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BERTHA6 CSILLA 

DISTORIIONS OF CHARACTER IN JOIN B. KEANE 'S PEASANT PLAYS 

W r i t i ng peasant p lays in the Europe of the second h a l f o f the 20th 

centruy sounds anach ron is t i c . Yet i n a country l i k e I r e l a n d , where - due 

to var ious ex te rna l and i n t e r n a l ci rcumstances - the anc ien t , b a s i c a l l y 

r u r a l form of l i f e together w i th i t s values and t r a d i t i o n s , s u r v i ved we l l 

i n t o the 20th ceotury , l i f e i t s e l f produced mater ia l and i n s p i r a t i o n for 

such p lays . 

I t i s no surp r i se that the t r a d i t i o n of peasant drama in I r e l and -

l i k e i n Hungary - i s very s t rong . The peasants, as long as they l i v e d in 

c losed communities, s t r u c t u r a l l y untouched by changing ci rcumstances, 

were j u s t l y regarded - again, s i m i l a r l y to n«ny romantic, and r e a l i s t i c 

views i n the Hungary of the las t century as we l l as the f i r s t h a l f of the 

tw en t i e t h - as those p reserv ing the na t iona l c u l t u r a l va lues , and, 

indeed, n a t i on a l i d e n t i t y . The l i t e r a t u r e t ha t c la imed to be na t iona l i n 

s p i r i t , was to be b u i l t on t h i s c u l t u r e - which was, of course, of 

spec ia l importance i n c oun t r i es s t r u g g l i n g fo r c u l t u r a l and p o l i t i c a l 

independence. Yeats, among o the rs , makes i t pa r t of the programme for 

c r ea t i n g na t i ona l drama at the tu r n of the cen t u r y : "Every n a t i o na l 

dramat ic movement or t hea t re i n c oun t r ies l i k e Bohemia and Hungary, as in 

E l isabe than England, has a r is en out of a study of the common people , who 

preserve na t i ona l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s more than any other c l a s s . " (1962:222) 

Accord ing ly , peasant or f o l k plays have c o n s t i t u t e d one of the main l i n es 

of I r i s h drama ever s i nce . Yet r e a l i t y , as we l l as a t t i t u d e s to i t , have 

changed from time to t ime . F i r s t , r u r a l l i f e was i d e a l i z ed (another 

fea tu re f a m i l i a r i n Hungarian l i t e r a t u r e ) , l a t e r , or p a r t l y p a r a l l e l , a 

more r e a l i s t i c and thus more co n t ra d i c t o r y v i s i o n was g iv en by the 

g reates t master of I r i s h peasant p lays , Synge. He i n f l uenced l a t e r 

generat ions w i t h h i s comic, i r o n i c v iew, h i s gro tesquer ies and h i s 

indulgence i n r i c h , c o l o u r f u l , graph ic language, the eloquence and 



v i t a l i t y of h i s dialogue's. But Synge's I r e l a n d i s a d isappear ing wor ld 

and h i s successors a ie o f t e n concerned as much w i t h the backwardness and 

con t rad ic t i ons o f l i f e untouched fo r cen t u r ies as w i t h changes from bad 

to worse and the j u x t a p o s i t i o n of the o ld and the new. These p l aywr i gh ts 

e i t h e r present the passing of a c i v i l i z a t i o n w i t h brooding melancholy and 

n o s t a l g i a , l i k e Michael J . Mo l loy , or " t ransmute o l d I r e l a n d i n t o 

f an t asy " , l i k e , for instance George F i t zmaur i ce , w hi l e o t he rs , such as 

John B. Keane, "show i t g rapp l i ng w i t h the modern w o r ld " . (BUSHRUI, 1972: 

273) 

By the time Keane entered the l i t e r a r y , or r a t he r the t h e a t r i c a l 

wor ld , the genre of peasant drama had more or less l u s t i t s v i gou r . His 

f i r s t p lay, Sive (1959) , created a rea l sensat ion : " t he red iscovery by 

the urbanized I r e l a n d of the r u r a l background from whence i t had sprung 

was qu i t e t raumat ic i n the age which saw the estab l ishment of Shannon Hew 

Town, the f i r s t jumbo j e t s c a r r y i n g ttie I r i s h i n s i g n i a , Use inaugura t ion 

of the t e l e v i s i o n s e rv i c e , and the f i r s t Programme fo r Economic 

