
Riders to the Sea – JM Synge 

Additional notes 

Character sketch of Maurya 

Maurya is the central character of Synge’s one act play,  “Riders to the Sea “.  Sge is the focus of our 

attention in the play.  She appears in the play as a sorrowful mother.  Her Father-in-law, husband and 

four elder sons had been swallowed by the hungry Atlantic.  Some nine days before the play starts,  her 

fifth son Michael, had been drown in the sea,but his dead body had not yet been recovered.  Maurya 

has become half-crazy with grief.  She frequently goes out to the seacoast too see if Michael’s body was 

washed ashore.  She spends most of the night in crying and praying.  At the end of the play, her 

youngest son Bartley also dies.  

Maurya is a pious Christian. She believed in the power of prayer to save her sons.  She is a typical Irish 

peasant woman.  Despite of her beliefs in the power of prayers,  she is ignorant and superstitious. She 

tries to prevent Bartley from going to the sea because she saw the moon with a star close to it.  When 

she goes to the Spring well for blessing Bartley,  she saw Michael’s ghost riding on the pony behind 

Bartley. She takes it as a sure indication of the death of Bartley.  

She is one of the most pathetic characters of Irish drama.  Her life is a drama of pain.  The hungry 

Atlantic swallows all her men folks. She cries and prayed to God but her prayers goes in vain.  She is the 

very symbol of bereaved motherhood. 

She leaves a deep impression on our mind with her final words:” No man at all can be living forever,  and 

we must be satisfied. “ 

 

Character sketch of Cathleen  

Cathleen is a powerful character of Synge’s peasant drama, “Riders to the Sea “. She is a typical peasant 

girl of Aran’s Island.  She is a busy peasant girl who has to do a lot of work.  Her mother (Maurya)  is very 

old and grief-stricken. Cathleen’s brother Bartley is the only surviving male member of the family.  Her 

sister Nora is very young.  Cathleen has to look after all of them.  Infact,  the entire responsibility of 

running the family rest on her shoulders.  

She is intelligent and matured. She knows how to tackle a difficult situation. She prepares a cake for her 

brother’s food during his sea voyage.  When Bartley leaves the cottage without receiving the cake or his 

mother’s blessings, she asked Maurya to go to the Spring well by a short cut and meet Bartley there.  

When Nora brings a bundle of clothes for identification, she hides it in the loft and suggest that they 

would examine the garment when  Maurya would go to the sea-level beach in search of Michael’s body.  

Thus,  she always impressed us with her common sense.  It is she whom Bartley gives instructions 

regarding the household affairs before his departure from the cottage.  

Like the mother,  she is superstitious, when Maurya tells her that she had seen Michael’s ghost riding 

behind Bartley,  Cathleen breaks down and says, ‘ it’s destroyed, we are from the day.  It’s destoyed 

surely’.  As a whole,  we can say that she is an ideal girl of a poor peasant family. She is selfless and leads 

a dedicated life.  She really needs our sympathy.  



 


