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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to study the semblances between the novel Jalaputra (2008) and the drama Riders to
the Sea (1904), two of the most impactful books from two different geographic backgrounds. Jalaputra by Harishankar
Jaladas (b. 1955) is undisputedly one of the first Bengali novels to have been written solely based on the lives of the
Bangladeshi coastal fishing communities. Likewise, exploring the lives of the Irish coastal fishermen, the celebrated
playwright John Millington Synge (1871-1909) wrote Riders to the Sea, a play in one act. The play is considered to
be part of the Irish Literary Renaissance. This paper investigates the points of similarity between the two works,
emphasising how the characters encounter analogous experiences in their daily lives.
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Introduction

In Bangla literature, there have been a good few novels authored on riverine life and people. Manik Bandyopadhyay’s
Padma Nadir Majhi (1936), and Adwaita Mallabarman’s Titas Ekti Nadir Naam (1956) are some of the most
noteworthy ones. However, Jalaputra, set in the Chittagonian village of North Patenga, on the shores of the Bay
of Bengal, is a painful sea story of Bhuvaneshwari who is victim of both the natural and human world. In the
preface to the book Sons of the Sea (2017), a translation of the book Jalaputra, it is noted that Jalaputra truly has
“epic qualities” [1] in it. “In weaving the tale of the fishing community, Jaladas has captured from A to Z of the life
of its members” [1].

In his tragic play Riders to the Sea, Irish Literary Revival playwright J. M. Synge portrays the coastal life of
Inishmaan in the Aran Islands, where characters struggle against the relentless cruelty of the sea. The protagonist
of the book, Maurya, metaphorically stands on the same ground with Bhuvaneshwari as both of them certainly
have their fair share of tragedies in life. Riders fo the Sea came to be evaluated as “the most perfect one-act play
in the English language” [2].

Research Gap
The comparison between a Bangladeshi sea novel and an Irish coastal drama to see the universality of the message
of the stories is new. Hence, the present study addresses this research gap.

The Jarring Jalaputra

A mere child of nine, Bhuvaneshwari had to begin her conjugal life before the natural onset of puberty. She was
married off to a 19-year-old Chandramani at North Patenga. As the narrative begins, Bhuvan, now nineteen, has a
three-year-old son, Gangapada. Bhuvan loses Chandramani, the only earning member in the family, to the sea and
falls into extreme poverty with her only child Ganga and old father-in-law, Haribandhu. Bhuvan does not want
Ganga to share the same fate as his father. So, she decides that Ganga must go to school and educate himself. But
the cost-of-living crisis hits her hard. She gradually sells her husband’s belongings to finance the family of the
three. Eventually she takes up fish-selling to save the family from reaching rock bottom of hardship. However, she
fails to stop Ganga from quitting his studies. Ganga’s facing in-class discrimination and racism at school by Hindu
and Muslim peers is one of the two main reasons for him to be excluded from school. The second reason is his

© Journal of Gono Bishwabidyalay All Rights Reserved Vol.6, Issue 1, January 2025 101



Karmakar and Alam (2025)

inability to witness his mother’s relentless efforts for the family’s well-being. He wants to help her financially.
Later, mother and son earn enough to achieve their financial stability.

Ganga turns 22 and accepts the marriage match his mother arranges for him. Bhuvan becomes genuinely
happy to see her sensible daughter-in-law, Sumitra, who conceives just in time. Ganga for his whole life has been
a voice and never an echo. He raises his voice against the unjust actions everywhere. Ganga, together with his
friends Jayanta, Jagdish, and Anil, organises the fishermen to resist their exploitative creditors, Abdus Shukkur and
Shashibhushan Roy, who impose financial hardships on the poor fishing families. The fishermen become aware of
their rights and feel that by their side they have Ganga who can lead them with integrity and bravery. Regrettably,
Gopal, a fifth-columnist, secretly provides the creditors with information aimed at bringing his own people down.
The creditors plot to eliminate Ganga because he intends to close down their bloodsucking business. Shukkur gets
Ganga mercilessly killed when Ganga goes for fishing at night in the canal.