Expansion." (FITZ-SIMON, 19B3:191) Keane has h i s g rea tes t s t reng th in 

r e v i t a l i z i n g the peasant drama, al though h i s l a t e r p lays break away from 

t h i s t r a d i t i o n a l l i n e . In h i s p lays d e p i c t i n g the past and the changing 

present of h i s reg ion (county Ke r ry , in the South-West o f I r e l a n d , a long 

way away from D u b l i n ) , where l i f e i s " l a r g e r than l i f e " and i s t ru e r and 

r i c h e r than i n Dub l in (HÜGAN, 1967: 208) , Sue excels i n h i s v igorous 

rea l i sm of c ha ra c t e r , s i t u a t i o n and language,, based on observa t ion o f , 

and indeed, p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n , country l i f e . A rea l i sm tha t does not 

r e f r a i n from inheren t b r u t a l i t y and v io lence but i s o f t en n ievn ted 

through some imagina t ive t h e a t r i c a l scene, g i v i n g Die o rd i na ry a touch of 

the mythic or the r i t u a l . 

The world of the I r i s h peasant p lay i s a strange one w i th i t s own 

laws and values, showing deep k i n s h i p in r e a l i t y and i n l i t e r a t u r e w i t h 

many aspects o f Hungarian peasant l i f e . The c rue l and savage ru l es 

d i r e c t i n g t h i s ha l i f-pagan, K w l f - L h r i s t i a n l i f e are p a r t l y necessary fo r 

s u r v i v a l , but under t h i s necess i t y human l i f e o f t en becomes d i s t o r t e d 

i n t o some t i l i ng w i l d and inhuman. The plays of Synge already border on 

t h i s wildness and inhumanity but the a u t ho r ' s understanding sympathy 

so f tens the sharpness of h i s c r i t i c i s m and i r on y . Keane1,s would i s even 
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more ov e r t l y c r u e l , harsh and uncompromising, al though tie too ; t r i e s to 

understand the motives of such ac t ions and benav iour . 

The most o f t en r ec u r r i n g themes of I r i s h peasant plays are cent red 

around the land and the house: hunger for land, p rope r t y , money: marr iage 

- o f t e n as the r e s u l t of matchmaking - as a means of ac qu i r i n g land and 

proper ty or connect ing land and f ami l y ; emig rat ion as an escape from 

misery and i t s reverse: homecoming, and, i n connect ion w i th a l l these, 

the re l a t i on s h i p of the people to the law and the chutch. Keane's ear ly 

p lays give i n t e r e s t i n g examples of how he explores some of these sub jec ts 

and how he dramatizes the d i s t o r t i o n s that these concerns can lead to . 

Keane's f i r s t and very powerful p lay , S ive, shows one p o s s i b i l i t y of 

renewing the peasant drama. I t s theme, matchmaking, i s not p a r t i c u l a r l y 

I r i s h . The basic s to r y of die innocent young g i r l forced to marry an o l d 

r i c h nan was already known from the I t a l i a n commedia d e l l ' a r t e , where i t 

led to a happy ending. In I r i s h fo l k songs and ba l l ads - j u s t l i k e i n 

many Hungarian b a l l ad s , too the dark and t r a g i c dimensions of the same 

s i t u a t i o n are f u l l y acted ou t : the only escape poss ib le f o r the young 

g i r l i s death. 

This well-known s to r y i n Sive rece ives v i v i d and unique t rea tment . On 

the one hand, the peasant m i l i e u i s created w i th f a i t h f u l rea l i sm: the 

everyday a c t i v i t i e s , the miserable cond i t i ons , the pa th e t i c r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

among the characters come to l i f e on die stage in numerous wel l -observed , 

small d e t a i l s . The greed for land and money, which o r i g i n a t e s i n misery 

but r esu l t s in s a c r i f i c i n g human l i f e , i s pa in ted w i t h almost as dark 

co lours as in Kodo lány i ' s Fö ld indulás ( ' L a n d s l i d e ' ) . Tragedy looms very 

heav i l y in the Hungarian p l ay , and, al though at the end i t reso lves in a 

("tope fo r renewal, f r i g h t f u l examples show to what deformat ion o f 

character and deso la t i on of l i f e the pre ference for ma te r ia l r i ches may 

lead. Sive ends w i t h t ragedy, and i n t h i s play some l i g h t e r tone i s 

touched in the occasional comedy of character and s i t u a t i o n . Thich i s i n 

accordance w i th the greater sanse fo r i rony and tragicomedy in I r i s h 

l i t e r a t u r e i n general than i n the a l together more t r a g i c main l i n e of 

Hungarian. 

