei,rdr,e,.of :!:.b,e SO.l:~..£.'1~" in Harmon, po 9.6) 
comments: "It is signi hc:ant thr",t Lavarcham, learned wise woman 
that she is, cannot wed them; she is committed to the rule of the 
High King, who is at war with time, careless of nature, and 
ambiguous in his feelings towards Deirdre." 
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contrasts with the queen's apparent right-heartedness. At 

first Deirdre does not seem at all perturbed and says that she 

sees no reason for them to return: IINaisl and his brothers are 

well pleased this place and what would take them back to 

Conchubor in Ulster?"(217) But the confidence and joy are seen 
., 41 

to be a mere facade. 

Lavorcham I S comment, "Their like \"ould go any place 

where they~d see death standing,"(217) foreshadows Naisi's final 

decision to go to his brothers' aid. The older woman's sense 

and perception are revealed in her fear of Conchubor, and, as in 

the first act, Deirdre is causing her anxiety: 

I'm in dread Conchubor wants to have yourself, and to kill 
Naisi, and that that'll be the ruin of the Sons of Usnao 
I'm silly maybe to be dreading the like, but t~ose have a 
great love for yourself have a right to be in dread always. (217) 

Deirdre agrees that !lEmain should be no safe place"(217) for her 

and Naisi - all she wants is to be left alonb. 

In trying to impress upon her the gravity of the situation, 

Lavarcham mentions the earth, sun and moon once more: 

ItDs a hard thin~ surely, but let you take my word and 
swear Naisi by the earth, and the sun over it, and th~ four 
quarters of the moon he'll not go back to Emain for good 
faith, or bad faith, the time Conchubori s keeping the high 
throne of Ireland •••• It's that would save you surely~(2l7) 

It 18 Deirdre and not the others who decides to return, however. 

Lav~rcham tries in vain to influence Deirdre who 

suddenly appears passive and defeatede She shows herself aware 

of her destiny and, in contrast to her earlier decisions, 

, acknowledges that she 1S subject to the prophecy, suggesting that 

she is 0 mere puppet: 

------~------.----

41Cf • Price, pp~ 197-98. Donna Gerstenberger (po 104) says 
that "the Deirdre of the second act is a woman resigned to her 
fate, almost wearily ready for it.1I She adds that Deirdre "has 
resigned herself at the sight of Fergus on the shore to the 
cOl1clusion of their fated course •• c ." 
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There's little power in ~aths to· stop what's coming, and 
little power in what I'd do Lavarcham, to change the story 
of Conchubor and Naisi and the things old men foretold.(217) 

The older woman persists in trying to aid her, reminding Deird:e 

of her action in deciding to run away with Naisi: 

It was power enough yeu had that night to bring distress 
and anguis~hf and nO\.." I'm pointing you a way to save Neisi, 
you'll not stir stick or straw to aid me.(219) 

The queen in Deirdre is revealed as she retorts "a Ii ttJ.e 

.!:1Ol!.9h,ti.l.~": "Let you not raise your voice against me LavCll'cham, 

if you have great will itself to guard Naisi."(219) The two 

women love each other but l being troubled, are quick-tempered. 

In trying to protect Deirdre, Lavarcham bickers with her - a 

portent of the quarrel between Deirdre and Naisi when she tries 

to save him. Lavarcham, who dreads the thought of the young 

woman's suffering, breaks out angrily: 

Naisi is i~? I didn't care if the crows wore stripping 
his thigh-bones at the dawn of day. It1s to stop your 
own despair and wailing, and you waking up in a cold bed, 
without th, man you havG set your heart on, I am raging 
now. ./S:tart,i!l9 u.E_wi.ti'. t.en2~f"~J Yet there's more men 
than Nais! in it, and maybe I was a big fool thinking his 
dangers, and this day, would fill you up with dread.(219) 

The sharp retort both indicates Deirdre's great love for Naisi 

and foreshadows her suicide after his death: 

Let you end such talking is a fool's only, when it's well 
you know if a thing harmed Naisi it isn't I would live 
after him.(219) 

Now Deirdre admits that she has been dreading this 

call to return to Emain all the time: 

It's well you know it's this day I'm dreading seven years, 
and If fine nights, watching the heifers walking to the 
haggard ,tlith long 8hadows on the grass &1 t~_~~ 
J..!,1 her. y,oi.c.e]1 or the time I've been stretched in the 
sunshine when live heard Ainnle and Ardon stepping lightly, 
and they saying, "Was th3re ever the like of Deirdre for a 
happy and a sleep>, queen?"(219) 
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Deirdre fears t she is too a ct Ii 

believes, ccmnot c inue, and she COines IIlonesome ll and (l 

. . 42 when thinking of being less t n ecs~atlO. deo sh 

appears tacitly in that she dreads ng old and 

Paradoxically, therefo~e, is unha in her 

happiness. 

Lavarchom t es to appease her fea~s by adupting the 

conventional co rh 43 

If it's that a you, I tell IS little hurt 
getting old, though storming 
at the sha of e. There's little 

e 

hu getting old, saving when youVre looking back, the way 
I'm looking this day, and seeing the young you have a love 

But 

just 

late 

for ki up their h s with folly. • • • Take my 
word and stop Naisi, and theday'll come you~ll have more 
joy h ng the sense of an old woman and you with your little 
grandsons shrieking round you, than lid have this night 
putting on the red mouth, and the white arms you have, to go 
walking lonesome byeways with a gamey king.(22l) 

Lavarchamvs philosophy of life 1.5 n for Dei reo It lS 

th;s "looking ck" at the joys of youth when it lS too 

to them that she shrinks from. 
44 

Lavarcham notes rega 

42[11en Doug 5S L8yburn (op. cit., p. 88) h 
Deirdre, ltSynge gives his subtlest portrayal of 1-::>11 
he makes the sense of it suffuse her very Beste 

s that in 
iness f for 

43 
CL HennE p. 75~ 

44 ( ) Price \p. 214 remarks on the way Lavarcham unwittlngly 
reveals the flaw in her case with this speech, and adds: 
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.thot Deirdre has changed all of 0 sud~en: 

You'll not stop him this day, and isn't it a strange 
story you were a plague and torment since you were that 
height to those did hang their life-times on your voiceo(22l) 

It is not long before Deirdre asserts her will once more, but 

in th8 opposite way to that pleaded for by lavarcham. 

Deirdre has expressed concern with the passing of 

youth and beauty, . and Owen! s conversation with her reinforces 

her views. The spy is an example of the common man - the one 

who can never win Deirdre's notice and favour, but who always 

wishes to. Although she refutes the suggestion that she might 

be growing tired of Naisi, Owen persists: IiTell me now, . . . 
are you well pleased that length with the same man snorting next 

you at the da\.n of day'?1I(223)45 She answers: "Am I well pleased 

seven years seelng the same sun throwing light across the 

branches at the:: d .. :;,,';1 of day?"(223) Deirdre implies that she 1S 

as dependent on Naisi's love as she is on natur0 to keep her 

contented: out of these, or similar, surroundings she would be 

smothered; without Neisi, she could not live. Yet she chooses 

to leave this environment. Again she complains about transience: 

"It's a heart-break to the wise that it's for a short space we 

have the same things only."(223) 

Owen savagely refers to her choice: 

Stay here and rot with Naisi, or go to Conchubor in Emain. 
Conchubor's a swelling belly, and eyes falling down fro~ 

his shining crown, Naisi should be stale and weary 0 .0 • (2?3) 

_______ 'b_.._..,._._, _. __ • ______ , _:11 .. __ , _______ ._. ____ .-"...,_;/0 __ • ___ .=_. ___ _ 

"Lavarcham's existence is proof that lifer once. youth and love 
are gone , is nightmare, yet she clings to it, and tries to 
persuade others to do the same. '1 Lavarcham, however, does not 
find her· life a "nightmare"; admittedly, it is filled with 
anxiety, but in this spHech she explains that she does have ways 
of enjoying it. 

45This is a brutal contrast to Deirdrels own view, expressed 
later, of "the two lovers who slept so sweetly with each other."(267) 
Cf. Henn, p. 353. 



252 

The end is the seme - decay a~d, eve~tually, deathe Ow~n has 

a reason in enforcing his view: by m0king her recognize the 

sameness of all men, he hopes that she will grant him indulgence: 

" •• 0 ltd liefer be bleaching in a bog-hole than living on 

without a touch of kindness from your eyes and voice,"(223) he 

tells her, adding: IiThere are no'1<:: like you, Deirdre."(223) 

Conchubor's sPY, ostensibly Deirdreus enemy, like all others 15 

in love with her. On his asking whether she is to return, 

Oeirdre stresses her passive outlook and dependence on Naisi ag~ln: 

"I will go where Naisi choosesoll(223) 

Owen continues his efforts to disillusion Deirdre. He 

does not spare her the truth and drives home the fact that her 

halcyon days cannot last - Neisi will grow tired of her: 

It's Noi~i, Noisi is it? Then I tell you you'll have great 
sport one doy seeing Noisi getting a harshness 1n his two 
sheep's eyes and he looking on yourself.(223) 

The mention of Naisi's "sheep's eyes" rel°",",o':s i;ij his doting upon 

Deirdre but also implies his following her will and whims -

which is contrary to her remarks up to now. Owen's examples 

become increasingly appropriate to Deirdre's state, eacil effective 

ln impressing the horror of growing old upon her: 

Would you credit it, my father used to be in the broom 
and heather kissing Lavarcham, with a little bird chirping 
out above their heads and now she'd scare a raven from a 
carcass on a hill.(223) 

Deirdre is now like Lavarcham once was; Lavarcham is now what 

D . d ']1 b Of h l' 46 elI' re Wl. ecome 1 S e ~ves: 

Queens get old Deirdre, with their white and long nrms going 
from them, and their backs hooping. I tell you it's a poor 
thing to see a queen's nose reaching down to scrape her 
chino (223-25) 

His parting words offer a way of escape, one which is in 

accordance with Deirdre's death-wish: 

46Ct~. P . 213 rl.ce, p. e 
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I'll give you a riddle, Deirdre: Why i~n&t my father as 
ugly and as old as Conchubor? Youive no answer? •• 0 It's 
because Naisi killed him. •• Think of that and you awake 
at night hearing Neisi snoring, or the night you'll hear 
strange stories of the things I've done in Alban or 1n 
Ulster either. (225) 

He in~ends killing himself and, in so doing, will escape bId age 

and decay. Deirdre has the same outlook now and adopts the same 

action later. Both fear losing their youth; both commit suicide 

and preserve it. 

One tempter leaves Deirdre, and another arrives. 

80th entice Deirdre to death - Owen wittingly, Fergus not. 

Fergus mentions the call of home: "Let you come this day for 

there's no place but Ireland where the Gael can have peace always."(225) 

But there can be no peace while the High Kingls will lS thwarted, 

and the peace that Deirdre and the Sons of Usna meet 1S the peace 

of death; ever n~w! Deirdre has no peace of mind - the fear of 

losing conten~ment plagues her. 

When Naisi refuses the offer, implying that Conchubor 

intends treachery, Fergus repeats the obsession with time: 

You'll not be young always, and it's time you were making 
yourselves ready for the years will come, building up a 
homely Dun beside the seas of Ireland, and getting in your 
children from the princes' wives. It's little joy 
wandering till age is on you and your youth is gone away, 
so you'd best come this night, for you'd have great pleasure 
putting out you~ foot and saying "I am in Ireland surely.'l(225-27) 

He taunts Deirdre for being "atimid woman" and for having such 

a strong hol~ over brave warriors. Fergus accuses her of not 

thinkin2 of the future, but Deirdre's thoughts dwell constantly 

on the time to come. 