Ganga does not get to see the face of his yet-to-be-born child. And, Bhuvan has been losing ever since she can
remember. Losing is her forte. Hailing from a disadvantaged fishermen community and encountering with similar
situations like the male characters in the book, Jaladas tells lifelike tales of his community in Jalaputra.

The Rueful Riders to the Sea

“The play [Riders to the Sea] illustrates that this tragedy lies in the death of men by drowning, and women are left
behind to suffer and survive alone” [3]. Cathleen and Nora, two little sisters, quietly open a cloth bundle that
contains a shirt and a plain stocking which were recovered off a drowned man in Donegal. They suppose that these
are their brother Michael’s clothes. Michael has been missing at sea for a week. The two sisters do not want their
mother Maurya to know of this because she has already lost her husband, father-in-law, and four of her sons to the
sea. Cathleen and Nora worry because a big storm is blowing in the west and their last surviving brother, Bartley
wishes to go on the sea that day. Maurya tries to stop Bartley from going to the sea but he does not listen to her and
rides down on a red mare to earn profit by selling horses. Later news arrives that Bartley has been knocked down
in the sea by the grey pony that was running behind him. Maurya becomes completely devastated. Her tears dry up
and now she has no more reason to cry as the sea can no longer bring any ill-lucks for her.

Provenance of the Titles

The title Riders to the Sea carries a symbolic meaning, suggesting humanity’s inevitable journey towards mortal
death. It also contains a Biblical allusion. In the book of Exodus, Pharaoh’s horsemen pursued the Israelites to the
sea, but God struck them down, leading to their brutal death in the waters. Miriam, the prophetess, sang the glory
of God for “He has triumphed gloriously; the horse and his rider He has thrown into the sea” [4].

So, the title Riders to the Sea draws on two layers of meaning. Firstly, the “riders” represent people, and the
“sea” represents death. It shows that everyone’s life ends in death, just like the men in the play who go to the sea
and never return. Secondly, just as the waters in Exodus punish Pharaoh’s horsemen, the sea in Synge’s play acts
as a powerful force that takes the lives of Maurya’s sons.

On the other hand, the title Jalaputra is simply the combination of two separate words “jal,” meaning water
and “putra,” meaning son. Jaladas used the words together to make Jalaputra which literally means fishermen.

Materials and Methods

Research Approach

This article undertakes a simple, qualitative comparison to explore the common themes, culture, and symbols in
Jalaputra and Riders to the Sea. It focuses on the texts and critical writings to find shared ideas such as death, folk
beliefs, and poverty in both works. The primary sources for this study are Jalaputra (original Bangla edition), its
English translation Sons of the Sea by Quazi Mostain Billah, and Riders to the Sea. The secondary data were drawn
from a wide range of scholarly materials, including peer-reviewed journal articles, essays in printed form,
concerned websites, and religious texts.

Analytical Framework

The paper uses a comparative literary approach with ideas from postcolonial, social, and eco-critical views. It
looks at three main themes such as death, folk beliefs and superstition, and poverty. These themes are chosen
because they greatly affect how the characters live and make decisions.

102 Vol. 6, Issue 1, January 2025 Journal of Gono Bishwabidyalay



Karmakar and Alam (2025)

Method of Analysis

The research followed some simple steps. First, both texts were read carefully to find the main ideas and themes.
Then, the settings of coastal Bangladesh and the Aran Islands of Ireland were compared to see how they affect the
characters’ lives. Next, the study looked at how the themes show similar human struggles. Finally, books and
articles were used to help understand the texts better.

Result and Discussions

Mortality in Jalaputra

Fishermen dying untimely has always been a common phenomenon in coastal fishing communities and the village
of Uttar Patenga is no exception. Bhuvan lived her whole life in perpetual fear of loss because the open sea is the
toughest place to be a fisherman. Once the fishermen go far into the sea, there is barely any guarantee of their

return journey. Jaladas says, “ZHCST A ATT ST GHAFIAT (ST (77 IR (SRS, TICST OHA (MG BT |

TS (TRIT T O3 #8 8o m” (Could be, that Chandramani and his fishing mates were swept far
away by the stormy wind or their boat could have sunk. Bhuvaneshwari shuddered at the thought of sinking of the
boat) [5]. Bhuvan’s feeling of loss brings with it sadness and sadness brings with it a feeling of loneliness. However,
the truth is that the sons of the fishermen are left with no other option than to follow in the footsteps of their fathers.