Wtiat elevates Sive abnve the l e v e l of na tu ra l i sm and p a r t i c u l a r i t y i s 

i t s b a l l a d - l i k e q u a l i t y . Some c r i t i c s c la im tha t S i ve ' s charac te r lacks 
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psycholog ica l i n s i g h t s ince she i s too innocent and weak to defend 

h e r s e l f . (MACANNA, 1985) But i t i s exac t l y t h i s innocence and i n a b i l i t y 

t o defend herse l f t h a t mokes tier so s i m i l a r to many heroines o f I r i s h and 

Hungarian f o l k ba l l a d s ( f o r example those of " th e so ld g i r l " or " the so ld 

daughter" type of ba l l ad s i n our c u l t u r e ) . She does not even get anywhere 

close to the p o s s i b i l i t y of cho ice or dec i s ion . Slie i s dest royed due to 

the s i n s , f a u l t s and weaknesses o f o thers , not to irer own f l aws . Indeed, 

her l i f e i s fa ted s ince before her b i r t h as she i s an i l l e g i t i m a t e c h i l d 

w i t h a l l the consequences. Other people act towards tier l i k e Fate, 

against which she i s he l p l e ss ; p a r t l y , the members of her f a m i l y , whose 

power over l e r i s f o r t i f i e d by the s t r oog , t r a d i t i o n a l h i e r a r c h y , p a r t l y , 

the d e v i l i s h matchmaker w i t h h i s b lack f o r ce . This matchmaker cou ld tie 

the convent ional s t a g e - f i gu r e o f the i n t r i g u e r , but here tie i s both a 

cha rac te r , a pa r t of the v i l l a g e commonity, and also the embodiment of 

E v i l . One of the grea t mer i t s of the p lay i s j u s t t h i s combinat ion of the 

v i v i d rea l ism of charac te rs w i t h t h e i r a rc l ie typa l q u a l i t y . Thus, fo r 

i ns tance , Mena, the p rac t i c a l -m in d ed , determined, hard-work ing - and, as 

her name suggests: ra t he r mean - peasant woman, who ru l es over the fami ly 

yet l e s become emb i t t e re d and d r i e d out over the years i n her s t r u g g l e 

f o r s u r v i v a l , i s a f lesh-and-b lood character r^nd also the embodiment of 

some aspects of the e t e rn a l woman who has to look a f t e r and support the 

f ami ly no matter what the c ircumstances are. Her husband, a wei1-drawn 

peasant f i g u r e , i s a l so the type of the w e a k - i n - w i l ! mats, the o l d Adam, 

who accepts the apple from Eve - the shameful yet tempt ing o f f e r of h i s 

w i f e . In Sive h e r s e l f C h r i s t - l i k e Innocence and s u f f e r i n g are con t ras ted 

w i th the demonic con t r i vances of the o v e r t l y S a t a n - l i k e matchmaker. 

The play i s g iven a r i t u a l dimension es p ec ia l l y by the appearences of 

the two t r a v e l l i n g t i n k e r s - again f a i r l y f requent f i g u re s of I r i s h 

p lays. But they a l so become s i nge rs , s t o r y - t e l l e r s or bards, l i v i n g 

conscience and judges, poets and prophets ( t h e I r i s h s p i r i t hav ing the 

same assoc ia t i on between poet, and seer as the Hungar ian) , a l l a t the same 

t i n « , wh i le a lso be ing embedded i n a r e a l i s t i c v i s i o n of I r i s h count ry 

l i f e . They are descr ibed by some c r i t i c s as a "m in i a t u r e Greek chorus" 

(O'lOOLE, 1985:1) , bu t I see them much c l os e t to our m i n s t r e l s 

( " re g ös ö k " ) , who, w i t h t h e i r niagic, i ncan t a t o ry b l e s s i n g or c u r s i n g songs 
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b r i n g good luck to the Good and f r i g h t e n away the E v i l , Or at l e as t t h a t 

should happen. Out w i t h t h e i r very be ings they s tep out of the past or a 

pass ing wo r ld , and t u r n out to be power less to f i g h t aga ins t the dark 

fo rces of misery and greed i n t i n s changing r e a l i t y , and the most they 

can do i s lament the death of Sive at the end and t u r n i t i n t o legend. 

