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Inside and Out: Crossing thresholds in W. B. Yeats’s The Land of Heart’s Desire and J.
M. Synge’s Riders to the Sea

While very different in many respects, both plays of the turn-of-the-century Ireland, Yeats’s
The Land of Heart’s Desire (1894) and Synge’s Riders to the Sea (1903) present a very
definite inside-outside spatial division, which gives relevance to reading both of them as plays
that are based on the dialectics between the inner room-space and the space of the rest of the
world outside. A main similarity between the two plays being the setting (“the kitchen of
Maurteen Bruin’s house” in The Land of Heart’s Desire and “cottage kitchen” on “an island
off the West of Ireland” in Riders to the Sea), both plays establish an outside world which
becomes contrasted with the values the inside kitchen-setting is essentially imbued with. This
contrast is further developed into a conflict, in which the threshold between the inside and the
outside world is crossed by a transitional character or the inner space is violated by an
intrusion. The present paper attempts to discuss the contrasts and conflicts between the
segments of these thus bi-polarized worlds and between the values each space-segment is
associated with.
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