“ (REERT QFD TRA-TF 2Ce12 AT ACH W' GACO AR | AW AT JUBT BIFT & ST (As soon as the boys are
a little grown up, they accompany their fathers to fish. If they can add to the family kitty!) [5]. (SRR (=T

G W, SRFR-SCTF T~ (In a fisherman’s family the male child is seen as a great boon, a source for future
income) [5].

The fishermen and the sea are inextricably interconnected. The men clearly risk their lives at sea knowing that
there’s probably no coming back from this. “STWR JT5T-3AT T AfSF 27 TSR (Their survival depends

on the whims of the sea) [5] .“ 9% (SCAIER ST &1 4T | SR TN YW TE@CR (Many of the women

of this fishermen’s quarter are widows. Their husbands died in the sea) [5]. They know very well that life is

unpredictable and difficult for a fisherman. Bhuvan, unwilling but bound to send her son to the sea, says, “1%%%
3 A ACST MRSUT® AT | o ... SF BT WM (Like his father, he will also go to the sea. And then ... he

will also drown) [5].

Besides the vulnerability in the face of nature’s fury, exploitative creditors like Abdus Shukkur and Shashibhushan
Roy are the forces of evil in the lives of the fishermen. The fishermen are, and always have been too human in front
of them. Raising a voice against them is of equal value to put many lives in danger. It is evident in what Shukkur

says, addressing Ganga, “ {199 (AT 13 FereEa1fa AE e #AfFC1” (Will have to stop the son of a bitch

Ganga’s leadership) [5]. Ganga’s only fault was he was trying to make the villagers aware about life. In revenge,

Shukkur attacks and kills Ganga. “ 5% Sf& (130 92 | /%@ M F@” (Ganga is dead. They have killed
Ganga) [5].

Mortality in Riders to the Sea
Mortality is a common facet of the book Riders to the Sea like Jalaputra. Maurya goes through the same financial
hardship and psychological distress as Bhuvan. Fishermen of Inishmaan are completely reliant on the sea like the
fishermen of Uttar Patenga. To make a living from the sea they risk their lives and sometimes they fail to make it
back to the land. “Although they depend on the sea for survival, their attempts in the sea end with death, and male
figures appear to sacrifice their lives in this way” [3]. Having suffered the loss of many loved ones to the sea,
Maurya is now bereft of any male members in her family. She says, “It’s a hard thing they’ll be saying below if the
body is washed up and there’s no man in it to make the coffin” [6]. Men are, in fact, left with no other option than
to go deep-sea fishing. “It’s the life of a young man to be going on the sea” [6]. Hence, the fisherwomen live in
fear of loss all their lives. Maurya’s fear is evident in the lines she says to Bartley, “It’s hard set we’ll be surely the
day you’re drownd’d with the rest. What way will I live and the girls with me, and I an old woman looking for the
grave?” [6].

Against Maurya’s will, Bartley left for the sea and she did not give him a proper send off. She says, “He’s gone
now. God spare us, and we’ll not see him again. ... when the black night is falling I’1l have no son left me in the
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world” [6]. It is the old people that leave things for the wellbeing of their children. “But in this place it is the young
men do be leaving things behind for them that do be old” [6]. And the old people treasure those special memories.
Similarly, Bhuvan in Jalaputra treasures a halish (a long rowing pedal) left at home by Chandramani before being

lost at sea. When a nephew of hers wanted to take it away from her, she burst, “¥dmd, €2 fer 92 71 27 | 713

ST (ST 9 FA” (Mind you, never talk of taking the halish. You should not even touch it) [5].
In the throes of grief, Maurya started to accept her fate with calm resignation. She says, “They’re all gone now, and
there isn’t anything more the sea can do to me” [6]. In Bhuvan’s case, she felt the same after the death of Ganga.