Once more she reveals her apparent passivity: "I leave 

the choice to Naisi. " (227)47 At this point, she, like Naisi, has 

no wish to leave, because she fo~esees perfidy: 

47 
Styen (op. cit., po 127) says it seems that DeirdFe is 

trying Naisi here. 



Yet you vd 
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was yourself brought Naisi and his 
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He, les, nItWs a poor thing to see a queen so lonesGrne and 

a ) Dei rels lonesomeness is not only re tive 

isolation 1n Alban; it is also her feeling of desolation when 

pondering on e future. Her fear is not only of Conchubor; it 

15 a 0, even prlmo ly, of old age, of the death of beauty and 

love, and of b ng to live after Naisi dies. 

1. re that i'laisi 11 gro14 ti of her; 

Fergus uses the same argument win him. Naisi's rep~y echoes 

Dei is on with Lavarcham. though he still loves 

her, he is afraid that their love wane; he admits to being 

too much in love now, which might spoil the fu 

There have been days a while t when I've been throwing 
a line iJr salmon, or watching for the run of hares, that 
I've had a dread upon me a day'd come lId weary of her 
voice ••• and Deirdre1d see lid wea .(227) 

He is as concerned with Deirdre¥s reaction to his diminishing 

Jove as with the decline itself; he wants to spare her any 

distress. Fergus says that Deirdre h6s seen Naisils dread, but 

until now, when she overhears them, she has not been aware that 

he shclres her apprehension r j usi: as he does not sus 

brightness hides her preoccupation with this problem: 

that her 

Dei is no thought of gett:~:'lg old or wearied, it I s that 
puts won in her ways, and ShA with spi ts would keep 
bravery and ugh tel' in a town with plague.(229) 

Neiisi regards h oughts that love might de lne ~s 

mere fancy: "I've had dreams of getting old and Hea 

J . t l' It' D··l b t d _051ng my ae 19n. In elrare,U my reams were drearflS 

cmd 
4R 

·1· n(220 )·'·' on y. _/ 

48Balachandra Ra jan - "Yeots, Synge and the ie Understandinf:i,1I 
.Y?J i\Jc. 2 (1972) f po 78 ~ says: II is a passing apprehension "Jhich 
he almost immediate sets asiJe, but it is enough 1 ieate t ~ 

for him life is more than love, 14hexaas for Dei love is m0r~ 
than Ii II cto Gassner r p. 



Like irdre"he cont e pcssJng of joy continuel ; but 

he 18 happy with her 111 Alben and wants their ht in this 

to continu0 for as long as possible: 

• I see welre as ha as the ves on 
and wei' be so ever and a though we~d 
the eagle and the salmon and the crow of Br 

the younfJ trees 
live the age of 

in.(229) 

Dei ref however, has ea enough to decide oth 

O",ren is right. Naisi can prevo over e can 

Arter a passive, she starts acting to fulfilment 

of the proph closer, and to Naisi ~ I!t~i th the tide .w a 

little while we W1 be journeying again, or it is our own blood 

maybe will be running away.ll( 1)49 She wishes to return to 

keep their ssian from abating, but the t phrase is ambiguous 

and ironical: by gOlng back, the bloar: does II rlH~ avwy. Ii 

Deirdre shrewdly and gradually convinces Naisi that 

they must return to Emain. She bases her a~ ~ment on the 

temporariness of 

The dawn and 
summer pass 
have joy f 

leity and 

evenlng are a little wh ,the winter and the 
quickly, and what way would you and I ~aisi, 

(231) 

No ilsresponse lS that of oman content in his present situation: 

We'll have the joy is highest till our age is come, for 
it isn't Ferguslstalk of great deeds could take us back 
to Emaino(23l) 

Deirdre tries guile to make Naisi agree that he wants 

to return; she, in turn, admits fearing to leave Alban as she 

knows that harm is in store for them. Her telling him that she 

e. 

blames herself for not having the power to make him remaln, 15 an odd 

49 () Donna Gerstenberger po 106 cornrnents: I!Th(~ image of the 
tide turning is as constant in this section as at of the Gtorm 
in the first act. The tide of th 1 15 at its ; and 
the return journey, to be made on the turning tide, represents 

. Deirdrevs acceptance of the notural cycle of life and necessity.1! 
Cf. also Barnett, op. cit.? p. 125. 

, 
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attempt to induce him to announce his decision to leave, however: 

It isn't to great deeds you're going but to near troubles, 
and the shortening of your days the time that they are 
bright and sunny and isn't it a poor thing that I, Deirdre, 
could not hold you away?(231) 

Naisi merely replies: 
50 

"live said weld stay in Alban always?II(231) 

Again Deirdre hints that it is time to go, and exquisitely 

describes her days of love in Alban: 

There's no place to stay always •••• It's a long time 
we've had, pressing the lips together, going up and down, 
resting in our arms, Naisi, waking with the smell of June 
in the tops of the grasses, and listening to the birds in 
the branches that are highest. eo. It's a long time we've 
had, but the end has come surely.(231) 

It is only in the grave that the lovers find the 'place to stay 

ahlOys~ " Deirdre implies that no particular condition can ever 

remain the same, everything is in a state ('If flux. It is time 

for them to leave their life of bliss, and she titresses that their 

ecstasy has lasted relatively long; this is counterpoised to her 

earlier remark to Owen that I'seven years are a short space for 

the like of Naisi and myself."(223) Their love has been such 

that Deirdre regards it as the highest point in their lives: 

they have relished a consummate love - nothing can surpass it. 

This is suggested particularly by the nature images: June is 

midsummer, evidently the most beautiful time of the year, when 

everything fl~urishes; in referring to the tops of the grasses 

and the trees, it is implied that Deirdre and Naisi have surpassed 

all in love - they have reached the peak of perfection. 

they must go. 

But now 

_______________ ,_._,_. ____ ._6.~.~_. ______________________________________ __ 

50This appears as a question, even if rhetorical,· in Cvl but 
as a statement in other editions. In an editorial note, Ann 
Saddlemyer says: "Although the Cuala and Maunsel editions omit 
it, it is evident from the typescript that Synge wished the question 
mark to be printed at the end of Naisi's speech. " (230) In earlier 
editions Naini appears determined to stay; in the Oxford edition 
it seems that although he is not prepared to remain permanAntly, 
he has no wish to leave nowo 
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Nals! fin no ground to TG!turn, but l does. 

When he points out that he knows no valid reason to leave, she 

19nores him, speaking as though he has said quite the opposite: 

Thereis reason all times for an end thatls come •••• 
And 11m well eased, isi, weire going forward in the 
winter the time the sun has a low ce r and the moon has 
her mast a rk sky, it's yeu and I are well 
lodged our st day, where there is a light beh d the 
clear trees, and the berries on the thorns are a red we .(231) 

Significantly it is winter, a time of des 

leaving at the year's death to meet t~e 

tion - they Lire 

ovm deo s. The light 

is described as behind the trees, indicating that the days of 

brightness have pass the sky is dark just as their future 1S 

black. The berry 1mage suggests blood and implies the flowing 

of the blood ,'>[ the Sons of Usna and the men of Ulster. 

Naisi believes that she 1S tired of their present way 

of life, and he es that the two of them go O'vwy "to the 

vwods of the ~C!stf ;'(231) not to ndo des bed as 

) realIzes that disintegration and 

destruction are inevitable, and repeats her c int: "Th ere Y s 

no safe place, Naisi, on the ridge of the world. " (231) She 

finds that the only haven from the ravages of time is death, and 

prophesies theirs: "And it's in the quiet woods live seen them 

digging our grave, throwing out the clay on are bright ond 

wifhered. II (231) The leaves symbolize Deirdre and the Sons of 

Usna ~ the lovers of the world of nature. Donna Gerstenberf~r 

remarks: 

The;, season 

and "lith 
br igh-b:18SS f 

f I" i 51 a ..l.. 

IS winter, and the image of the leaves bright 
, suggests tbitten leaves, withered in their 
before the season for their natural decay and 

51 
Gerstenberger, p. 105. Cf. also Hann, p. 355. 
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Once more isi tr 5 to ent e Deirdre away fI~m thi.s 

line of thought, but she is not to be thwarted. The more 

and/passionate he gets, the graver and she becomes use 
I 

it is this very love he is expressing that she can~ot bear to lose, 

and the more he ows it the more it muse hurt her to decide as 

she does. She expresses her d of dec ne and desire an 

early death explici , her picture of torpid, 

contrasting markedly with the earlier one drawn 

sera age 
52 

rchorn: 

It's this hour we~re between the ime and a night where 
there is sleep forever, a isn't it a better thing to 
foIl ng on to a near th, than to be bending the head 
down, and dragging with the feet, a seeing one a 53 
bl ht showing upon love \,rhere it is SVleet and tend ( ) . 

The pattern 15 repeated with Naisi declaring his love 

and pleading with De to go to the woods, and she refus 

to listen. It ~s preferable to die ~n love 15 strong than 
54 

whe1 it has been consumed. She is aware of the inevitab 

I 

5? 
-Boyd nee p. 331) holds that the only meaning of 

old age for Deirdre is death. But this is not so: she fears the 
decline it brings and sees death a~ an eS~Jpe old 

53 
Cf. Andromachevs speech in 

Not to be born, I argue, and to die, 
Are equ but to die is better far 
Than to live wretched; for he knows not ef, 
Who hath no sense of misery: but to fall 
From fortune ~ s blessed Il.::::ight, to the 10Vl state 
Of abject wretchedness, d tr~c~s the soul 
With the keen sense of former happiness.( • 675-81) 

Euripides, Th i trans. R. r, Vol. II (London: 
J. Mawman and others, 1814), p. 134. 

t:iA. 
~'OiC (R b' '"l\" t f • • [.' t onnor a lnson, p. qv) IS mlS aKen In sayIng ~na 

does not even bother to mot te th~ return of the and it is 
precipitated merely by the desire of Deirdre to complete e action. 11 

Her fear of losing love, joy and beauty is motivation eno0gh. 
Peacock (op. cit., p. 108) believes that Deirdrels motive in 

returning is a psychological twist which weakens the tragedy, !Ifor 
when Deirdre wishes for death from this mot it is no longer a 
c(,tast:cophe. II LPeacock v s i tolies.} ,-~- ~. 

Gcmz (op. eiL, p. 67) sa:!:; that Deirdreis reoson is f1 s ingularly 
inadequateYi and not lipS holo~:ical1y credible.!l t, II he odds, 



of deterioration and, in a reolis .stotemont, s upon the 

image of the tide to depict the turning- nt 1n their lives: 

There are as many ways to wither love as there are stars 
in ant of Samhain, but there is no way to keep life 
or love with it a short space only •••• It1s for that 
thereVs n ing esome like a love is watching out the 
time most lovers do be sleeping. • It1s for that welre 
setting out for Emain Macha when the tide turns on the 
sand ~ (23;3) 

Her love for Naisi 15 constant and preoccupies her thoughts. 

In watch for it to wane, something she deems unavoidable, she 

feels desolate. 

Owen's suggest 

She admits to lying awoke at night, and now 

that at such times she should consider how his 

father escaped age takes on additional significance: the 

way out was death, and re accepts this as the obvious means 

to prevent love from dying. She is determined, and Naisi 

d 1 55 
surran ers at ast. 

