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DOCUMENT A

[She' pauses again with her hand stretched out towards the door. It opens sofily and old
women begin to come in, crossing themselves on the threshold, and kneeling down in front
of the stage with red petticoats over their heads. ]

MAURYA: [Half in a dream, to Cathleen.] 1s it Patch, or Michael, or what is it at all?

CATHLEEN: Michael is after being found in the far north, and when he is found there how
could he be here in this place?

MAURYA: 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 it.

CATHLEEN: It's Michael, God spare him, for they're after sending us a bit of his clothes
from the far north.

[She reaches out and hands Maurya the clothes that belonged to Michael. Maurya stands up
slowly, and takes them into her hands. NORA looks out.]

NORA: They're carrying a thing among them and there's water dripping out of it and leaving
a track by the big stones.

CATHLEEN: [In a whisper to the women who have come in.] Is it Bartley it is?

ONE OF THE WOMEN: It 1s surely, God rest his soul.

[Two younger women come in and pull out the table. Then men carry in the body of Bartley,
laid on a plank, with a bit of a sail over it, and lay it on the table.]

CATHLEEN: [To the women, as they are doing so.] What way was he drowned?

ONE OF THE WOMEN: The gray pony knocked him into the sea, and he was washed out
where there is a great surf on the white rocks.

[Maurya has gone over and knelt down at the head of the table. The women are keening
softly and swaying themselves with a slow movement. Cathleen and Nora kneel at the other
end of the table. The men kneel near the door.]

MAURYA: [Raising her head and speaking as if she did not see the people around her.]
They're all gone now, and there isn't anything more the sea can do to me.... I'll 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 east, and the surf is in the west, making a great stir with the two noises,
and they hitting one on the other. I'll have no call now to be going down and getting Holy
Water in the dark nights after Samhain, and I won't care what way the sea is when the other
women will be keening. /To Nora]. Give me the Holy Water, Nora, there's a small sup still
on the dresser.

[Nora gives it to her.]

1 [i.e. Maurya]
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MAURY A: [Drops Michael's clothes across Bartley's feet, and sprinkles the Holy Water over
him.] Tt isn't that T haven't prayed for you, Bartley, to the Almighty God. It isn't that I
haven't said prayers in the dark night till you wouldn't know what I'ld be saying; but it's a
great rest I'll have now, and it's time surely. It's a great rest I'll have now, and great
sleeping in the long nights after Samhain, if it's only a bit of wet flour we do have to eat,
and maybe a fish that would be stinking.

[She kneels down again, crossing herself, and saying prayers under her breath. ]

CATHLEEN: [To an old man.] Maybe yourself and Eamon would make a coffin when the
sun rises. We have fine white boards herself bought, God help her, thinking Michael would
be found, and I have a new cake you can eat while you'll be working.

THE OLD MAN: [Looking at the boards.] Are there nails with them?

CATHLEEN: There are not, Colum; we didn't think of the nails.

ANOTHER MAN: It's a great wonder she wouldn't think of the nails, and all the coffins she's
seen made already.

CATHLEEN: It's getting old she is, and broken.

[Maurya stands up again very slowly and spreads out the pieces of Michael's clothes beside
the body, sprinkling them with the last of the Holy Water.]

NORA: [In a whisper to Cathleen.] She's quiet now and easy; but the day Michael was
drowned you could hear her crying out from this to the spring well. It's fonder she was of
Michael, and would any one have thought that?

CATHLEEN: [Slowly and clearly.] An old woman will be soon tired with anything she will
do, and isn't it nine days herself is after crying and keening, and making great sorrow in the
house?

MAURYA: [Puts the empty cup mouth downwards on the table, and lays her hands together
on Bartley's feet.] They're all together this time, and the end is come. May the Almighty
God have mercy on Bartley's soul, and on Michael's soul, and on the souls of Sheamus and
Patch, and Stephen and Shawn [bending her head]; and may He have mercy on my soul,
Nora, and on the soul of every one is left living in the world.

[She pauses, and the keen rises a little more loudly from the women, then sinks away. ]

MAURYA: [Continuing.] 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 ever, and we
must be satisfied.

[She kneels down again and the curtain falls slowly.]

John Millington Synge, Riders to the Sea, in The Playboy of the Western World and Other
Plays, New York: Penguin, 2006. First performed 1904.
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The Canaanitish woman lives more happily without a name, than Herodias with one. And
who had not rather have been the good thief than Pilate?