“orBig PRI IR S-S I0T NNCE SICTHAT - B, 7204, #ATA&F I01” (Close to Ganga’s head, Bhuvaneshwari
sat in the mud and water — silent, immobile, like stone” [5]. Though Maurya was in pain, she showed stoic attitude
towards the ending of the story. She says, “What more can we want than that? No man at all can be living for ever,
and we must be satisfied” [6].

Folk Beliefs in Jalaputra
The native people in Jalaputra have a lot of superstitious beliefs. “3a (Ar TS S T OF | ... ST T

F(A - TPIE TGS AATS A A (FIATE (AF @2 A (They have great dread for Manasa, the snake
goddess. ... They believe that if they can keep goddess Manasa appeased, they can have respite from the fury of

snakes” [5]. The presence of folk beliefs can be traced in a socio-religious event in the village. “JF i

IR A ST Ol T {57 W=7 7arg® 20 I — 96T (S=IRInd oa@e A" (The fisherwomen
nourish eternal belief that if the jak smoke, a socio-religious event to expose children to a smoke of medicinal
herbs, touches the children they will remain free from all troubles) [5].

“Storms are a universal concern to fishermen” and “fishermen are known to try to avoid fishing in stormy
weather, as storms pose a physical threat to fishers, their vessels, and their gear” [7]. At Uttar Patenga, however, it
is neither a weather warning nor a weather forecaster that resolves if a fisher will go to the sea. The date and time
of the first journeys at sea in the fishing season are always decided by the village Brahmin instead, because he is

well-versed in astronomy. “T@ ST AR I8 FFS <7 | ... Toeaee *=t (wearoma grnet | .. sfer oaeet fof
S et 5% w0a Tt | CerpwieTa &b ©ifre Tl @7 (The preparation to set net in the sea is complete.

... Chittaranjan Sharma is the Brahmin of the fishermen. ... Consulting the panjika he had fixed the auspicious day
and time for inaugurating fishing for the year. 29" Jyeshtha (the second month of the Bengali calendar) was found
to be the auspicious day to start) [5]. These local cultural and religious beliefs and practices make the book look so
distinctive.

Folk Beliefs in Riders to the Sea

The way in which folk beliefs are shown in Riders to the Sea is no different than how folk beliefs are shown in
Jalaputra. Cathleen asks Nora if she asked the young priest whether he stopped Bartley from going to the Galway
fair in Connemara. Nora replies, ““I won’t stop him,” says [the young priest], “but let you not be afraid. Herself
does be saying prayers half through the night, and the Almighty God won’t leave her destitute,” says [the young
priest], “with no son living””’ [6]. The young priest wants the others to believe that it’s only prayers that can save
lives as he is least likely to prioritise actions. He could in fact stop Bartley from going to the sea and perhaps he
could save him that day giving him a fair warning about the inclement weather. Robert Green Ingersoll
(1833-1899), the American writer in his posthumous 1900 book The Works of Robert G. Ingersoll, writes, “The
hands that help are better far than lips that pray” [8].

According to Cathleen, a blessing is powerful enough for a seagoer to do perfectly well on an ocean voyage.
The seafarers would, however, go for a pair of gloves, non-slip shoes, and a water-resistant windbreaker along with
the blessing. Cathleen says to Maurya, “Why wouldn’t you give him your blessing and he looking round in the
door? Isn’t it sorrow enough is on every one in this house without your sending him out with an unlucky word
behind him, and a hard word in his ear?” [6]. This is simply a superstitious belief that people have, particularly the
likes of Cathleen. Cathleen urges Maurya to go after Bartley to give him his share of bread as Cathleen forgot to
give him at the time of his departure. She thinks Maurya can utilise this chance to bless him. She says, “You’ll see
him then and the dark word will be broken, and you can say ‘God speed you,’ the way he’ll be easy in his mind”
[6]. They treat beliefs and superstitions like some demonstrated facts. “Superstition is, always has been, and
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forever will be, the foe of progress, the enemy of education and the assassin of freedom. It sacrifices the known to
the unknown, the present to the future, this actual world to the shadowy next. It has given us a selfish heaven, and
a hell of infinite revenge; it has filled the world with hatred, war and crime, with the malice of meekness and the
arrogance of humility. Superstition is the only enemy of science in all the world” [8].

