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Background on The Seafarer
The Seafarer, like many of McPherson’s plays is set in 
Ireland, specifically in Baldoyle,  a coastal town north 
of Dublin.  The play centers on Sharky, an alcoholic 
who returns home to care for his aging brother, 
Richard, who recently went blind.  They are joined 
by Sharky’s friends Ivan and Nicky who are holed up 
in the basement of Richard’s home during a severe 
storm.  The friends’ poker game is interrupted by the 
arrival of a mysterious friend, Mr. Lockhart who raises 
the stakes of the game damningly high.  

The Seafarer opened at the National Theatre in 2006 
garnering the Olivier-Award for Best Play before 
moving to Broadway in December 2007.  One of the 
most acclaimed plays of last season, the show ran a 
brief 133 performances at the Booth Theatre before 
becoming one of several casualties due to the stage-
hands strike that closed nearly all Broadway shows 
for weeks.  The play was nominated for several Tony 
Awards including Best Play.  The Broadway production 
also marked Mr. McPherson’s debut as a director.

In a candid interview with American Theatre 
Magazine, McPherson describes the moment of 
inspiration for The Seafarer:

“The journey of The Seafarer was a long one for 
me.  There’s this monument in Ireland… a 5,000-
year-old tomb called Newgrange. It’s got a long 
tunnel with a little hole in the middle of it and 
on the winter solstice each year; the sun shines 
directly down that chamber and lights it up — on 
the darkest day of the year.  That image was… so 
simple, spiritual, amazing.  I  wanted to write a play 
that had that moment… that darkest moment, 
darkest day of the year, where at the end the 
light comes in.”



This tale is true, and mine. It tells
How the sea took me, swept me back
And forth in sorrow and fear and pain
Showed me suffering in a hundred ships,
In a thousand ports, and in me. It tells
Of smashing surf when I sweated in the cold
Of an anxious watch, perched in the bow
As it dashed under cliffs. My feet were cast
In icy bands, bound with frost,
With frozen chains, and hardship groaned
Around my heart. Hunger tore
At my sea-weary soul. No man sheltered
On the quiet fairness of earth can feel
How wretched I was, drifting through winter
On an ice-cold sea, whirled in sorrow,
Alone in a world blown clear of love,
Hung with icicles. The hailstorms flew.
The only sound was the roaring sea,
The freezing waves. The song of the swan
Might serve for pleasure, the cry of the sea-fowl,
The death-noise of birds instead of laughter,
The mewing of gulls instead of mead.
Storms beat on the rocky cliffs and were echoed
By icy-feathered terns and the eagle’s screams;
No kinsman could offer comfort there,
To a soul left drowning in desolation.
And who could believe, knowing but
The passion of cities, swelled proud with wine
And no taste of misfortune, how often, how
wearily,
I put myself back on the paths of the sea.
Night would blacken; it would snow from the
north;
Frost bound the earth and hail would fall,
The coldest seeds. And how my heart
Would begin to beat, knowing once more
The salt waves tossing and the towering sea!
The time for journeys would come and my soul
Called me eagerly out, sent me over
The horizon, seeking foreigners’ homes.
But there isn’t a man on earth so proud,
So born to greatness, so bold with his youth,
Grown so grave, or so graced by God,
That he feels no fear as the sails unfurl,
Wondering what Fate has willed and will do.
No harps ring in his heart, no rewards,
No passion for women, no worldly pleasures,
Nothing, only the ocean’s heave;

But longing wraps itself around him.
Orchards blossom, the towns bloom,
Fields grow lovely as the world springs fresh,
And all these admonish that willing mind 
Leaping to journeys, always set
In thoughts traveling on a quickening tide.
So summer’s sentinel, the cuckoo, sings
In his murmuring voice, and our hearts mourn
As he urges. Who could understand, 
In ignorant ease, what we others suffer
As the paths of exile stretch endlessly on?
And yet my heart wanders away,
My soul roams with the sea, the whales’
Home, wandering to the widest corners 
Of the world, returning ravenous with desire,
Flying solitary, screaming, exciting me
To the open ocean, breaking oaths
On the curve of a wave.
Thus the joys of God  
Are fervent with life, where life itself
Fades quickly into the earth. The wealth
Of the world neither reaches to Heaven nor
remains.
No man has ever faced the dawn
Certain which of Fate’s three threats  
Would fall: illness, or age, or an enemy’s
Sword, snatching the life from his soul.
The praise the living pour on the dead
Flowers from reputation: plant
An earthly life of profit reaped     
Even from hatred and rancor, of bravery
Flung in the devil’s face, and death
Can only bring you earthly praise
 And a song to celebrate a place
With the angels, life eternally blessed 

The following is a translation of an identically titled, anonymously written, Old English poem, 
which inspired McPherson’s play. The poem appears in the Exeter Book, one of the four 

remaining manuscripts of Anglo Saxon poetry.  