I f some f i g u r e s i n Sive were d i s t o r t e d by misery and greed, they 

remained w e l l w i t h i n the con f ines of r e a l i s t i c p r o b a b i l i t y . D i s t o r t i o n s 

i f l S h a r o n ' s Grave (1960) are c l ose r to f an tasy and sometimes verge on the 

s upe r na t u ra l . Here, beh ind the greed f o r p rope r t y an even more p ower f u l 

fo rce works: the repressed sexual d r i v e . In I r i s h l i t e r a t u r e t h i s i s a 

f a i r l y r a re s u b j e c t , and Keane t r e a t s i t w i t h unusual i n t e n s i t y . 

The peasant m i l i e u i s g iven through r e a l i s t i c d e t a i l i n t h i s p l a y , 

too, l i k e i n the o t h e r s , but the e x t r a o r d i n a r y soon i n t r u d es i n t o the 

o r d ina ry i n two ways. One i s the presence of the legend as p a r t of 

r e a l i t y , i n t roduced by Neelus, the young man whose admi ra t i o n f o r and 

a t t r a c t i o n to the legendary p r i nc es s , Sharon, drove him i n t o a harmless 

yet d i s t u r b i n g i n s a n i t y . The o the r i s the i n c r e a s i n g l y menacing 

appearences of the d e v i l i s h hunchback, D i n z i e . 

The two young men embody two excesses o f love and/or sex. The 

hunchback, be ing d i s t o r t e d i n s i d e as much as o u t s i d e , i s ready to b u l l y , 

beat or k i l l i n order to achieve h i s purpose. He wishes to possess h i s 

c o u s i n ' s house and land by d r i v i n g hier out o f i t , so t ha t i t c o u l d 

a t t r a c t some woman - any woman - to marry him. Hie s i t u a t i o n , t og e the r 

w i t h D i n z i e ' s f a n a t i c i n s i s t e n ce on h i s p l a n , suggests t h a t the p o v e r t y 

of these f a m i l i e s would not make i t p o s s i b l e f o r him to o b t a i n a I louse o f 

h i s own i n any o ther way. Wi thout a house and land he can never liope t h a t 

any woman would marry him, so h i s wickedness i s a l so ro o te d i n a 

necess i t y f o r s u r v i v a l , j u s t l i k e t h a t o f Mena i n the p rev i ous p l a y . But 

he i s d i f f e r e n t in t h a t h i s c r u e l t y combines w i t h madness, thus making i t 

hard sometimes t o judge how fa r lie i s mad and IKIW f a r merely e v i l . H i s 

sou l c e r t a i n l y lias become warped due to h i s p h y s i c a l d i s f i g u r a t i o n , which 

makes the misery much g ra v e r , and the f i g h t f o r s u r v i v a l more savage. 

Ordinary human w i l l i s not enough, so tie developed - or o r i g i n a l y 

possessed - a demonic power which seems i r r e s i s t a b i e ; a l though everybody 

hates and d i s p i s e s h im, they a l so dread him. The fear of the people 
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around him,' combined w i t h t h e i r being near ly hypnot ised by hi»«v a l l ows 

him to go on from sometimes c h i l d i s h mischieviousness to deadly t e r r o r . 

Robert Hogan suggests tha t both i l i n z i e and Neelus are obsessed by 

sex, but wh i l e D in z i e ' s obsession i s d i a b o l i c , Neelus 's i s a n g e l i c a l l y 

s imple and harmless (1967:214) . I t i s c e r t a i n l y t rue t ha t there i s an 

almost t ranscendenta l na tu re to the Evi l -Good oppos i t i on of these 

charac te rs , bu t i t might be more appropr ia te to a t t r i b u t e Nee lus ' s de s i r e 

to something o ther than sex. He l os t i n t e r e s t in ea r th l y women because Sie 

f e l l i n love w i t h the legendary p r i ncess , Sharon, who, due to the 

jea lousy and be t ra ya l of her handmaiden, f e l l i n t o a bot tomless ho le and 

d ied . Good and E v i l , love and ha t red, innocence and jea lousy appear in 

the legend i n t h e i r p i r e forms, The image of the golden ha i red p r i ncess 