Poverty in Jalaputra
Fishermen’s fight against poverty in the village of Uttar Patenga is an everyday affair, as if it will never end.
“RT-HR-SG-ANRT-9Z RN SId TS S AT, 0T T97 I A, :;czrirﬁranwmﬁsmﬁw
(AT -4 SIwd = 16”7 (During the months of Asharh, Shravan, Bhadra, and Aashwin, the families enjoy
relative prosperity, with food on their plates, new clothes to wear, and smiles on their faces. However, during the
remaining eight months, their circumstances are precarious—some days they have enough to eat, while on others
they face hunger) [5]. Most of the families in the fishermen community suffer immense financial hardships.

“ (SR GRCETR ST (73 | SO} Y I | ... M2 f[fewa S afae eemes fes 1 | ief-ufe faeee
TR AT S, T AT (ST RO B #I0@ | q9Ita8 G 5 ©imd)” (There is no dearth of manpower
among the fishermen. But there is acute shortage of money. ... What they make by selling the fish is not enough
to defray their everyday expenses. If they buy rice and pulses with that money, they have nothing left to buy salt,
and when they can stretch the money to buy salt they have little left to buy cooking oil. That’s how their life runs)
[5]. The weather-beaten widow Bhuvaneshwari struggles to survive amidst the harshness of the sea. “ore #I16 I=7
(AT -4 QA BT TR (T 9© &l S | ... AT A (ST FAC AT, TET S ST (AT 2R
4 =F M qeet AeTF I FCER (For the last five years she somehow scraped by. She could not procure
fish everyday but served her family two full meals with lentils and vegetables plucked from the banks of the pond)
[5]. Bhuvan’s hardships beggar belief by the day. She speaks to her neighbour, “{83 T8 | FSTR W BIETI29 (Al
WIWW?@I—@TWICW@W %NWICWW{@WW@T
ABYN” (Miserable. Can’t run the family anymore. Can’t even arrange two meals. Couldn’t pay my son’s
examination fees. Looks like I will not be able to keep him at school) [5].

In spite of the fact that Bhuvan suffers greatly throughout her life, she never accepts loss to poverty. Instead, she
stoically accepts her fate and becomes both the matriarch and patriarch of her family. She takes up fish-selling as
her profession, something that was unheard of for a woman in her family. She is the embodiment of self-sacrifice.

Poverty in Riders to the Sea

Towards the end of the drama, Maurya’s extreme poverty was evidently felt when she says, they are left with “a
bit of wet flour ... and maybe a fish that would be stinking” [6]. Bartley was the last hope of the family, being the
last living son. With him gone, the family reached rock bottom financially. Son preference is a common phenomenon
in the fishing communities. It is because the sons can only be the next earning members in the family. Maurya
believes, “If it was a hundred horses, or a thousand horses you had itself, what is the price of a thousand horses
against a son where there is one son only?” [6].

Fishermen risk their lives every day. Bartley could avoid going to the fair for horses, given that the weather
was rough but he had to go anyway. The family was in dire need of money and Bartley was the only earning
member in the family. He says, “The fair will be a good fair for horses, I heard them saying below” [6]. Bartley
lost more to poverty than he lost to fate or nature.

Maurya’s life became empty as she lost many loved ones to the sea slash to poverty. She mourns, “I’ve had a
husband, and a husband’s father, and six sons in this house — six fine men, ... some of them were found and some
of them were not found, but they are gone now the lot of them” [6]. Even though her whole life is full of suffering
and pain, she bears no grudge against life. She seems so content at the last of the play for the fact that her sons
received decent burials. She says, “What more can we want than that? No man at all can be living for ever, and we
must be satisfied” [6].

Bhuvan-Maurya and Ganga-Bartley: Parallels of Suffering

In several instances, the interests of Bhuvan and Maurya are quite identical. Both women lost their husbands to the
sea and became widow. Becoming widow, Bhuvan had an indescribable experience that forever changed her life,
and similar is the case with Maurya. Bhuvan lost her last hope, her only son Ganga to the sea. Maurya, too, lost her
last hope, her last surviving son, Bartley to the sea. Many things caused both protagonists grief but nothing seemed
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too big for them to fight. They overcame grief without expressing it too much and showed a stoic resignation
towards their fate.