Dejr~rell reasoning might be perverse, but now she 

appears quite irrorional in saying that Fven {f th V.fere 

continue living th would be more sa sfied 1n Emain (a place 

she abhors) because it would of distraction; she would not 

mind growing old in company. She is willing to sacrifice 

temporary happiness, followed by a possible decline in love 

and delight, for permanent discontentment, a contradiction of 

"since her essential motives are aesthetic rather than psyche:lo!0 
perhaps it is not surprls1ng that Deirdrels conduct should seem 
perverse." 
Cf. alf0 Gaskell, Ope cito! p. 244. 

5b ' ( ) Ann Saddlemyer "Dei f the H in Harmon I p. 101 
remarks: HJust CJS Naisi hod more to lose in their flight to Alban! 
now he has greater troubles to bear: the prophecy foretells t~e 
ruin of the Sons of Usna, while Dei ress fate is left undetermined. 
He must carry with him the memory of their love and the bitter 
possibility of being sup~rseded by another; and he stands to se 
not only Dei rels love but the perfect comradeship of his warrior 
brothers, a double loneliness in the grave. 1i 



all she has just expressed; :)ut this· is mo 

additional inducement to convince Naisi to go. 

kely merely an 

In pointing out 

that they will either d or forget in Emain, she dwells on her 

seven years of bliss: 

We're seven rs without roughness of growing weary, 
Feven years so sweet and shining, the gods would be hard 
set to give us seven clays the like of them ••• 0 It's for 
that we~re going to in where thereVll be a rest forever, 
or a place for forgetting, in great s and they making 
a • ( ) 

One re s Blake's!lEtern II throughout~ 

He who binds to himself a joy 
Does the winged life destroy; 
But he who kisses the joy as it flies 
Lives in eternity·s sun rise. 56 

But joy has n0t flown past Deirdre and Naisi yet; they are 

neither prev~nting happiness from leaving thpm nor accepting it 

for as long 03 it las th • ! 
(lre ann.1.1 t g it by th 

intended action. This has little to do with the proph - it 

is Deirdre who has ken the initiat ; it is Naisi who has 

submitted to her. 

After this deciEion both lovers are dejected and are 

described as having their heads bowed. Ainnle, Ardan, Fergus 

and Lovarchom come In - subdued like IS Hake II( 

as well they might be. 

Owen, who startles Naisi, knows that Conchubor will 

break faith, and he runs off to kill hims f - the first to tile 
5'" 

for Deirdr~§~ beauty; 'in so doing, he has saved himself from the 

56WiJ_lit1m Blake f 
(London: Nonesuch Press, 
of this poem, too.) Price 
in the sense _. also appropriGte .. 
himself the joy that is Deirdre. 

57Cf • Price, p. 212. 

ed 0 Geoffrey Keynes 
(There are other verSlons 

olso refers to "Eternity!! but 
Con bor wi;:d1ing to bind to 

) 
" 
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horror of age Lavarcha~ believds that he has spoken the 

truth: eye. And he knevi a 

power 

Ainnle and Ardan, who evince a more sensible attitude 

than the lovers, ~ to keep them from going. vJhen Naisi 

·says this ends Wl come to his aid, nnle renwrks 

pointedly: 

\11 ts. II (237) 

"Your f:riends \vill bind your hcmds and you out of your 

irdre and Naisi a r somewhat lnsane to the 

others because of the unco ior~cll ott ude to Ii 

The s of Usna quarrel be:ouse of irdreis decision, 

but she pacifies them; they all depend on her and cannot 

envisage living without her. When Conchubor and Naisi confront 

each other over her, she a st succe s in reconciling them, too. 

She causes diFsension but cannot always end it. I who 

expresses her authority now, can neither be disobeyed nor be 

commanded by othe~s: 

There is ~o o~e could take me from you •••• I have 
chosen to go ck with Fergus. Will you qua with me 

nle, though I have been your queen these seven rs 1n 
Alban?(237) 

She suggests the reasons for her decision, cleverly 

mentioni those that each of the others will think fit: 

58 
Donna Gerstenberger (pp. 104-105) regards Owen a~, lithe 

'4.1se fool of Renaissance drama,. \1ho speaks in excesses and ill 
riddles, yet makes consummate sense.!1 But Sh8 seems to disrega 
his prime n,~tivation of preserving youth in committing suic e; 
Professcr Gerstenberger says that Owen is I'unable to endure a 
world in which Deirdre stuLLornly accepts inevitable death, 
although she does so, in part, in response to what he has told 
her 0 II Cf. also Ann Saddlemyer f n~ __ .. ,~~=2f..}h~ ___ .,.~.= __ ~f Ii .111 

Harmon, p. 103. 

59price (p. 201) sc:ys that nthe quarrel between Naisi and 
his brothers is an adumbr0tion of the quarrel whi~t! later severs 
Deirdre and Naisi at the gravels edge. n 
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It is my i"ish 0 • • • It bE-; r vii not hav,) NCI 1 

growing an old man in Alban with an old woman at his side, 
and you gil-Is pointing out cmd saling Ilthat 15 re 
and Ncisi, had great beauty in their youthofi • o. may 
be we do well putting a sharp end to the day is breve and 
glorious, as our thers put a p end to the days ~f 

the kin0s of Ireland, or that 11m wishing to set my 
foot on Fuodh where I ~as running one time and 
leo n9 the streams ••• , and that I'rl be we pleased 
to see our 1 tIe apple-trees lavarchom, behind our cabin 
on the hill, o:r that I ¥ ve learned S ff it usa .lonesome 
thing to away from Ireland always. 

She 15 not homesick Slieve Fuadh but is nostalgic for her 

youth, and she does not agree with Fergus·s contention - Deirdre 

is no more lonesome 1n ban than she would anywhere else. 

She has an instinct death which has been strengthened by the 

arguments of Fergus and Owen. It 15 ev~dent thai irdrs, v/ho 

believes she will meet an early death 1n nd, sees ory 1.n 

this; kings have di 1n this way, and ~uch a death would be 

Horthy of her. Conchuborls offer of a ~aTe - rn is her excuse 

to go to a timely end. 

Lavarcham despairs~ BlUm old surely, and the hopes I 

had my pride in, are broken and torn. Il (239) She is as he! ess 

now as she WG~ when Deirdre decided to run away from Conchubor. 

As Deirdre prepares to leave her idyllic life, she 

realizes that death, although it might bring her even more 

renown than she has at present, can never compare with the rich 

life she has I She accepts that it is sordid f just as Naisi 

explained bafore they fled to Alban: 

• It1s seven years welve Woods of Cuan, woods of Cuan. e • 

had a Ii fe was joy only and tr.:.s 
day we~re facing death maybe, and 
OY1,!~,t::!7 death should be a poor untidy 

going west, this 
ks 

queen that dies.(239)60 . 

60 
Boyd a pp. 331-32) regards this as the 

f of Deirdre of the it is this ieh IIgives th"" 
,=,---,= 

a tragic intensity, a uman note absent from any other 
modern r0telling of the Deirdre sago. The heroic legend 



This is a c 
61 

death. 

of des ir f but Deirdre lS determin 
• to go to her 

Dei and the Sons of Usna return to Emain with 

Lavarcham, who lS Ba great 'lA/onder for J bock and fonw 

through the world. ll (241) The e woman, torn between nd 

and Alban for seven years, l c-,,) bound to both Cone bar and irdre. 

She endeavours to ass the 1.re of the king for the bene t 

01 all, and forthright on meeting him: 

This a queer 
to be lodging 
and the lot of 
vwlking 0 (241) 

place to find you; 
isi and his brothers, 

us tired out with the 

itls a qUeer place 
and irdre with them, 

way we heve been 

There is irony in her weary statement tho~ she has llno call to 

be wandering that length to a wedding or a bur or the h!o 

together. iI (241) chubor intends marrying De and having 

the Sons of Usna killed; all four young people meet tho 

Lavarchamls comment on Conchuboru s age highlights the 

dispa ty between him and the lovers. 

the king to look after himself: 

She maternally advises 

ItUs a p~or thing the way me and you is getting old, 
Conchubor, and I~m thinking you yours~lf have no call to be 
loitering this place getti your deeth, maybe, in the cold 
of night. (241) 

Although she does care about him, she also has another reason for 

her counsel: she suspects him of intending ill and wants to 

prevent the treachery. As part of her <lttempt f Lavercham craftily 

i~ translated into terms of un r501 tragedy, where the very real 
interest in the emotion of the protagonists by no means detracts 
from their value as legendary figures of symbolic significance. 
As Synge sees her, Deirdre is no less the passionate Queen of 
romance than the eternal victim of love, woman as she resigns 
herself to the inevitable passing away of what she holds dearest." 

61Cf_' . 2A8 orr.l S FOP. C 1 t • f p 0 _ j., • 
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draws a disagreeable picture of Deirdre, suggesting that the 

journey and the years have marred her beauty: 

And yet youid do well to be going to your Dun, and not be 
putting shame on her meeting the High King, and she seamed 
and sweaty and in great disorder from the dust of m~ny 
roads. flo,L!.9.hi!1.3.. d.erisi~ Ah, Conchubor, my lad, 
beauty goes quickly in the voods, and youid let a great 
gasp, I tell you, if you 3et your eyes this night on 
Deirdre. (243) 

When he insists that he has a right to see her, Lavarcham stresses 

that Deirdre is unhappy and that he will obtain no joy from her: 

Haven't the blind a good right to be seeing and the lame 
to ~e dancing, and the dummies singing tunes? ItBs that 
right you have to be looking for gaiety on Deirdre's lips.(243) 

Like so many others in the play, the old man, obstinate 

and determined to win Deirdre, is ravageJ by thoughts of mortality: 

You think IUm old and wise, but I tell you the wise know 
the old must die, and they'll leave ~o chance for a thing 
slipping from them, they've set their blood to win.(243) 

He is as desperate as ever for Deirdre. 

Lavarcham knows that the king is grasping at a dream 

impossible to realize, and her words are ominous: 

If you're old and wise, it I S I'm the s-ame, Conchubor, 
and I'm telling you, you'll.!2£! have her though you're 
ready to destroy mankind, and skin the gods to win her. • • • 
There's things a king can't have, Conchubor, and if you go 
rampaging this night you'll be apt to win nothing but death 
for many, and a sloppy face of trouble on your own self 
before the day will comee(243) 

Her lie that Deirdre is J.ined and ugly is refuted by 

a soldier. Everybody is spellbound by Deirdre's magnificence, and, 

appropriately, the description compares her to the brightest 

objects of all: 

Naisils coming surely, and a woman with him is putting out 
the glory of the moon is rising, and the sun is going down.(245) 

Lavarcham r S foresight is revealed in the soldier" stelling COl1chubor 
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thnt the w~se woman has sent a messenger to Fergus for help. 