i s the embodiment of the most pe r fec t beauty in Neelus 's fantasy , which 

he choses over r e a l i t y . Thus h i s obsession i s ra ther w i t h the i d e a l , the 

p e r f e c t , the unchanging, the unea r th l y , the wor ld of pure values. He i s 

s i m i l a r to some of the heroes in Yea ts ' s plays who also turn away from 

a l l the a t t r a c t i o n s of t h i s world and fo l low t h e i r long ing for the 

o th e r wor ld l y , which path , nf course, leads to death. The d i f f e r e n c e 

between Yeats 's i dea l i sm and Keane's more r e a l i s t i c and sober peasant 

wor ld i s t ha t Yeats ' s characters are most ly fie roes and i ie rn ines , wh i l e 

Keane's poor Neelus i s obv ious ly insane, not only in the eyes o f the 

o ther characte rs but a l so to the audience through the a u t h o r ' s 

p resen ta t i on . 

Yet the wo r l d of fantasy i s not only the proper t y of the mad - at 

l eas t not i n I r e l a nd . Kathryn Hume asser ts tha t "western c u l t u r e has 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y been h o s t i l e end d i smiss ive toward fantasy in most of i t s 

ma n i f e s t a t i on . " (1934:118) While t h i s i s t r ue of most o f the western 

wor ld , i t i s c e r t a i n l y not so i n I r i s h c u l t u r e , where the v i s i b l e and the 

i n v i s i b l e , r e a l i t y and fantasy have always coex isted from the anc ien t 

t imes up to the modern, i n hott» l i f e and l i t e r a t u r e . The I r i s h way of 

t h i n k i n g i s b e s i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t from tha t in o ther western c o u n t r i e s ; i n 

Richard Kearney's words? " t he I r i s h mind remained f r e e , i n s i g n i f i c a n t 

measure, of the l i n e a r , c e n t r a l i z i n g l o g i c of Graecn-Roman c u l t u r e which 

dominated most o f western Europe. .... The mainstream o f a s t e r n thought 

res ted upon a se r i es of fundamental oppos i t i ons - between be ing and 
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non-being, reason and imagina t ion , the soul and the body, Use 

t ranscendental l y d i v i n e and the immanentiy temporal and so on. . . . In 

c o n t r a d i s t i n c t i o n to the orthodox d u a l i s t l o g i c of e i t h e r / o r , the I r i s h 

mind may be seen to favour a more d i a l e c t i c l og i c of bo th /and: an 

i n t e l l e c t u a l a b i l i t y t o ho ld the t r a d i t i o n a l oppos i t ions of c l a s s i c a l 

reason together i n c rea t i ve con f luence . " (1985:9) This "double-

mindedness" or "double v i s i o n " has always c reated very favourab le ground 

fo r fantasy as an important and v i t a l pa r t of I r i s h c u l t u r e . 

So i t i s in the p lay : fantasy permeates r e a l i t y ; i n some form and to 

some degree i t touches the l i f e of a l l the charac te rs . Even the most 

sober and reasonable f i g u r e , Trass ie , in s p i t e of tier b e t t e r knowledge, 

ha l f be l ieves in the magic power of the f a i t h - h e a l e r (who i s , o f course, 

a quack), and even though she does not hope too much that the doctor 

would be able to cure her b r o th e r , she i s se r i ous l y a f r a i d of h i s curse 

should she refuse h i s se rv i ce . The men a l l have dreams about women, 

al though Peadar's, the wandering th a t c h e r ' s dreams about T r a s s i e ' s beauty 

are i iea l thy and r e a l ; Qanzie's rav ings are based on h i s e v i l , but n t i l l 

p r a c t i c a l p lans, and only Neelus 's are t o t a l l y o t h e r - w o r l d l y . Peadar 's 

a t t i t u d e i s the i d e a l : he i s s en s i t i v e enough to the i r r a t i o n a l and to 

supernatura l beauty to sympathize w i t h Neelus 's admi ra t ion for Sharon, 

but i s sober enough to base h i s l i f e on r e a l i t i e s and to apprec ia te 

beauty in i t s a t t a i n a b l e form. 