The Swiss-born American psychiatrist and author Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross (1926 - 2004), in her groundbreaking
book On Death and Dying (1969) introduced five stages of grief. “Those stages are denial, anger, bargaining,
depression and acceptance” [9]. The stages “reflect common emotional responses to change, loss, or shock” [10].
Kiibler-Ross’ model was initially presented to describe people with illness facing death. However, it is now “generally
accepted among public and has been treated as an all-purpose theory to cope with bereavement” [11]. Both in the
context of the play and from a physiological point of view, Bhuvan and Maurya’s grief can be well explained
through the theory of grief proposed by Kiibler-Ross.

Again, the roles that Ganga played are somewhat similar to those of Bartley. Both of them made a lot of
sacrifices to provide for their family. Ganga did not hesitate to quit school to contribute to his family. “¥ICT ULy
B, G AT T ST ALY TH A1 | (T I — AW Y51 BIF (F @IONT IS TS, IR WIS 38 [FRoT FIC |
JI 20 AT FE? GIHT €19 ANfTa fte 263" (He could not bear his mother’s pain and suffering any longer.
He thought that if he could earn a little, his mother’s suffering would lighten slightly. What was the point of studying?
He should give it up) [5]. Ganga’s submission to his fate is also evident when he says,“™I, (STIF F8 N2 ST 72y
IS @7 M1 | #I%T 2 M =18 (ORI =T 12WN” (Ma, I can no longer bear your suffering. Dropping out of
school, I want to help you) [5]. Bhuvan was devastated when Ganga decided this. She went on saying, “oF IR
ST SO (*IF | 9137 2SI =% Q™ (All my hopes are dashed. Ganga has dropped out of school) [5].

Then, Maurya’s efforts to stop Barley from going to the turbulent sea were in vain because Bartley knew how
significant it was for him to go to the fair for horses. Given that they were living in conditions of great financial
difficulty, Bartley thought he could not afford losing the chance to go to the fair. He thought he could earn a decent
sum of money this time. Prior to departure, he says to his mother, “You’ll see me coming again in two days, or in
three days, or maybe in four days” [6]. But he never comes back. He falls off his horse into the sea and drowns.
Had he not been paying attention to his family finance, he might have escaped death that day.

Similarly, Ganga disregarded his mother’s warning and went fishing on the night he was killed. Bhuvan
warned him saying, “ &R (FO S SF TS T (&I T | T (7 51N 98 &feT &1 A~ (I have a foreboding.
I would like you not to fish tonight) [5]. Ganga, too, lost his life for the well-being of others. All he did was he
wanted to rouse the fishermen and wanted to make them aware of their rights.

Bhuvan and Ganga living at Uttar Patenga are no different than Maurya and Bartley living on the island of
Inishmaan.

Conclusions

Jalaputra is a remarkable book in Bangla literature in the sense that it is one of the first Bangla fictions to have
been written on the sea fish dependent livelihoods. In this masterpiece, Jaladas quite artistically portrayed the life
of the downtrodden, the deep-sea fisherfolk. Given that he himself came from a fishing community and felt the
agony of the fisherfolk only too well, he exhibited the lifestyles of his community in a vivid manner. The book
must have many resonances for the author.

Synge also established meaningful connections with the local community, living each summer from 1898 to
1902 in Teach Synge, a country cottage on the Aran Island of Inishmaan, following the suggestion of the great
William Butler Yeats. Yeats advised Synge, “Give up Paris. ... Go to the Aran Islands. Live there as if you were one
of the people themselves; express a life that has never found expression.” [12]. Upon observing the natives at
Inishmaan, Synge became inspired to draw material from life. In Riders to the Sea, Synge so impeccably recounted
his experiences like an islander living on the island. Reflecting life and portraying the sea as both destroyer and
preserver, both books have identical characters and storylines, almost down to the last detail. This paper tried to
find out the aspects that seemed to be so identical in both books.
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