She has done her best, but to no avail, and knows that it ~s too 

late to help now • Lavnrcham pr6dicts the fall of Emain: 

• • • Iill walk up now into your halls and I'll say. 0 0 

itUs here nettles will be growing, and bayond thistles 
and docks0 I'll go into your High Chambers, where you1ve 
been figuring yourself stretching out your neck for the 
kisses of ~ queen of women, and I'll say it's here there'll 
be deer stirring, and goats scratching, and sheep, waking 
and coughing when there is a great wind from the north.(247) 

On arrival, Naisi immediately notices the "strange 

place" that Conchubor has prepared for them, but Deirdre appears 

quite unsuspecting and is umd ttingly ironic: "He i s likely 

making up a welcome for us, having curtains shaken out and rich 

t · d • "(247) rooms pu ~n or er • • • The rich rooms, however, are 

intended only for her. Naisi, who notes that Emain is unsuitable 

for them, 10n15 for lithe ferns only, and cold streams and they 

making a stir 1\ (24.t) But Deirdre says: 

We want what is our right in Emain Li~or~ing ~t~~~~i~~i7 
••• and though hews riches in store for us it 1 s a shabby 
ragged place he's put u~ waiting, with frayed rugs and skins 
are eaten by the moths.(247) 

The "riches H of which Deirdre is thinking are material goods, not 

a splendid death~ She, who reveals pride ~n her domestic ability, 

seems to have forgotten about her romantic decision to die in her 

prime,and appears prepared to live in Emain. 

She discovers the grave, and the lovers understand ;ts 

significance. Deirdre is frightened. When Naisi asked her in 

Alban to go away with him to the safety of the woods, she 

refused(231); now, confronted with the immediacy of harsh reality, 

she asks him to take her to hide in the rocks, "for the night is 

coming quickly& 1'(249) The night implies both the time of day 

and death. She becomes faint-hearted: 

Come away to the places where welre used to have our 
company •••• WouldnVt it be a good thing to lie hid 1n 
the high ferns together?(249) 



Naisi despairs as his brothers are ndt 'vd th him meet del.1th: 

thing that we three who have conquered many may 

not die together? a (249) he asks rhetor.1.col Dei .1S n 

so vteorily incl. ed to die 
62 

(my more: 

And i5n 1 t it a ha 
(Jur opened 
ours those 

thing that you and I are this place by 
th none have had happiness Ii 

n that went by so quick. (249) 

1.S1 adopts her gina1 t that a quick end is 

a good thing, and foresees the day w·hen she will grow tL.l."ed of 

mourning and when Conchubor wi cour t her" On Deirdre~s 

asserting t.hat she "not be here H (249,251) at that time, 
63 

Naisi acts roughly and envisages a lonely Ii for her: 

Youid best keep him off maybe, and then,when e time comes, 
make you~ way to ~ome west in Don , and itls there 
youVl1 get used to stretching out lonesome at the fall of 
night, and waking lonesome for the , (251) 

She rega s this "';", the worst possible existence: IILet you not 

be ng 1. a1."2 I;/orse then-·j death. Ii ( ) 

Although his love for her is undiminished, Naisi 

that he would not object to ~eirdreis remarrying. She is II 

~urErisedf II and after she asks \·,Ihat he would do if he Vlere to 

outlive her, he replies 

ItUs little I know •••• Saving only that itls a hard and 
bitter thing leaving the earth, and a worse and harder th 
leaving yourself alone and desolate to be maki lamen tion 
on its face always.(251) 

Naisi cons3dArs Deirdre's welfare before his own and finds the 

thoughi. of his death less rf'pugn(mt than that of her being left 

C1lone~ 

Deirdre 15 prepared to stay with her beloved, even if 

62C£ 
I 0 tenberger, p. 106. 

63 0 

Pn_ce (po 202) t!'Clt lir~aisi Ws motive .in behaving 
harshly to Deirdre is to persllade her not to die \4i th hirr, but to 
make terms \<lith COl1chubor and save her life.!! 
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it means joining him in the grave: 

I'll die when you do, Naisi~ 

Alban but I knew lid be along 
living or dead.(251) 

I'd not have come from 
with you in Emain, and you 

She finds NaisiUs talk "strange and distant u (251) as the notion 

of each other accepting a diffe~ent life is foreign to them. 

He is brutal. i~ his explanation: 

There's nothing surely the like of a new grave of open 
earth for putting a great space between two friends that 
love. (251) 

But again Deirdre stresses that she has no intention of 

survlvlng him, and returns to her conception that death will 

afford an escape from agelng. She points out that their 

relationship has been without flaw, and if they both die shortly 

it will always remain so: 

If there isn't maybe it's that gra~0 whc"; it's closed will 
make us one forever, and we two lovor3 have had a great 
space without weariness or growing old or any sadness of the 
mind.(251) 

When Conchubor enters and Nalsi threatens to throttle· 

him, Deirdre tries to reconcile. the two. She mentions their 

common fear of death and Conchubor's age - his own end cannot be 
64 

for away. She envisages happiness for all and an easy 

conscience for the king if he spares them: 

I'll say so near that grave we seem three loneso~e people, 
and by a new made grave there's n~ man will keep brooding 
on a woman's lips, or on the man ne hates. It's not long 
till your own grave will be dtg in Emain and you'd go down 
to it more easy if you v d let call Alnnle and Ardoll, the way 
we'd have 0 supper all together, and fill that grave, a~d 

yo"vll be well pleased from this out having four new friends 
the like of us in Emain. 65 

64Elle~ Douglass Leyburn (OPe cit.! p. 89) says: liThe three 
are bound together, linked in loneliness." 

65price (p. 203) remarks: "Her plea is the now well-known 
one of Synge: the equality of all men in the face of the great 

. , 
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This IIfriendly word, II this colI for cpmpaSS:LOn, ~s sufficient to 

assuage Co~chubor!s jealousy, harboured for so long, and make him 

understand, even forgive, Naisi for taking Deirdre from him. 

Naisi, as usual J also submits to her wishe 

But agreement comes too late, and Ainnle a~ Ardan 

call 0r. their brother for helpo Death has come between him and 

Conchubor,and the gulf of hatred can never be bridgede 

Deirdre tries her utmost to keep Naisi. First she lies, 

"There is no battle, "(255) then sUt~gests that they 

creep up in the darkness behind the grave. 0 0 0 If there's 
a battle, maybe the strange fighters will be destroyed, when 
Ainnle and Arden are against themG(255) 

She is, in effect, asking Naisi to be a coward. But the man of 

valour necessa~ily finds loyalty in battle and in brotherhood 
66 

more compelling than that of love. He must choose this course 

of honour. 

Thr.'1I.:: t;.fh:;S Deirdre begs, "Do not leave mel Naisi, "(225) 

and then pleads: 1100 not leave me broken and alone."(255) She 

is terrified of his going because she knows that it will be to 

certain death; this would leave ~er alone and crushed by grief. 

Once before she appealed to him not to go - when he came to 

Lavarcham's house.(207)67 But now the loneliness will be more 

acute: she has experienced Naisi's comfort and companionship, 

and not even a liaison could be considered now; earlier she was 

in danger of losing her joy, but now her beloved will also be 

taken from her. Deirdre even proposes going with him, but for 

once he is hrm: "You cannot come. Ii (225) He cannot but go. 

Now Deirdre succ~cds in hurting the man she loves: 

.. ' . ~_' __________ ~' ________________ =-____________________ h~.~ 

~ . 

commonplaces of life, and of death - the reality, and the need 
therefore for compaSSiO\l between men. 

66Cf. Henn, pp. 76-77. 

67Cf • H 95 owe, pp. .. 

-. 



nGo to your brothers. seven • been kin 

but the ha~dness of d has come between us. lI ( ) This lS 

their first quarrel, and the Hdeath of kindness," as Donna 

Gerstenberger notes,68is neither clean nor quick. Fear of th'9.ir 

love becoming less than per 

. Bitter reality faces them: 

WeVve had a dream, but 
a little while welve 1 
poor thing we should mlSS 
trampling its edge?( ) 

has materialized a moment too soon. 

night has waked us surely. In 
too long, Naisi, and isn't it a 

the safety of the grave, and we 

They cannot meet their deaths secure 1n their memorles of 

consummate joy with each other any more, and they 

irremed bIy: 

.1n eClch other 

the \vooas? 
~'<"1I 

are cC111ing! 
Have you no shame loitering 
facing Alnnle and Ardan in 

NAISI They'll n get a death thatUs cruel and 
they men alone. Itls women tbat e loved are cruel 
only, and if I went on living from this day lid be putting 
a curse on the lot of them lid meet walking in the eo or 
west, putting a curse on the sun that gave them beauty, and 
on the madder and the stone-crop put red upon th r cloaks. 

DEIRDRE LFij;t,~:b:7. I ~ m well pleased there I s no one this 
place to make a story that Naisi was a laughing-stock the 
night he di 

NAISI. ThereYd not be mcnyWd make a story, for that mockery 
is in your eyes this night will spot the face of Emain with 
a plague of pitted graves.(255-57) 

Farris notes: 

E,'.!n the attempt to sever the sweetness of life at its 
sweetest has turned into bIle, and the last sounds from 
her lover~s mouth brand Deirdre a disease. 69 

68G, b "06 ersten erger, p. 1 '. 

69Farris, op. eiL, p. 249. Corkery (PG 222) SO;/5: liThe 
passage in its own place in ihe drama still more significant, 
for, following swiftly and suddenly on a moment of bless relief, 
in which Deirdre has t brought about reconc on between 
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N0t tenderness f but grCltui taus cruel t.)-I brought all mu 

taunting and a dread of pa g, marks the farewell, and, with 

thet;;e bitter words; the lovers are separa 

zenith of their love ho.s passed, feet 

for ever. The 

is ruptured, and 

remembrance is soured by one brief altercation. The Hdeathless 

f 1 11 70 . , . 71 courage a .ove 1S a cnlmera. 

Conchu makes his demands di after Na J_ .1S 

killed, . . J.gnon.ng 1 re~s assertion that she will not be his 

queen. His acknowledged attributes - man is old and des ts 

and High King 50 11 (257)72 - certainly do not recommend him to 

here Although he shows some understand g of her grief, she, not 

unnaturally, turns on him savagely: 

I have pity surely •••• ItWs the way pity has me this 
night, when I think of Naisi, that I could set my teeth 
into the heart of a king.(257) 

Conchubor rerlies: "I knov., 'dell pity v s cruel r when it was pity 
I 

fori my ovm self 
I 

s Dei f too, is consumed 

Hi th sel f-'pi ty f intensified by her remorse at betraying Naisi: 

It words thout pity gave Naisi a d~ath will have 
1"0 the ends of Ii fe and time. out 
1n But whovll pity Deir~re has lost the lips 
of Naisi from her neck, and from her cheek, forever: 
wholll pity Deirdre has lost the tHilight in the woods with 
Naisi,when beech-trees were silver and copper, and ash­
trees were fine gold?(257-59) 

Conchubor and Naisi, its stringent ~0i3n=ncy has been prepared for 
by a breath of sweetness and hope. No tenderness of lyrical 
farewelling could so move us to pity: we feel the intensity ~f 
their union in the violence of its.snapping. 1I 

70 . _ 
Ellls~rermor, p. 181. 

11 Ann Saddlemyer ( 11 1n Harmon, p. 98) 
.comments: liThe story told for ever to be one of pain, 
not comfort; not only have they t their love - their own choice -
but ~hey have lost their triumph as well, and Dei~dre is left truly 
desolate. 11 But their choice was to lose fe in order to preserve 
love. 