Re a l i t y and fantasy are very c l ose l y i n t e r r e l a t e d not on ly in the way 

of t h ink i ng of the characters but a lso in the p l o t . The hypno t ic power of 

Oinz ie i s only a t the border between r e a l i t y and fantasy . He is l i k e a 

r u r a l C i po l l a - he even uses C i p o l l a ' s ( c f . , lhomas Mann: Mario and the 

Magician) magic equipment, the whip, but i n a much ruder way. That he 

paralyzes most people around him is only a s t r e t c h i n g of psycho logica l 

r e a l i t y . Neelus's escape i n t o fantasy i s a d i f f e r e n t ma t te r : a t o t a l 

absorb t ion . For h i s love fo r a phantom lie g ives up the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

love i n r e a l i t y , although in severa l ways he keeps contac t w i t h what i s 

happening around him. At the beginn ing h i s fantasy seems only day-

dreaming, but g radual l y i t takes up new dimensions: i t w i l l g ive him 

courage at the end to save h i s s i s t e r from the very rea l danger of 

O i n z i e ' s k n i f e . Thus fantasy, tha t f i r s t d iverges from the r e a l wor ld , 
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l a t e r turns back, i n t rudes and helps b r i n g r e s o l u t i o n to i t . The wheel 

turns f u l l c i r c l e : Neelus r ea l i z es t i l s imaginary union w i th the legendary 

pr incess in her grave through a l i f e - s a v i n g s e l f - s a c r i f i c e . (He jumps 

i n t o the grave - the abyss - c a r r y i n g D inz ie on h i s shou lde rs . ) His deed 

cao be i n te rp r e ted on two l e v e l s s imu l taneous ly : f i r s t , h i s s e l f -

s a c r i f i c e for h i s s i s t e r e leva tes him to the s ta tus of a hero; and, 

second, he f u l f i l s the prophecy of the legend tha t Sharon w i l l s top 

s u f f e r i n g and her handmaiden s top curs ing only when " the bodies of two 

young men are cast i n t o the ho le . One w i l l be smal l and ug ly and wicked 

and the other w i l l be t a l l and s t r a i g h t and p u r e . . . " (317) In other 

words, i n h i s a c t i o n l i f e comes to im i ta t e fan tasy . A lso , l i f e ( t h a t of 

Peadar and T rass ie ) can go on safely i n r e a l i t y only at the p r i c e o f 

Neelus 's pu rs u i t of h i s fan tasy . 

Neelus 's s e l f - s a c r i f i c e opens another dimension of the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between r e a l i t y and fantasy : the two, combined, l i n k the present to the 

pas t , the ac tua l to the mythic and s p i r i t u a l . The p l a t o n i c a l l y i d e a l , the 

d e v i l i s h l y phys ica l and d e s t r u c t i v e , and the t iea l thy , liuman a t t r a c t i o o of 

the th ree men i n the play can be seen as represen t ing i ieaven, h e l l and 

ea r th . These l e v e l s con f ron t one another: the Satanic (D i nz i e ) wants to 

dest roy the good on ear t h (Peadar and T rss ie ) but f i r s t has to get r i d of 

the presence of a n g e l i c a l innocence (Neelus) . At the end the good wins, 

when the harmless and gent le Neelus becomes the angel of vengeance and 

c a r r i e s away D inz ie t o death. 

Sharon's Grave i s , however, no th ing l i k e a m irac le play or m o r a l i t y . 

I t i s not w r i t t e n w i t h i n the framework of C h r i s t i a n i t y , bu t r a the r 

presents a mix ture o f C h r i s t i a n and pagan b e l i e f , much as i n the I r i s h 

country people 's way of t h i n k i n g , p r e - C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f s , fears and 

s u p e r s t i t i o n s are peace f u l l y b u i l t i n t o , and l i v e s i de -by - s ide w i t h , more 

orthodox Ch r i s t i a n dogma. Neelus 's s e l f - s a c r i f i c e evokes a basic mythic 

s i t u a t i o n where s a c r i f i c e i s necessary i n order to assure the 

co n t inua t ion or r e v i v a l of l i f e . The image of the innocent young man 

p i c k i n g up and c a r r y i n g away the u g l y , d e v i l i s h , deformed c r ea tu re on h i s 

back, can be regarded as a naive-gro tesque p resen ta t ion of a mythic 

Saviour or even of a C h r i s t , who takes E v i l upon h imse l f , d ies under i t 

and enters i n t o the o ther wor ld , whi le saving the people in t h i s one. 
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In Sive s ing ing and music enr i ch the emot ional impact ; i n Sharon's 

Grave fantasy, legend and the "many touches of heightened imag inat ion" 

(HOGAN, 1967: 213) add a h i g h e r - t h a n - r e a l i t y dimension; whereas in The 

F i e l d (1965), i n Keane's best known, and perhaps bes t , peasant p l a y , 

there i s no such invoca t ion of pure values. This p lay i s a l t oge the r 

darker , more savage and b r u t a l than the ones be fo re . I t bears a s t rong 

resemblance to the c ru e l , austere beauty o f Mór i cz ' s sho r t s t o r y . 

