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The Playboy of the Western World

John Millington Synge (1871–1909) is widely regarded as the 
greatest ever Irish dramatist. The lives of the people of 
Wicklow, Kerry, Connemara, Mayo and the Aran Islands 
were brought to life through his six great plays: In The Shadow 
of the Glen (1903), Riders to the Sea (1904), The Well of the Saints 
(1905), The Playboy of the Western World (1907), The Tinkers’ 
Wedding (1909), and his unfinished mythological drama 
Deirdre of the Sorrows (performed posthumously in 1910).

Christopher Collins is Head of Drama and Creative Writing 
at the University of Nottingham, and is an expert on the life 
and works of J. M. Synge.



Chronology

1871 Born Edmund John Millington Synge on 16 April in 
Rathfarnham, an affluent suburb of Dublin, Ireland.

1872 Synge’s father dies on 13 April. Family moves to 
Rathgar, another affluent Dublin suburb.

c. 1881 Begins to attend school, but attendance is irregular 
due to poor health.

1885 First reads the works of Charles Darwin.

1889 Begins studying at Trinity College Dublin. Also 
begins to study musical theory, violin, and 
composition at the Royal Academy of Music.

1892 Receives a second-class B.A. degree from Trinity 
College Dublin. Wins prizes for his examinations in 
Hebrew and Irish.

1893 Spends the summer in Oberwerth, Germany. 

1894 Visits Würzburg, Koblenz and Frankfurt, Germany.

1895 Arrives in Paris, France, in January. Enrols in 
courses in modern French literature, medieval 
literature at the Sorbonne University.

1896 Visits Rome, and Florence, Italy. Visits Paris again in 
October. Takes a course at the Sorbonne.

1897 Visits Paris. Undergoes an operation on swollen 
glands in Dublin.

1898 Visits Paris. Enrols on a course in Irish and Homeric 
civilization at the Sorbonne. Visits two of three Aran 



Islands (Inishmore and Inishmaan) in County 
Galway for the first time.

1899 Visits Brittany, Paris, Inishmaan and Inishmore.

1900 Visits Paris. Visits Inishmaan and the one Aran 
Island that he had not yet visited: Inisheer.

1901 Visits Inishmaan and Inisheer. Visits Paris.

1902 Visits Paris. Enrols on a course in Old Irish at the 
Sorbonne. Visits Inisheer.

1903 Visits London in January (his previous journeys to 
London had been quite brief). Leaves for his final 
visit to Paris in March. Visits County Kerry. His play, 
In the Shadow of the Glen, is performed at Molesworth 
Hall, Dublin in October. Irish National Theatre 
Society is formed.

1904 His play, Riders to the Sea, is performed in February 
by the Irish National Theatre Society at Molesworth 
Hall. Tours In the Shadow of the Glen and Riders to the 
Sea with the Irish National Theatre Society to 
London. Visits County Kerry. Visits North County 
Mayo, the setting for The Playboy of the Western World. 
Abbey Theatre opens.

1905 His play, The Well of the Saints, opens at the Abbey 
Theatre. Visits County Kerry, including the Blasket 
Islands. Tours the ‘Congested Districts’ in Counties 
Galway and Mayo with J.B. Yeats. Visits England 
with the Abbey Theatre on tour.

1906 Visits England, Scotland and Wales with the Abbey 
Theatre on tour. Begins to publicly indicate he is in 
a relationship with Molly Allgood, an actor in the 
company. Visits Kerry. Health begins to decline.

1907 The Playboy of the Western World is produced by the 
Abbey Theatre in January, and disturbances last for 
almost the entire week. The Aran Islands is published. 