?2Cf. his speech when he first courts her: HPm a r1.pe man 
one! I've great love and yet, De Sf I'm the King of Ulst~r" (195); 
supra, p. 239. 
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In ng that he would possibly rather be dead and have Deirdre's , . 
love than be 01 but old a VIi thout her favour f the II en~d" 

.;.;;..."-,-,~,~......;,~ 

king echoes her own averS10n e" 

Itls Ifll know the way to pity and care you, and I with a 
share of troubles has me thinking this night, it would be a 
good be 1n if it was I was in the grave, and Deirdre crying 
over me, and it was Naisi who was old and desolate.(259) 

D8irdre, described as (259) is grief-. 

stricken because of Neisi1s death, her cruelty and her condition: 

lilt is I ie/ho om desolater 1/ irdre, that will not live till I 

am " old. II ( 

the love th 

) She and the king are two lonely people, both without 

want, both immersed in their own misery. Conchubor 

mentions the impermanence of joy and sorrow, but admits: !!There!s 

one sorrow has no end surely, thatWs being old and lonesome.!'(259) 

This is what irdre dreads. 73 He offers the grandeur of Emain, 

but it is 1n flames. 

Deirdre laments the ths of the bro~hers o are young 

for ever f and in remembering past happiness ccntrasts it vii th her 

present and future wretchedness: 

Itis you three will not see age or death coming, Y0U ~h0t 

were my ny when the fires on the hill-tops were put out 
and the stars were our friends only. Iill turn my thoughts 
back from this night - thatls pitiful for want of pity - to 
the time it was your rods and cloaks made a little tent for 
me where thereid be a birch tree ma n9 shelter, and a dry 
stone: though from this day my own fingers will be making 
a tent for me, spreading out my hairs and they knotted with 
the rain,(261) 

She cannot forgive herself for the harsh parting: 

It is I irdre wili be croucf;~ng in a dark place, I Deirdre 
that was young with Naisi, and brought sorrow to his grave 
111 Emcli.n,,(261) 

Old Homan remarks on the change~in Deirdre: "Is that 

73 
Skelton (po 146) observes that Conchubor flis suff~;rin::J that 

very condition which Dei re herself has fea II 

, I 
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Deirdre broken down that was so ligh\ and airy?'1(261) It 15 

she: death has proved a harder blow than she imagined. Contrary 

to pil her avowals, it appears that Deirdre expects to live for 
I some time still, although Naisi is dead: 
! . 

It will be my share from this out to be making lamentation 
on his stone always, and I crying for a love will be the 
like of a star shining on a little harbour by the s80.(261) 

Figgis·s comment on Deirdre~s behaviour is largely valid: 

That Deirdre should beg Conchubor for life for Naisi and 
herself, despite the fact that she urged their return from 
Alban rful lest Na iBs love for her should fail, and 
desirous of a death together to frustrate this, mi9ht have 
been covered by a hint of frailty in her, however little 
likely it might seem. But that, after Neisi has been done 
to death, she should wail over his body, speaking in prospect 
of a long life of miserable retrospect p is ~nforgivable.74 

But this does not quite allow for Deirdrews dis cted st(rte~ 

It und ndable that, realizing her actions have borne bitter 

fru t and knowing she has been torn away from happiness for ever, 

she contradicts herself and appears confused. 

By playi on her vanity, her desire to be a marvel, 

Lavarcham tries to coax Deirdre away: 

If it's keening you'd be come till I find you a sunny place 
where you'll be a great wonder theyill call the queen of 
sorrows, and you'll begin king a pride to be sitt 9 up 
pausing and dreaming when the summer comes.(261) 

She tries to stir Deirdre to action by mentioning her choice: 

There's a score of womanvs years in store for you, and you'd 
best choose will you start living them beside the man you 
hate l , or being your own mistress in the 'west or south. (2(':1) 

But Deirdre has another course which will make her even more of 

74Dorrell Figgis, "The Art of J. 1'10 Synge,lI 
(November I, 1911), 1067. 

n.s Gf XC 
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She refers to her ovm de(Jth: HIt is not I 11 go • 
on living after Ainnle and after Ardan. After Naisi I will not 

hove a lifetime in the vlOrld. il (263) In her distress she tries 

to give Naiai a decent burial by throwing clay over him, but i~ 

gratified that at least he has met the "sharp end" contemplated 

in Alban, a death befitting a noble warrior. 

remembers their days of ecstasy and freedom: 

Once more she 

It was a clean death was your share Neisi, and it is not I 
will quit your head when it~s many a do night among the 
snipe and plover that you and I were whispering together. 
It is not I will quit your head ~aisif when it~s many a 
night we saw the stars among the clear trees of Glen 
Ruodh, or the moon pausing on the edges of the hills.(263) 

When Lavarcham persists in her pleas, the queen 

I will not leave Naisi who has left the wh \,.forld scorched 
and desolate, I'will not go away when th~re is no light in 
the heavsn~;; ond no flower in the earth under them, but is 
saying to m8, that it 15 Na i who is gone forever.(263) 

Because Deirdre will never be able to look about her without 

remembering Naisi, she will find no pleasure in nature for he 

will not be with her to shere in its delight. 75 

Conchubor tries to compel Deirdre to leave by showing 

that their conditions are similar. But he has lost material 

goods only - Deirdre puts more value on Naisi and on life. In 

forbidding the king to approach, she points out that her beloved 

has escaped old age: 

Draw a little back from Neisi who is young forever. Draw 
a little back from the white bodies I em putting under a 
mound of clay ond grasses that are withered - a mound will 
have 0 nook for my own self when the end iscome.(265) 

75Farris (op. ci L f p. 250) notes: HThe nature imag p 

with which Deirdre and Naisi have been identified from the beginning, 
turns desolate in the last scene - dark skies, naked trees, 
withered grasses. The word !desolate' 1S re several 
the mood of the scene is indeed II 

,I 



Conchubor is the lIold man and a fool.only ll( ) that Deirdre 

finds him, his foolishness being his desire for the young queen, 

his attempts to capture her and his hope that she will go to 

him. 

In her firm resolve to die now, Deirdre 15 deter ned 

that nobody will stop her and she usks the High 

~Who·ll fight th~ grove, II ubor f and it ned 

on a dar"k n Ire? n ( ) She cannot fight the: e in which Naisi 
. 76 

lies; Conchubor will be equally powerless when she dle5. 

Conchubori s treachery and Dei rels fateful decision 
. 77 

In Alban have led to the present lmpasse, but, as irdre 

predicted, Fergus blames himself: 

I have destroyed Emain, and now 1111 
Deirdre, though it was If without k~ 

Naisi to his grave.( ) 

guard you all times, 
, bJ:'ought 

When he and Conchubor squabble, Dei scorns them: they are 

disturbing her ter wretchedness. 

In drawing on images of nature to s her grief f 

she echoes Lavarcham's vision of Emain. The quarrel and the 

bitterness are forgotten in the lamentation for herself and the 
. .. 78 

passing of JOY wlth Nalsl: 

Dr0i4 a Ii ttle back Hi th the squabbling of fools \"hen I elm 

broken up with misery. • • • I see the flames of Emain 
starting upward in the dark night, and because of me there 
will be weasels and wild cats crying on a lonely wall where 
there were queens and armies, and red gold, the way there 
will be a story told of a ruined cit~aand a raving king and 
a woman will be young forever. •• 7y I see the trees naked 

Empson, opo cit., pp 40-41. 

Styan, opo cit., p. 259. 

Henn f pp. 77 -,78. 

79 In regarding this as the ansv/er to NGurya is cry f lINo mcm 
at all can be living for ever, ond 'we must be scrtisfied, "(27) 

ton (p. 145) says: l! It is the ans'rler to time f to have created 
a o.:tory that will never be forgotten.!l (op" eiL, p" 258) 
says that in this prophecy, De t!lin Conchub'H.· \-lith the 



and bare, and the moon fhining.. Little moon, little moon 
of Alban, it's lonesome you III be this night, and tomorrow 
night, end long nights after, and you pacing the woods 
beyond Glen Laid, looking every place for Deirdre and Naisi, 
the two lovers who slept so sweetly with each other.(267) 

Deirdre forgoes her mourning now; proud to have been fought over 

by the mighty, she finds comfort in being young for ever. She 
80 

experiences Jdnd of joy I In casting hope awaYI II as well as 

in dispensing th sorrow. She builds herself up In her own 

estimation as she stresses her h 
81 

h stotus: 

I have put away sorrow like a shoe that is worn out and 
muddy, for it is I have had a life that will be envied by 
great companies. It was not by c low birth I made kings 
unea , and they sitt 9 in the halls of Emain. It was 
not a low thing to be chosen by Conchubor, who was wise, 
and Naisi hed no match for bravery. • • • It is not a 
small th~ng to be rid of grey hairs and the loosening of 
the teeth. h a sort f td • • • It v/os the 
choice cf lives we had in the clear wouds, and in the grave 
we're saf0 su£ely •••• (267-69) 

In sewing her Lrom the horrors of old agE~ thE:. grave also tears 

her from youth, but it is a youth in which she finds no joy any 

Rajan rds Deird:e as clear-sigh 

Deirdre sees with a clarity that is passionate but which is 
beyond victimization by any particular passion. She seems 
withdrawn behind frustration and bitterness and even from 
the winning of dignity from defeat, withdrawn into the hard, 
sweet understanding of the desolation and consolation in 

8'1 the nature of thin ~ 

meanest of animal life, thus in c vivid picture raising herself 
far abcve him, while in tur~ the spirit of the comparison suggests 
that she is herself a creature of nature, elemental, artless as 
the play Vs verbal imagery has reiterated. 1I 

8°\4. BG Yeats, in ££1.1:~,~.te~cL.E.L\!~Sf p. 31-

81~f H 76. C .• lenl1, p. 

82Balachandra Rajan, "Yeats, Synge and the Tragic Understanding, II 
.t~, No.2 (1 ), p. 77w 

,I 



\; mocks chubor: death·~ the "Hifjh 

helps her ~hwart him conclus 

I have a little key to ~n 
shut upon his youth forever. 
the King who is 
us" f t 

k the 

ngli of everybody -

of I'.)oisi, yOlJ~d 

ck Conchubor, for 
put his h s between 

V/aS sorrOl4S 
were t joys were my share always, yet it 
~s a place I must go to be with you, lSl, and itls 
cold your ~rms will be this night that were warm about my 
neck so often •••• It's a lng to g 
out when ears are shut to me. 's a piti 
Conchubor, you have done thi in, yet a thing 84 
will a joy and triumph to and time.(269) 

Unlike I Deirdre has no compensating ,lon, 

no hope, but 1n committing su ide, she exults over Conchubor 

for she will be remembered as young, 
85 

ah/ays. 

tiful and a wonder 

83 
Styan (o;J. c 'f p. 259), who says t fJei raws n"d 

to recognize Godls intervention in her story ralses her still 
higher,ll is mistaken in regarding God and not death as the HHigh 

. King. II Cf. (1 0 Corkery, p. 106. That iiHigh King!! implies 
death is underlined in consiaering other speeches, such as 
Conchuborvs, HI was near \rIPn this night, but deathijs between us 
now,I!(255) and Deirdre~sf "For seven years you have been kindly! 
but the hardness of death has come between us. 1J (255) Cf. Ellis-
Fermor, p~ "Except for the insuperable and undying power of 
love in Deirdre, whose i~mortality even there is rather implied 
by its own strength than defined by comment or suggestion, there 
is no relating of the world of men with any wider, less tangible 
metaphysical universe H i supra,. pp. 22--23. 

84\"Jilliams (p. 168) remarks: nThis speech is genuine drama; 
it is thnt rarest of situations, a character conscious of her 
own drQl,,(tic importance f in the same "'lay as in the ier 
magnificence of her entrance dr8ssed as a queen •• 0 ." 

