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the field by john b keane is a seminal work in Irish drama, widely regarded
as one of the most important plays in 20th-century Irish literature. Written
by John B. Keane, an acclaimed playwright and novelist, this play delves deep
into themes of land ownership, rural life, and human conflict. Set against
the backdrop of a rural Irish community, the narrative explores the tensions
arising from the desire to possess and protect land, a theme resonant with
Ireland’s historical and cultural context. This article provides a
comprehensive analysis of the play’s background, themes, characters, and its
impact on Irish theater. Additionally, it highlights the stylistic elements
that make The Field a compelling and enduring piece of drama. The following
sections will guide readers through an in-depth understanding of the play,
its significance, and its continued relevance.
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Plot Overview

Themes Explored in The Field

Main Characters and Character Analysis

Stylistic Features and Dramatic Techniques
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Background and Context of The Field

The Field by John B. Keane was first performed in 1965 and is set in rural
Ireland during a period when land disputes and agrarian conflicts were
common. The play reflects the socio-economic realities of Irish rural life in
the mid-20th century, highlighting the profound connection between people and
the land they cultivate. John B. Keane was known for his authentic portrayal
of rural Irish communities, and The Field is a powerful example of his
ability to capture the complexities of human nature and social dynamics.

Historical and Cultural Context

The play’s setting coincides with a period in Irish history marked by land
reform and changing agricultural practices. Land ownership was a contentious
issue rooted in Ireland’s colonial past, and the attachment to land was not
merely economic but emotional and cultural. Keane uses this backdrop to
explore broader themes of tradition, survival, and identity. The rural
community depicted in The Field is a microcosm of Ireland’s struggles with
modernization and the preservation of heritage.



John B. Keane’s Contribution to Irish Drama

John B. Keane was a prolific writer whose works often centered on rural Irish
life. His contribution to Irish drama extends beyond entertainment; he
brought attention to the everyday lives, struggles, and passions of ordinary
people. The Field is considered one of his masterpieces, showcasing his skill
in creating dramatic tension and complex characters who embody the spirit of
rural Ireland.

Plot Overview

The narrative of The Field revolves around the fiercely contested ownership
of a piece of land, known simply as "the field." The play opens with the
announcement that the land will be auctioned, sparking intense rivalry among
local farmers. The protagonist, Bull McCabe, is determined to secure the
field at all costs, driven by a deep connection to the land that has been in
his family for generations.

Key Events in The Field

The announcement of the auction of the field sets the conflict in1.
motion.

Bull McCabe’s efforts to outbid competitors and secure the land.2.

The escalating tensions between Bull and other community members,3.
including outsiders.

The moral and ethical dilemmas that arise as Bull’s desperation grows.4.

The tragic climax resulting from the conflict over ownership.5.

Through this plot, Keane explores the devastating effects of obsession and
the lengths to which individuals will go to protect what they consider
rightfully theirs.

Themes Explored in The Field

The Field is rich with themes that resonate universally but are deeply rooted
in Irish culture. The play’s central preoccupation is with the land,
symbolizing not only economic survival but also identity, power, and legacy.

The Importance of Land

The land in the play is more than soil and pasture; it represents heritage,



family honor, and a way of life. For Bull McCabe and others, the field is
intertwined with their sense of self and community belonging. This theme
reflects the broader Irish historical context where land ownership was a
symbol of autonomy and resistance.

Conflict and Human Nature

Keane examines how conflict arises from human desires and fears. The struggle
for the field exposes traits such as pride, greed, loyalty, and desperation.
The play illustrates how these emotions can lead to tragic consequences when
unchecked by reason or compassion.

Tradition versus Change

The tension between maintaining traditional ways and adapting to modern
realities is a subtle undercurrent in the play. The rural setting is
portrayed as resistant to change, with characters clinging to established
norms even as external pressures threaten their way of life.

Main Characters and Character Analysis

The strength of The Field lies in its well-drawn characters, each embodying
different facets of the central conflict and themes.

Bull McCabe

Bull McCabe is the protagonist and a complex figure characterized by
determination and volatility. His fierce attachment to the field drives the
narrative and ultimately leads to his downfall. Bull represents the
archetypal rural Irishman whose identity is inseparable from the land.

Other Key Characters

Bird O'Donnell: An outsider who threatens Bull’s claim to the field,
representing modern challenges to tradition.

Maggie McCabe: Bull’s wife, who provides insight into the domestic and
emotional impact of the conflict.

The Auctioneer: A symbolic figure who facilitates the transfer of land,
embodying the inevitability of change.

Each character contributes to the play’s exploration of community dynamics
and the personal costs of conflict.



Stylistic Features and Dramatic Techniques

John B. Keane employs a range of stylistic and dramatic techniques in The
Field that enhance its emotional impact and thematic depth.

Language and Dialogue

The dialogue in The Field is authentic and colloquial, capturing the rhythms
and idioms of rural Irish speech. This use of language grounds the play in
its setting and adds realism to the characters’ interactions.

Symbolism and Imagery

The field itself is a powerful symbol throughout the play, representing not
only physical land but also the intangible bonds of family, tradition, and
identity. Keane uses imagery related to nature and the rural landscape to
underscore these themes.

Dramatic Structure

The play’s structure builds tension progressively, with escalating conflicts
and moral dilemmas leading to a tragic climax. Keane’s use of suspense and
pacing keeps the audience engaged and highlights the inevitability of the
unfolding drama.