The Seafarer

Visit www.GSPonline.org  
to read the full poem.



Critical Acclaim for The Seafarer
“Mr. McPherson dares to point to the possibility of hope, even transcendence, and it is this daring that gives his 
play the stuff of greatness.” – Wall Street Journal

“CHILLING AND HILARIOUS…Simultaneously rollicking and haunting, McPherson elevates his deceptively 
simple premise via the richness of his dialogue, which resonates with memorable pungency. The Seafarer might 
be a new play but it already has the feel of a timeless classic”  - The Hollywood Reporter

“Structured as a long night’s journey into day, with truly frightening glimpses of a darkness that stretches into 
eternity, “The Seafarer” turns out to be a thinking-person’s alternative to It’s a Wonderful Life as a flagon of 
Christmas cheer.” – The New York Times

Critical Acclaim for  The Seafarer

In an interview for the Theatre Communications Group, Conor McPherson once made this observation about 
his writing.   “I’m always looking for ways to go beyond the material world. I want to go somewhere totally new 
in theatre, to really transport the audience, to take them inside themselves and back out.  You have to concen-
trate on things in yourself that are essentially human.”

McPherson studied at University College Dublin, and wrote Fly By Night for the theatre company he helped 
found in 1992, . He wrote, directed, and produced his work in these venues and soon saw productions of his 
plays Rum & Vodka and The Good Thief at the City Arts Centre in Dublin. Thief went on to win the Stewart 
Parker Award in 1994, and made its American debut off-Broadway in 2001. Alcoholism, guilt, death, family are all 
running themes in McPherson’s writing, including his most recent, The Seafarer.  McPherson knows the dramatic 
value of drunkenness.  “Intoxication takes you on a journey…it has a beginning, middle and an end.”

McPherson’s career took off with the opening of The Weir, which premiered in London in 1997 and opened on 
Broadway in 1999. He soon branched out into the film industry, and for his 1997 hit I Went Down, was awarded 
Best Screenplay and Best New Director at the San Sebastian Film Festival.  Ben Brantley of The New York 
Times called him “quite possibly the finest playwright of his generation.”

”All my plays are a picture of me trying to find what’s the real energy or force in my life. You dig at it until you 
reach some point where you make peace with yourself because you’ve got to accept certain things. What’s 
driving you is bigger than you,” he says.

Though his film career was taking off, McPherson kept close to his theatre ties and found yet another hit in 
1999 with Dublin Carol. His dependence on alcohol, however, began to take a dramatic turn for the worse. In 
2001, on the same evening his new play Port Authority opened in the West End, McPherson was rushed to the 
hospital with a potentially fatal case of pancreatitis. At 37, McPherson has been sober now for eight years. His 
play Shining City was part of the 2006  Broadway season and was a critical hit.  The Seafarer quickly followed in 
2008, and most recently, Port Authority made its U.S. premiere at the Atlantic Theater Company off-Broadway.

For Conor McPherson, Life Imitates Art



The Weir and Other Plays
Winner of the 1999 Olivier Award for best play on London’s West End, The Weir follows 
the nightly ritual of the regulars at a local pub in a remote area in the West of Ireland. 
Their normal routine of sharing supernatural stories is upset by the arrival of a 
young woman from Dublin with a story of her own that changes the course of 
the evening.  (Published with McPherson’s Rum and Vodka, The Good Thief, St. 
Nicholas, and This Lime Tree Bower.) 
 
Shining City
Also set in Dublin, a man seeks help from a counselor, claiming to have 
seen the ghost of his recently deceased wife. But what begins as just 
an unusual encounter, becomes a struggle between the living and 
dead — a struggle that will shape and define both men for the 
rest of their lives. 
 
Port Authority
Set against the backdrop of contemporary Dublin, Port Authority 
weaves the stories of three generations of Irishmen as they 
experience loss, failure and the elusiveness of love.

Dublin Carol
Set on Christmas Eve, an undertaker looks back on his 
life. Seeing a life not well lived, he finds himself alone 
to share his memories with a stranger. A visit from 
his long-estranged daughter propels him to look at 
his memories not as times gone by, but as a chance to 
repair what is yet to come.
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