85S' I' ( 139' 0) D' I 1 0 I h . J Ke. ~on pp. -4 says: elrare, un~l<e er Slscers In 
LsyngeWil drama, is not possessed by rage against mortality; she 
accepts that the price to be paid for youth's splendour is its 
passing, and she triumphs in evading the miseries of age, as the 
lovers in Axel triumphed by choosing to d at the height of the 
intensity of their dream. In this act of assertion, Deirdre, 
destroying herself, conquers the fates •••• " Later, he 
remarks (po 146) that rdre shows only pity for herself: t! e 
may be a heroic and magnificent creature, but she is finally a 



Dei re 15 no PUN et ond !tee!' lS no indicotior of 

a passive outlook. Although she triumphs 1n her de which is 
86 

both \"illed and con-ied out by her f s he dies n at the peak 

of happiness as desired, but after sorrow, bitterness and 

disillusionment.. 

Deirdre, Naisi and his brothers, the young, are dead; 

Con~hubor, Fergus c Lavorcham, the I are helpless. The 

wise woman, who believes that a long, even if miseroble, life 15 

preferable to a "clean death" while young and joyful, tu:;:ns to 

assist the living in the form of a fn!stratcd and broken old !"nan: 

III have a little hut where you can rest Conchubor, there lS a 

great de,,, falling. II ( ) She must have somebody to care for; 
87 

life must be preserved 111 some way. 

The hroken king, with no hope of a you queen to 

comfort him in his decline, 1S dependent on L e old women and 

incapable of actinq: HTake me with you, lim iwrd set to see 

the way before me f ,; (269) he admits 

It is implied that he does not know what to do or what will 

happen. More than ever, at the end Conchubor 15 a piteous and 
88 

miserable figure. He has lost 013.. Sorrows were foretold and 

predator, a monster." Skelton admits that this comment does llput 
the case toc) strongly!! but holds that lithe overstatement points 
to an inadequacy at the heart of the play, in that we are at no 
point permitted to see Deirdre in terms other than her own, for 
all are captivated and blinded by her vision of herse1f o !l 

86Cfe Fackler, Ope cit., p. 407. 
°7 
o r~. Price, p. 214~ 

BSpriee (p. 211) remarks on the tragic status of Conchubor: 
IlIn a way he is a trogie figure; or rather, it is his tragedy 
that with all his suffering and scheming he never attains the 
tragic plane and never experiences exaltation, however brief; 
wretchedness, desolation and drouth alone are his. In contrast 
with Deirdre and Naisi and all th~y represent - the power of love -
he is a destructive force - not least to himsel L II fFrice H s 
italic~7 Cf. also Corkery, pp. 223-24; Skelton, p. 146. 
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• sorrows have resulted; the characters have the 

I 
In delivering the epilogue, Lavarcham W5 on the 

pat~etic fallacy once more: 

Deirdre is dead, and Naisi 15 dead, and if the oaks and 
stars could die for sorrow it's a dark sky and a ha and 
naked earth weld hove this night in Emain.(269)89 

LavOl~'cham! counterpoised to Deirdre throughout, J,S old p 

practical and doleful, whereas the queen is young, impulsive and 

gay at first. hlhereas irdre dies young in order to preserve 

youth, Lavurcham endures, submitting to the as of time. 

Whereas Deirdre succ s in acting as she deems fit, Lavarcham is 

always frustrated in her endeavours to prevent others from 

certain behaviour. She presents the choric voice of convention 

and sense, but is a frustrated figure, distressed both by the 

desire of 

for lifreedom 

Ann 

chubor for Deirdre, and by the desire of 
90 

eternal youth. 

Saddlumyer maintains that 

DeirdreEs dream is the realization of her own nature. 
Though she speaks with the dignity and command of a queen, 
sha reveals the same longings and despair, the same 
sincerity that we find in all Syngels women characters 
from old Maurya to Mary Byrneo It is who reaches 

891n commenting on this speech, Donna Gerstenber~er (p. 107) 
points out that IInature does not 11],;urn for man; only covers 
over the spot where man has tried make his will, to insist 
on the possibility of his significant being." 

90 
Fackler (op. cit. r p~ 405) says that Lovarcharr "function'" 

(1:; G one~·v()ice chorus;, comparCible to the choruses of Greek dramo II i 
Ann Saddlemyer ("Deirflre-2i., the,:"....S'?r.E"£.~r Hin Harmon, p. 101) I on 
the other hand, regards her as combil1ing !!the function of the 
chorus (in the Elizabethan sense) and the tolerance of age. lI 

_ Skelton (p. 146) sees her as becomi ittle more than a stock 
figure required to in-tradUce moments of false hope and inodequate 
criticism '!; Price (p. 213) contends that she never has any reel 
hope, and that she is the most unhappy person in the play. 
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• out and grasps what all :Ier peasant sisters have dimly felt. 
But whereas the tramp remained a poetic symbol only of the 
richer, freer life Nora Burke was seeking, Deirdre's 
fulfilment ~!pends upon Naisiis willingness to share the 
same dream. 

It can hardly be denied that Q2..~£c!E.~.,.£.f~. the Sq,r~_~ ~s 

a t~~gedy, but there are diverse reasons for regarding it as 

such. Price s~ays: 

The tragedy is not so much that people like Deirdre and 
Naisi are crushed by powerful men like Conchubor, but that 
all earthly beauty, youth and love decay and die. 92 

But Price's final estimation of the play is not based on the 

tragic: 

Lavarcham and Conchubor are the best proof of the wisdom 
and rightness of the life and death of Deirdre and Naisi. 
Life for the old has been a long nightmare; for the young 
a brief, exquisite dream. They have t:ied to bind to 
~hemse~v0~,a joy, ?nd hav~ de~troyed ~t: the y?ung9~issed 
lt as lt flew, and they Ilve In etern~tyls sunrlse. 

Lucas finds the playa tragedy of hub~js, Deirdre's 

hub!js being "against the most powerful of all gods, whose name 

lS Timeo u94 Deirdre, who fears time which inevitably must lead 

to death, elects to take her own life rather than waiting to 

have it taken trom her after years of misery. She can only 

vanquish time by attaining this stage of timelessness, but in 

fighting against it she merely hastens the conclusion& 

Fackler says that the tragedy in Deirdre of the Sorro~s 

is that of a ~ommon flaw in the characters - surrender to the 

wi110 95 Both Conchubor and Deirdre's wills lead to unhappinesso 

91 
Saddlemyer, ppo 19-20. Cfe also Skelton, po 139. 

92p . 207 rlce, po 0 

93 ibid ., p. 215. Farris (op. cit., pp. 243-44) comments 
on Price's "eminently untragic ll view of the playo 

94Lucas, op. cit., p. 234. 
95 

Fackler, OPe cit., p. 409. 
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Although he is thwarted in'the end, Conchubor succeeds in bringing 
• 

Deirdre to Emain, something he has both willed and desired for 

sevin years; although she does seek safety at first when confronted 

wit~ the immediacy of danger in Emuin, Deirdre meets the fate she 

willis in Alban. 

Part of the tragic view of Deirdre must centre on th~ 

fact that she desires joy and, in the beginning, her instinct is 

only for life; but this becomes an instinct for death and she is 

destroyed after having insisted on lifeo 96 The chain which ends 

in her death is initiated by her refusal to sacrifice joy and 

freedom for a smothered existence as Conchubor's consort. 

Another tragic feature is that although she wishes to die in 

order to preserve a perfect love, by putting this impulse into 
97 

action she estranges her lovero Death is an accomplishment 

which comes only after bitter words that destroy the faultless, 

and ~er victory i~ a hollow one because it comes too late to 

sav~ her from anguish and the knowledge that no reconciliation 

awaits her. The lovers' end is not the happy one they have 

sought.. Nevertheless, Deirdre glories in her triumph over 

C h b d Id ... f h d" 98 onc u or an over 0 age - ~t ~s a JOY or er to ~e. 

96Cfo Farris, OPe cit., ppo 244-45. 
97 -

Cf. Henn, po 77; Barnett, opo cito! pe124. 
98 Cf& W. B. Yeats, The Oxford Book of Modern Verse 1892-1935 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1947),·p. xxxiv: IIIn all" the . 
great tragedies, tragedy is a joy to the man who dies. 1I In 1914, 

'Yeats wrote to his father: "I shall not be able to use the word 
joy in any lecture for it would confuse things, I sholl have t~ 
use the word 'ecstasyo' Ecstasy in61udes emotions like those of 
Synge's Deirdre after her lover's death which are the worst of 
sorrows to the ego,," The Letters of W. Be Yeats, ed" Allan Wade 
(London: Ruper Hart-Davis, 1954) po 587::--' 6n the other hand, 

.. Richard B. SeylOll- liThe Tragi~ Form," .~.,;;sPys. in Crit,ic.i,s!'!" IV 
(October 1954), 354 - argues: "The martyr seeks suffering, accepts 
it gladly, 'glories in tribuldtion~' Tragic man knows nothing 
of grace and never glories in his suffering." 
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Because she precipitates events and fulfils the 

prophecy by voluntary actions, it is ironic that Deirdre tells 

Lavarcham in Alban: 

Thereus little power in o~ths to stop what's coming, and 
Ii ttle power in what I I'd do Lavarcham f to change the story 
of Conchubor and Naisi and the things old men foretold.(217) 

Without her death-wish r without her willing the end, the prophecy 

would be rendered ineffectual. Boyd sees Deirdre as "a wild, 

passionate woman, who struggles helplessly against the fute 
99 

which is to deprive her of life and love"; but in returning to 

Emain, she encourages it, and, by realizing her own death-instinct, 

causes the deaths of those whom she loves moste 

destructive force: 

The strong sons of Uisneoc f 

Who never submitted, 
They fell by Deirdre!lOO 

Deirdre is a 

Styan says that Deirdre 6 s feelings for herself "mature 

to impersonality, lIlOlbut they do not. Her last speeches are 

all predominantly about herself, her grief, and her effect on 

others, both now and in time to come. 

her rank and her destiny: 

She is conscious of both 

This knowledge, however, destroys her spiritually~ It 
makes her prisoner ~f her own ego. It leads her to be 
both ruthless and self-centred. It turns her into a 
heroine who sees her lifevs only justification to be its 
tragic pattern, and the poetry of lamentation that can G~ 

made from it. Her values are the pure values of romance. 
She i3 rossessed only by the impulse towards love and that 
towards deatho l02 

__________ • __ ._._. ___ • ___________________________ • ___ 1'· ___ , __ ---------------

99S0Ydr j:ontempg:rq.D( .. p. 107. Skelton (pe 139), however, finds 
that Deirdre lacks the emotional complexity of other Synge heroines 
in that she neither opposes nor disagrees with her fate. 

100 
James Stephens, "The Red Man's Wife, fO,llsc,ted P,oem,s 

(London: Macmillan, 1965), p. 53B 

lOIS 't 259 tyan, op. C~ Gf po 0 

102 Skelton, p~ 150. C0~kery (p. 219), who says that Deirdre 
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Synge Y S heroine is domineed .. ng and gro\,fS increasingly 

imperious, selfish, self-willed, self-pitying and egoistic; yet 

she is always no queen of HOmel1 f
H (247) the queen of the Sons of 

Usne r of the King of Ulster, and of all his subjects. 

In the beginning, Deirdre lives for the joy of life, 

but ~n the end she dies because she is afraid of losing it. 