Reception and Legacy

The Field by John B. Keane has been widely acclaimed since its debut,
becoming a staple of Irish theater and a significant work in the canon of
Irish drama. Its powerful exploration of land issues and human nature has
resonated with audiences and critics alike.

Critical Acclaim

The play received praise for its authentic portrayal of rural life and its
unflinching examination of difficult themes. Critics have noted Keane’s
skillful character development and the emotional intensity of the narrative.

Adaptations and Influence

The Field was adapted into a successful film in 1990, further cementing its
place in Irish cultural history. The play has influenced numerous writers and



dramatists, contributing to ongoing conversations about land, identity, and
community in Ireland.

Enduring Relevance

The themes of The Field remain relevant today, as issues of land ownership,
cultural identity, and social conflict continue to be significant in Ireland
and beyond. The play’s exploration of human nature and moral complexity
ensures its lasting appeal and importance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Field' by John B.
Keane?

The main theme of 'The Field' is the intense connection between people and
their land, exploring themes of ownership, greed, tradition, and the struggle
for survival.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Field' by John B.
Keane?

The protagonist of 'The Field' is Bull McCabe, a stubborn and fiercely
protective farmer who is determined to keep the land his family has worked
for generations.

What is the significance of the land in 'The Field'?

In 'The Field', the land represents more than just property; it symbolizes
identity, heritage, and a way of life that is deeply tied to the characters'
sense of belonging and pride.

How does John B. Keane portray rural Irish life in
'The Field'?

John B. Keane portrays rural Irish life with realism and sensitivity,
highlighting both its beauty and its hardships, including community dynamics,
economic struggles, and traditional values.

What conflict drives the plot of 'The Field'?

The central conflict is Bull McCabe’s fierce battle to retain the field he
leases when an outsider bids to buy it, leading to tensions and tragic
consequences.

How does 'The Field' address the theme of power and
authority?

'The Field' explores power and authority through Bull McCabe's control over



the land and the community, as well as the influence of external forces like
the landowner and the church.

What role does violence play in 'The Field'?

Violence in 'The Field' underscores the desperation and passion tied to the
land, illustrating how far individuals will go to protect what they believe
is rightfully theirs.

Has 'The Field' been adapted into other media?

Yes, 'The Field' was adapted into a successful film in 1990, directed by Jim
Sheridan and starring Richard Harris as Bull McCabe.

What is the significance of community in 'The Field'?

Community in 'The Field' is depicted as both supportive and oppressive,
showing how collective opinion and tradition influence individual actions and
conflicts.

How does John B. Keane use symbolism in 'The Field'?

Keane uses the field itself as a powerful symbol of tradition, identity, and
the human connection to land, while other elements symbolize broader themes
like greed, change, and resistance.

Additional Resources
1. The Field
John B. Keane's most famous play, *The Field* is a powerful drama centered
around the fierce struggle for land ownership in rural Ireland. The story
follows an aging farmer, Bull McCabe, who becomes obsessed with holding onto
his family’s rented field, leading to tragic consequences. It explores themes
of tradition, greed, and the deep connection between people and their land.

2. Sive
*Sive* is a tragic play that delves into the harsh realities of rural Irish
life and the limited choices available to young women. It tells the story of
a young girl, Sive, whose future is manipulated by her family and community,
highlighting issues of social pressure and exploitation. Keane’s sharp
dialogue and poignant characters bring to life the struggles of a changing
Ireland.

3. The Matchmaker
In *The Matchmaker*, Keane presents a humorous yet insightful look at
matchmaking in a small Irish village. The play revolves around a local
matchmaker who meddles in the love lives of others, leading to comic
misunderstandings and romantic entanglements. It offers a warm portrayal of
rural community life and the quirks of human nature.

4. Big Maggie
*Big Maggie* is a gripping drama about a strong-willed woman who takes
control of her family’s farm after her husband’s death. The play explores
themes of power, family loyalty, and the challenges faced by women in a
patriarchal society. Keane’s vivid characters and intense emotional conflicts



make this a compelling work.

5. Many Young Men of Twenty
This play by John B. Keane reflects on the lives of young Irish men in a
small village, focusing on their dreams, frustrations, and the pressures they
face. Through a mix of humor and pathos, Keane captures the social dynamics
and generational conflicts of rural Ireland. The narrative provides insight
into the hopes and hardships of youth.

6. The Love of the World
*The Love of the World* is a collection of Keane’s short stories that
showcase his gift for storytelling and his keen observation of Irish life.
The stories often explore themes of love, loss, and the complexities of human
relationships. Through rich characters and vivid settings, Keane paints a
compelling portrait of Ireland’s social fabric.

7. The Year of the Hiker
This novel by John B. Keane combines humor and tragedy in the tale of a man
whose life is changed by a hiking adventure. The narrative explores themes of
self-discovery, friendship, and the search for meaning in life. Keane’s
evocative writing captures the beauty of the Irish landscape and the depth of
human experience.

8. Letters from My Father
*Letters from My Father* is a poignant collection of correspondence that
reveals Keane’s personal reflections and insights into his life and work. The
letters provide a unique glimpse into the mind of one of Ireland’s most
beloved writers, touching on his creative process, relationships, and the
social issues of his time.

9. The Well of the Saints (adaptation inspired by Keane’s style)
Though originally by J.M. Synge, Keane’s adaptation of *The Well of the
Saints* brings his distinctive voice to this classic Irish tale. The play
explores themes of blindness, perception, and truth through the story of two
blind beggars in a rural community. Keane’s interpretation adds emotional
depth and a contemporary resonance to the timeless narrative.
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