Barbárok, ( ' B a r b a r i a n s ' ) . The wor ld of the Hungarian p l a i n some 30 years 

e a r l i e r , which t h i s min ia tu re masterpiece b r ings to l i f e , i s very s i m i l a r 

t o Keane's I r i s h v i l l a g e i n that both have t h e i r own laws, which are f a r 

from man-made laws of urban c i v i l i z a t i o n . Both s t o r i e s c en t re on murder 

committed out of greed - one for a few acres of land, the other for 300 

sheep - , both t r e a t the k i l l i n g as some remnant of a pas t , p r i m i t i v e , 

v i o l e n t wor ld, which i s , never the less, s t i l l very power fu l . What Mihá ly 

Czine says about Barbárok, i s a lso t rue of [he F i e l d : i t i s a cry of 

pa i n , accusat ion and des pa i r , a l l at the same t ime, also sel f -mockery as 

w e l l as the mockery of the mockers. (1979:157) One of the main 

d i f f e rences between them l i e s , again, in the tone: wh i le the Hungarian 

shor t s to ry i s heav i l y t r a g i c in i t s atmosphere a l l the way through, the 

I r i s h p lay has comic, g r im ly tumorous elements, which g i v e , however, 

l i t t l e r e l i e f from the loomig fear and h o r r o r . 

As greed fo r money i n Sive, so hunger f o r land i n Hit] f i e l d 

o r i g i n a t e s from the pover ty and misery of generat ions. ?he peasant 

ownership of the land had been the t a rge t of l ong , desperate f i g i i t s i n 

I r e la nd much before the time of the p l ay . But even a f t e r the Land 

Purchase Act of 1903, which made i t poss ib l e fo r tenants to buy the land 

they c u l t i v a t e d , the average farms were s t i l l too smal l to support a 

l a rge fam i l y . "The h i s t o r y of the r e l a t i o n of the I r i s h farmer to h i s 

s o i l has been one of c o n t r a d i c t i o n and v i o lence " (SIADLER, 1978:45), and 

a constant s t r u g g l e . Not tha t such or any c ircumstances j u s t i f y the 

murder in The F i e l d , but they prov ide a background which makes i t 

understandable why v io lence i s i n the cen t re . I t i s made e x p l i c i t w h i t h i n 

t t ie p lay , too : " i n t h i s pa r i sh you, arid your f a thers be fo re you, know 

only too we l l what i t i s to s tarve because you d i d not own your own land 

- and that has increased: t h i s unappeasable hunger for l a n d . " (59) 
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Yet land i s not only a p r a c t i c a l source of l i f e but a l s n , j u s t as 

impo r t an t l y , a symbol of roo ts , of belonging and of c o n t i n u i t y . In the 

same sense as the o l d I r i s h poet and seer would say about every ch i e f he 

wanted to p ra ise " t h a t tha t man had been wedded t o I r e land - wedded to 

I r e l and always, because even i f the man owned only a few acres of ground, 

you s t i l l thought of I r e l a n d , the c o u n t r y . . . . " (RONSLEY, 1977:3) 

The p l o t focuses on the auct ion of a piece of land. A farmer , c a l l e d 

" the B u l l " by the v i l l a g e r s , wants i t fo r h imsel f for much less money 

than i s reasonable. His r i v a l is an unexpected b i dd e r , an I r ishman l i v i n g 

i n England. As he i n s i s t s on a regu la r auct ion and is ready to pay more 

than the B u l l , the l a t t e r , together w i t h h i s son, beats the newcomer up, 

and k i l l s him a c c i d e n t a l l y , al though Ire wanted only to f r i g h t e n him away. 

The res t of the s t o ry shows liow the B u l l can manage to keep the v i l l a g e r s 

i n t im ida t e d so tha t no evidence i s g iven against him al though everybody 

knows, i nc lud i n g the p o l i c e , who the murderer was. 