Her desire for death overcomes all else. Like Antigone, her 

intention, her obligation almost, is to die, is to obtain relief 

from life: 

She insisted. No man on earth was strong enough to 
dissuade her. Death was her purpose, whether she knew it 
or not •••• She was bent upon only one thing; to reject 
life and die. l03 

is not like Ilmarmoreanll Lsii} queens of tragedy "that moved about 
as if burdened with their own fame,H takes an opposing view; 
6f. also Corkery, p~ 223. 

103Jean Anouilh, ~n~1 trans. Lewis Galantiere (London! 
Methuen, 1966), pp. 60-61. 
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There are beautiful and interest.ing pJonts which are 
deadlYr ana others that are kindly. It is absurd to say 
a flower is not beauti fu~. nor admir e its beauty because 
it is deadly, but it is absurd also to deny i~s deadliness. l 

What do we know of women who are fine or foul?2 

None of Synge~s women is wholly fine or foul, kindly 

or deadly. In considering thein, one must :remember that even the 

most sympathetIc can be sly or cruel, the meanest, well-disposed 

at timeso 

Several features unite these figures, the awareness of 

transiency being one of the most striking. Although so many 
3 

are haunted by the briefness of their world, they dread the 

decline of vigour and comeliness even more than death end realize 

th th ' .r: I I']' t d . I • 4-at ere 1S no escape Irom mu~aOl .l y en gnaw1ng ~lme. 

Etaln § s keen in the fragment ~~al"..Eh exempli fies this 

consciousness: 

All young girls must yield to :0ge, 
All firm youth must end in oge.(lI1, 192) 

Maurya, whose maln grievance is that her sons have preceded her 

in death, accepts the universal lot of mankind, her fin~l words, 

IiNo man at al], can be living for ever, and we must be satisfied! "(111,27) 

being taken up in various degrees of protest by other Synge women. 

Nora Burke tries to provide for her old age by marriage but she 

knows that she cannot avoid it, constantly reflecting on"the 

young growing behind • ~,~ and the old passing.iICIII, 49) 

IJe MI> Synge, passage in a notebook, quoted by Ann Saddlemyer, 
IliA Share in the Dignity of the World': J. M~ Synge's Aesthetic 
Th eory f II, Ib..~J.£!).j __ 91~~_.Y e~J p. 217. 

2CW III, 88. (This is part of a speech by the saint In an 
early 'd;'aft of ~lJ~~.) 

'} 

.JCf " IlVita Vecchia,1I £Ii II, 20-21. 

4CL Roberts, op. ciL I p. 60; Bourgeois, pp. 222-23; 
Cunliffe, t1~E.!2_,SDjllli~ia~f p. 137; Corkery, pp. 76, 233; 
Price, p. 216 and passim; Saddlemyer, pp. 13,17; Skelton, p. 62. 
Cf. also HAn Old ~..joman v s Lamentations, II 9i I, 80$ 

, I 
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Unlike her, Mary D6ul, who is already old, finds compensation 

. in age. She is aware that good looks disappear when youth goes 

but concludes that she will find a new kind of magnificence; 

only those like Molly Byrne will grow old and ugly. ~1ary Byrne, 

who admires beauty in the young, is similar to Mary Doul in that 

both intend enjoying life as long as they can - the blind woman 

by dreaming of-her future appearance, the tinker woman by 

drinking and living for the moment. She acknowledges that 

decline comes to all, as evident in her rhetorical question to 

Sarah Casey: HIs it putting that ring on your finger will keep 

you from getting an aged woman and losing the fine face you 

have ••• ?(IV, 37) The most compelling study in the fear of 

decay is Deirdre of the Sorrows, the woman who does not wait for 

old age to overtake her9 The others all drift towards death, 

disliking the condition but powerless to act against it. In 

contrast to Lav~,r~~cm who views old age with resignation and 

not resentment, Deirdre takes her fate J.n her O'in hands and 

remains young for ever. She does not storm against mortality 

but against change the change in love well in beauty. 
5 - as as 

Like the others she kno\4s that "there" s no safe place 0 ~ • on 

the ridge of the ~"orld.II(IV, 231) 

Deirdre, who makes several momentous decisions, rules 

her destiny, unlike the fisherwife of Arcn, a victim of fate who 

is at the mercy of the sea. Whereas Deirdre succeeds in getting 

her own way, Maurya is frustrated in her attempt to dissuade 

Bartley from leaving. Deirdre, driven by emotion as much as by 

reason, rationalizes constantly like Mary Doul. Both convince 

themselves that they are right - Delrdre in action, Mary in 

fcmtasy. The blind woman, who is swayed by others and unable 

to act forcibly under pressure, depends upon her husband to save 

5 
Cf. Skelton, pp. 139-40. 

.1 
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their physical world after sh~ has found the way to preserve 

their dream-world. They rely on eac l 1 other for salvation, Just 

as Pegeen and Christy need each other to bring out their poetry, 

Deirdr~ puts her trust in Naisi to take her from Conchubo~, and 

Nora requiret the tramp and Sister Eileen must have Colm to show 

them the way to a new understanding of existence. 

Mary-Costello was driven solely by emotional belief in 

refusing Colm!s uncleoThe young man appeals to Sister Eileen 

t~rough both mind and feelings, leaving it to her to make the 

"right" decision, ,.,hich she does ofter seeing Hhat the "v/rong" 

approach to life can bring about and after his !'fine bit of 

talk. If The nun is as affected by his words as Nora .1S by those 

of the tramp and the Mayo girls are by the Playboy's. 

Peg0en and the Widow Quin are ~~th opportunistic, 

seelng 1n Christy a way to a better life, but where the girl 

regards Christy romantically and falls in ln~~ with him, the 

widow is realistic and artfully tries to win the lad, considering 

that he would be a comfort, both economically and sexually. This 

craftiness lS echoed in other Synge Homen who try to get their 

DHn way. Nora feigns compassion in order to make Dan relent, 

Maurya uses c~nning to make Bartley stay, Mary Byrne finds an 

excuse to go off when she realizes that she has sold the marriage 

can, and Lavarcham lies to both Naisi and Conchubor in order to 

save Deirdree In spite of theBe attempts, all are frustrated. 

Maury~ts daughters ard more successful in hiding the clothing and 

sending her to the well, but in obeyinJ them she discovers the 

truth before they do. Sarah Case\.' r too, reveals \4i1ine55 when 

preparing to confront the priest for the first time, mGking sure 

that he notices her beauty. 

The uproarious doxy lS completely irrational In her 

desire to join the ranks of conventional society. In" demanding 

marriage, she pursues her objective as fervently as Pegeen and 

the Widow Quin chase Christy, the situation of a woman courting 

the man she desires being echoed on a loftier plane in ~.E~ 

IlYoung girls are slow always:" Conchubor odmonishes 
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Deirdre, lIit is their lovers that must say the \-'lord. n(rvi 195) 
6 

All these women take the 1ni tiati ve f I"owever. But i4hereas 

Deirdre wins Neisi, only to lose him in the face of death, and 

the May~ women fail to hold Christy, Sarah, while thwarted, 

remains with her lover. She taunts Michael that she will go to 

Jaunting Jim ~ecause of his compa~ative wealth, financial 

security being ihe goal of seve£al of Syngels women. Nora 

married an old man for property, Molly·s reason for accepting 

th,," !!almost elderlyll(III, 69) Timmy is much the same, and Pegeeil 

is prepared to accept Shawn at first be~ause he is a good match 

commercially. Deirdre, on the other hand, cannot betray herself 

at all and spurns both gold and the disagreeable old man who 

offers lte Like her, Maurya sees life as more important than 

financial well-being: 

If it was a hundred horses, or a thcusand horses you had 
itself, what is the price of a thousa~~ ~0rses against a 
son where there is one son only?(1I1, 9) 

In contrast to the decisive women, Nora Burke lS a 

paSSlve figure, unable to act with determination in any 'fay. 

She, the opposite of Sarah Casey who enjoys vital intercourse, 

is starved of 8ompanionship.7 Whereas Sarah is dissatisfied with 

but a single detail of her state, Nora is unhappy with her whole 

life, and whereas the doxy, who acts on a caprice, has no quarrel 

with her surroundings, the ~lenswoman has been pondering her 

plight, touching her tu the roots of her'being, for some time 

and longs to escape her oppressive envi~onment. 

Nora is but one of the women affected by nature. 8This 

6C·f .'B . 22~ "ourgeols, p. ". 

7Cf • Price, pp. 128-29; 

BCf • Ellis-Fermor, pp. 
Gerstenberger f pp. 135~36; 

op. ci t.! p. 407. 

Henn i p. 46. 

163-86; Price, pp. 216-17; 
Saddlemyer, pp. 14-15; Fackler, 
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sad woman, living in constant dread of the glen and the udsts, 

is subject to melancholy, depression and possible insanity 

because of the dismal prospect and weather§ Nora nas the 

opportunity to leave her surroundings which threaten her ~ind 

and well-being, but Maurya's environment is ineluctable and 

destructive, taking all from her while remaining the source 

of subsistence o' Synge's other women, however, do not regard 

nature as such a maleficent factoro Sister Eileen shows some 

appreciation of it, the rain, moon, sun and flowers in ~. T~~. 

tioon Has Set being symbolic of her condition~ When Mary Doul 

begins building her new vision, nature takes on a happy aspect, 

with twittering birds coming with the warmth of spring and the 

air being so sweet, 

the way itlll be a grand thing to be sitting here quiet 
and easy, smelling the things growing up, and budding 
from the earth.(III, 131) 

Sarah Casey, although driven to aberration by u change in the 

moon, also appreciates her surroundings, as does the ribald Mary 

Byrne. Nature plays a less important role in The P~ayp~i 

the Weste,rn '1,<?:r:~c!, but in the IIflyting match" with Per;een, the 

Widow Quin tries to entice Christy with the~picture of her 

contriving in her little gardens; and the barmaid herself is 

not averse to sheltering in a bush as long QS the Playboy is 

with her" The woman most in harmony with her environment is 

Deirdre, the mood of nature constantly reflecting hers~ It is 

her love of the freedom it brings I her fei1r of suffocation if 

taken from it, that leads to much e J her conduct in esc~ping from 

Conchubor and the stuffiness associated with him. 

Deirdre's revolt against the High King is a form of 

the rebellious behaviour of many of Synge's women who are 
. 9 

antagonistic to the humdrum world of convention. Whereas Deirdre 

9Cf . Ger3tenberger, pPG 68-69; Skelton, pp. 20, 101, 171. 
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is true to herself in defying a restrictive existence, P9geen 

is not. She rejects her father's aut.hority by choosing the 

Playboy as her lover, but when he, the embodiment cf the free 

spirit, leaves the confining Mayo society behind, she lacks the 

boldness to follow t her individuality stifled by an inbred herd 

attitude. The less interesting Sister Eileen, however, 1S able 

to abandon her yows for an ostensibly freer 

appears to be the only one of Synge's women 

Conflict with society does not enter Riders 

life, and/in so doing, 
"th . 10 W1 a conSClence. 

11 
to th2- ~e,a, ~ but it 

does The Shadow of the Glen. 
-----------=-~.--------.----

Dan represents conventional moral 

laws, the tramp stands for the natural life, and Nora, who wants 

both, does not know where to turn until she is kicked out of the 

cottage. Like her, Mary Doul is cast out at the end, but she 

has no pretensions to the conventional anrl expreSS03 her 
12 

individuality throughout. On being compared to Synge's women 

who turn against society, Sarah Casey seems perverse in wanting 

to accept the customs of settled people, but he~ deviation is a 

crochet which is opposed to the practice of her own kind. 