But the iniquity of oblivion blindly scattereth her poppy, and deals with the memory of
men without distinction to merit of perpetuity. Who can but pity the founder of the Pyramids?
Herostratus lives that burnt the Temple of Diana, he is almost lost that built it; time hath
spared the Epitaph of Adrian’s horse, confounded that of himself. In vain we compute our
felicities by the advantage of our good names, since bad have equal durations; and Thersites is
like to live as long as Agamemnon. Who knows whether the best of men be known, or
whether there be not more remarkable persons forgot than any that stand remembred in the
known account of time? Without the favour of the everlasting register, the first man had been
as unknown as the last, and Methuselah’s long life had been his only chronicle.

Oblivion is not to be hired; the greater part must be content to be as though they had not
been, to be found in the register of God, not in the record of man. Twenty seven names make
up the first story, and the recorded names ever since contain not one living century. The
number of the dead long exceedeth all that shall live. The night of time far surpasseth the day,
and who knows when was the equinox? Every hour adds unto that current arithmetic, which
scarce stands one moment. And since death must be the Lucina of life, and even pagans could
doubt whether thus to live were to die; since our longest sun sets at right descensions, and
makes but winter arches, and therefore it cannot be long before we lie down in darkness, and
have our light in ashes; since the brother of death daily haunts us with dying mementoes, and
time that grows old itself, bids us hope no long duration, diuturnity is a dream and folly of
expectation.

Darkness and light divide the course of time, and oblivion shares with memory a great
part even of our living beings; we slightly remember our felicities, and the smartest strokes of
affliction leave but short smart upon us. Sense endureth no extremities, and sorrows destroy
us or themselves; to weep into stones are fables; afflictions induce callosities, miseries are
slippery, or fall like snow upon us, which notwithstanding is no unhappy stupidity. To be
ignorant of evils to come and forgetful of evils past is a merciful provision in nature, whereby
we digest the mixture of our few and evil days, and, our delivered senses not relapsing into
cutting remembrances, our sorrows are not kept raw by the edge of repetitions. A great part of
antiquity contented their hopes of subsistency with a transmigration of their souls; a good way
to continue their memories, while having the advantage of plural successions, they could not
but act something remarkable in such variety of beings, and enjoying the fame of their passed
selves, make accumulations of glory unto their last durations. Others, rather then be lost in the
uncomfortable night of nothing, were content to recede into the common being, and make one
particle of the public soul of all things, which was no more than to return into their unknown
and divine original again. Egyptian ingenuity was more unsatisfied, continuing their bodies in
sweet consistences to attend the return of their souls. But all was vanity, feeding the wind, and
folly. The Egyptian mummies, which Cambyses or time hath spared, avarice now consumeth,
Mummy is become merchandise, Mizraim cures wounds, and Pharaoh is sold for balsams.

In vain do individuals hope for immortality or any patent from oblivion in preservations
below the moon. Men have been deceived even in their flatteries above the sun, and studied
conceits to perpetuate their names in heaven. The various cosmography of that part hath
already varied the names of contrived constellations: Nimrod is lost in Orion, and Osyris in
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the Dog Star. While we look for incorruption in the heavens, we find they are but like the
Earth, durable in their main bodies, alterable in their parts: whereof beside comets and new
stars, perspectives begin to tell tales, and the spots that wander about the sun, with Phaeton’s

favour, would make clear conviction.

There is nothing strictly immortal but immortality. Whatever hath no beginning may be
confident of no end (all others have a dependent being, and within the reach of destruction),
which is the peculiar of that necessary essence that cannot destroy itself, and the highest strain
of omnipotency to be so powerfully constituted as not to suffer even from the power of itself.
But the sufficiency of Christian immortality frustrates all earthly glory, and the quality of

either state after death makes a folly of posthumous memory.

Thomas Brbwne, Urn Burial, or a Brief Discourse of the Sepulchral Urns lately found in
Norfolk, Chapter V, in Sir Thomas Browne — Selected Writings, New York: Routledge, 2003,
p.107-109. Text originally published in London, 1658.
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Charles Peale, Exhumation of the Mastodon, oil on canvas, 1.24 x 1.55 m, Museum of the
Maryland Historical Society, painted 1806-1808