It is the old tinker woman, Mary Byrne, who holds the 

traditional outlook for those of her class and disparagbs S~r~h~s 

deviation, just as the wise Lavarcham despairs at Deirdre's 

10Cf. Corkery, p. 101. llCf. Gerstenberger, p. 44. 

l2In The Irish Comic Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 196F, P. 239, Vivian Merci-;r points out that, unlike most 
comic writers, Synge sympathizes with the outcast or underdog, 
exposing the respectable citizen to ridicule: "At the end of 
each of Synge r s comedies • • • al t:1[lugh the solid citizens are 
left in command of the stage, our hearts go with the outca-:;ts.1l 

Donna Gerstenberger (p. 59) remarks that the ending of ~ 
vJell of the Saints II is not unlike that of In the Shadow of the 
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independence of spirit. In the freq~ent clash between two V1ews 

of life, Synge's older women tend to be more sensible or practical 

than the young ones who yearn for a better or different life 

th th th . . . 13 L h M ~ ra er an accept elr present eX1stence. avarc am, ary uyrne 

and the Widow Quin are realistic, Deirdre, Sarah Casey and Pegeen 

Mike romantic, even though the queen has no illusions about old 

age. Nora Burke is a mixture of the two groups/ in her longing 

to escape comprehending that there is no real way out. The most 

striking example of those who live 1n a world of romance ar 

fantasy and reject reality is an old woman, however - Mary Doul , 

who turns her mind from the unpleasant in relishing her inner-

world of bliss. She is vain about her presumed beauty, betraying 

an egoism matched only by Deirdre but also revealed in the self-

centred Sarah ~asey and Molly Byrne. Nevertheless, even this 

resilient woman is not deceived about the pa~h she must walk 1n 

following her drpc~~. 

Al th~H'gh tne young Cathleen in Rid..:;:.r~ ~o the Sea 1S 

practical, she views life with a certain idealism, but her mother, 

. imprisoned by harsh reality for so long, is without illusions, 

unless one regards her beliet in God and a life hereafter as 

fancy. At the end it is Maurya's religion which saves her from 

~espair after her great bereavement. Granted she and her 

daughters, like Nora Burke, are superstitious, but Maurya's 

Catholicism overrides her paganism. The women of When the Moon 

Has Set are contrasting. Mary, although bound to her religi0us 

notions, reGlizes the harm they have caused her, and advises the 

nun to "give no heed to the priests or the bishops or the angels 

of God • . . .11(111, 173) ~ister Eileen not only renounces her 

vows but also accepts a pagan marriage, which makes one wonder 

how deep her Christian belief really is. The spiritual hardly 
. . 14 

touches Synge's other wo~en. The heathen tinkers are incompatible 

l3Cf • Howe, p. 190 

l4Cf • Corkery, p. 1050 
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with the priest and his beliefs, Mary.opposing Sarahis interference 

in his world just as she resents his meddling in hers. Sarah is 

convinced only after the brawl. This does not stop them flinging 

about Christian ollusions and using the name of God - usually in 

vain. Most of the people of Ihe .. 'p) .. aY.l?'2L~_ W~~ Worl;! 

and The H.el}. .oUbe Saints are equally free with His name in their 

folk-theology, l'iary Oculi sprayer, liThe Lord protect us from the 

saints of God!"(III, 133) possibly being the most striking example 

of religious shallowness and confusion. But this also reflects 

on the saintYs failure to understand the blind beggars; the 

young priest in Bi£ers to the Sea IS also inadequate, being unable 

to console Maurya. 

The question of religion does not enter ~dre o~_~~ 

~orrows, and ~hen the queen dies she believes that she will live 

on only in the mind of mankind, which is sufficient as long as 

she is remember~d Q~ young and beautiful, having enjoyed a glorious 

lovee This love, however, is not unspoiled and Deirdre dies alone. 

"Th ere are lonesome days and bad nights in this place like . C' 

another,lJ(rV, 193) she tells Conchubor, a notion echoed throughout 

Synge's plays. His women are studies in varyIng degrees of 

10neliness: 15 Mary Costello, having neither lover nor children, 

goes mad in her loneliness, imagining the condition of the 

motherhood that she never allowed; Nora, whose marriage is barren 

in all ways, is a solitary figure, living in an isolated place 

wher~ few can or care to unders~and her sensitivity;16 Mauryc; 

once surround Ad by her menfolk, is left with nobody to look after 

her except two relatively ineffectual daughters; jolly Mary Byrne 

soliloquizes on her loneliness, and' even complacent Mary Doul 

betrays a hint of regret at being alone on reverting to blindness, 

Pegeen and the Widow Quin intersperse their talk with suggestions 

15 
Cf. Howe, pp. 195-97; 

16 
Ellen Douglass Leyburn 

the settings of Synge's plays 
of loneliness. 

Ellen Douglass Leyburn, Ope cit., passim. 

(op. cit., pp. 84-85) pointb Qut that 
are desolate, adding to the feeli~g 
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of loneliness, both being left lonely.at the end, the widow an 

outsider as always and Pegeen more desolate than ever. 

Lady Gregory explains that 

the feeling of "lonesomenAssll ••• is looked upon as 

almost the worst of evils by the Irish countrymen, as we 
see by his proverb: lilt is better to be quarrelling than 
to be lonescme. u17 

Synge's women certainly wrangle, their squabbles leading to 

violence at times. Mary Doul, who delights in banter with her 

husband, 18 not slow to lash either him or Molly verbally. She 

is as vi tuperati ve as Pegeen! lithe fright of seven to'wnlands Ii 

for her biting tongue, (IV, 151) and both, like the women of 

Although Sarah 

Casey is the most savage in a clash, only Molly Byrne is 

gratuitously malicious, attacking without provocation and when 

her adversaries are in no position to defena themselves. 

Other women a~.Ea Lisker or act angrily but all with reason; 

Maurya is petty and irritable at first because of anxiety; Nora 

takes a final gibe at Dan, but only when she has been turned out; 

Lavarcham remonstrates with DeiTdre, Conchubor and the Sons of 

Usna when she foresees doom; Deirdre quarrels with Naisi under 

the pressure of parting for ever. Their turbulent behaviour is 

frequently the result of threats oi provocation or a means of 

self-defence. 

pride. 

They must fight for their rights often out of 

Had SyngeVs plays beeri seen by John Butler Yeats, who 

found Shakespeare1s tragedies "poetry 1n deepest earnest/II he 

would hc:ve called them "poet.ry in unlimited sadness,l1 according 
18 

to Lady Gregory. Pain, suffering and sadness come to the 

l7Lady Gregory, Poetb and Dreamers: Studies ~nd Translations 
JL£!~L!b.£-±,E.,i:shw (Dublin~~3)' p.=gr--

l8Lady Gregory, OU1' Iris:l Theatre p. 122. __ ._ .' _. w ___ ' 
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majority of Syngels women at some sta~e or another: l'1ary 

Costello 1d wretched in her insanity, Maurya a broken old woman 

until she accepts God and universal fate, and Nora, the most 

frustrated of all, despairs throughout; Mary Doul is beside 

herself with rage and grief when her illusions are ripped away 

and she is made to acknowledge her ugliness, and Mary Byrne, 

even if tips}' ff •• is unhappy for a \"hile; Pegeen Mike, an 

afflicted figure at the end, rises with her hero but remains 

fallen without him; lavarcham goes from one instance ur 
anxiety and frustration to another, and lIthe woman will be young 

forever'1(IV, 267) despairs 1n her joy and scores a hollow victory 

after the most bitter quarrel of all has withered love in a way 

unforeseen. 

Sist 3r Eilee!: f Maurya f Mary Doul r Sarah Casey! Pegeen 

Mike and Deirdre all gain insight into their situation to a greater 

or lesser extent. This leads the nun to accept Calm! and Maurya 

God, it makes the blind woman admit that she is fooling herself 

and the doxy give up her attempt to join an incompatible world, 

and it causes Pegeen to despair and Deirdre to kill herself. 

Rather than a monotonous, unexciting existence, it is 

vibrant and passionate life which attracts many of Synge's women: 19 

Sister Eileen looks forward to it, Mary Costello wishes she could; 

Mary Doul thrills to a life 1n the mind, the tinker women to 

enjoyment of the present; Nora Burke desires such a life but is 

too faint-hearted to follow it voluntarily and wholly, and the 

Mayo girls long for it so much that when Christy, who represerits 

it, arrives they idolize him. "I wouldnUt give a thraneen for 

a lad hadnit a mighty spirit in him and a gamey heart,l!(rV, 113) 

Pegeen admits to the Playboy, a sentiment evidently held by other 
20 

of these women. None pursues the rich, full and free life as 

19Cf • Fausset, op. cit., p. 271. 

20Cf • Corkery, pp. 101-102. 
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completely as Deirdre, who both finds-and abandons it. 

Only the women of Riders to the Sea can be regarded as 
'* w;_ 

typical in certain aspects, but even the old fisherwoman has on 
21 

individuality than cannot be overlooked. All the women, 

including the pasty nun who accepts a pagan marriage, and the 

madwo~an who clings to her faith, reveal diverse qualities, 

lIinconsistencies" and "apparent contradictions"i22their small­

mindedness and magnanimity, their charm and unpleasantne~s, the 

features of both goddess and beast all lend depth to their 
'"l" 

characters and cannot be disregardedo-'v Before she majestically 

reconciles herself to God and the world, Maurya is seen as a 

nagging and peevish old woman; Nora Burke, much more complex 

than the melancholy, sensitive figure regarded by Yeats,24is also 

realistic and cunning; Mary Doul is amazing for her ability to 

adapt, but her self-centredness and complace~~y must not be 

forgotten; her foil, the vain and malicious Molly Byrne, is 

without u1terio~ motives in trying to help the woman she dislikes 

regain sight; vicious Sarah Casey, a virago under provocation, 

-has a delightful imagination, and the jovial and coarse Mary Byrne 

has moments of loneliness and pathosj Pegeen Mike, that romantic 

and tender girl, is domineering with a biting tongue, whereas her 

crafty, sexually motivated and allegedly violent adversary, the 

Widow Quin, is compassionate and understanding; Lavarcham, who 

is sensible and candid, has a sharp temper, and the queen of 

2IC';:. Yeats, "Samhai"n: 1905," The Iri,~ Dramatic Movement I 
.txelorations, po 183; Howe, p. 178;- Weygandt, Ope cit., p. 195; 
Bourgeois,pp. 62-63; Boyd, Contempora,rx, p. 106; Fausset, OPe cit., 
p. 269; Corkery, pp. 93, 239j Ellis-Fermor t pp. 184-85; 
Price, p. 64; Skelton, pp. 124, 173. 

22Cf • Corkery, p. 100; supra, pp. 18-19. 

23Cf • Bickley, op. cit., p. 25; Howe, p. 144; Ervine, 
Ope cit., pp. 674-75; Gerstenberger, p. 25. 

24 
Yeats, Preface to The Well of the Saint~, Essays ~~~ 

l.ntroducti,olJ.:?1 p. 300; supra, p. 820 
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Synge's women, Deirdre of the Sorrows, lS self-pitying (Ind 

egoistic In her tragedy. These .. lome;! all express an individual 

approach to Ii fe but are universal in their joys Q •• d sorrows, 

reflections and emotions, dreams and disappointments, alJ having 

lIa share in the pain and passion of the world.HCIII: 175) 
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