This a t t i t u d e toward the law has been known at least s ince Sygne's 

The Playboy of the Western World and h i s notes in I i i s Aran I s lan ds , which 

po in t out tha t I r i s h communities were ready t o hide c r i m i n a l s as a 

p ro tes t against the law which they associa ted w i t h the h a t e f u l Eng l ish 

j u r i s d i c t i o n . But what was a comic-grotesque s t ory and behaviour i n 

Synge's p lay , becomes f i f t y years l a t e r i n t h i s play a r e a l bloody 

murder. The re fusa l to c o l l abo ra te w i t h the p o l i c e i s less mot iva ted by 

na t i o na l fee l ings than by the fear of the B u l l ' s th rea ts . The n o t io n of 

the law being Engl ish s t i l l ex i s t s , and i s o f f e red as an excuse, a l though 

i t s r e a l i t y i s gone i n the Republic o f I r e la nd . 

The Catho l ic Church, however, has always been the n a t ion a l church of 

the I r i s h , so res i s tance to i t s i n f l uence must have another reason. In a 

scene reminiscent of the I n t e r l u d e in T . S . E l i o t ' s Murder i n the 

Cathedra l , the bishop g ives a moral teach ing from the p u l p i t , p o i n t i n g 

out everybody's r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and share in the crime i f they keep s i l e n t 

about the murderer. The scenes which fo l l ow show the f u t i l i t y of h i s 

warning. Joyce's despai r about h i s n a t i o n being " p r i e s t - r i d d e n " , does not 

seem to be t rue in the peasant env i ronment : ins tead of the i n s t i t u t i o n of 

the church, pagan or mythic b e l i e f s or the laws of nature r u l e in the 

i s o l a t e d country communit ies, as was apparent among Synge's count ry 
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people or Yeats 's peasant and legendary J igures . 1ST The f i e l d ? when i n 

the course of the i n v e s t i g a t i o n the p r i e s t becomes associa ted w i th the 

p o l i c e , he loses the peop le ' s respect . So much so tha t tie i s asked to 

leave the house: " I ' l l have to ask you to go now, Fat t ie r . What w i l l the 

v i l l a g e th i nk i f ye don ' t leave? We have a fami ly t o th ink o f . . . . Y o u ' l l 

have us d isgraced . " (75) 

The author does not suggest an unequivocal judgment, nor does tie 

s i m p l i f y the s to ry i n t o a parable . The sergeant and the p r i e s t , the 

representa t ives of the modern State and Church, are obv ious ly r i g h t i n 

t r y i n g to f i o d and punish the murderer, but on the other hand, the B u l l ' s 

a t tack on them i s the expression of basic s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e s , the e t e r na l 

complaint of the oppressed: "There 's two laws. There's a Inw for them 

t h a t ' s p r i e s t s and doctors and lawmen. But t h e r e ' s no law f o r us. The man 

w i t h the law behind him i s the l a w . . . and i t d o n ' t change and i t never 

w i l l . " (75) However, t h i s t r u t h i s given w i t t i an i r o n i c over tone aga in , 

as i t i s said j u s t by the person who makes the ob j ec t i ve work of the law 

impossib le. 

This ambigui ty i s best seen i n the f i g u r e of the B u l l . Despite h i s 

immora l i ty and h i s b u l l y i n g , t h rea ten i ng , b r i b i n g , cheat ing the 

v i l l a g e r s , there i s something impressive i n h i s i ns i s tence on the land. 

He has some ancient passions and d i g n i t y in him, the d i g n i t y of ttie 

primary contact w i t h the s o i l . In t h i s reg ion one lias to f i g h t f i r s t 

w i t h the s o i l to be f e r t i l e , and only then fo r i t w i t h the people. But tie 

a lso has a great love fo r h is land: " I watched t t i i s f i e l d f o r f o r t y years 

and my fa t t ie r before me watctied i t f o r f o r t y more. I know every r i b o f 

grass and every t h i s t l e and whitehorn bush that bounds i t . . . . There 's 

shamrock i n the southwest co rner . Shamrock, imagine! . . . Th is i s a sweet 

l i t t l e f i e l d . . . " (22-23) (Ttie shamrock, as the na t iona l emblem of the 

I r i s h , suggests p a t r i o t i c f e e l i n g s , a l s o . ) He l i s t e n s to the grass 

growing even on the n igh t of the murder: " L i s t e n and you can hear the 

f i r s t growth of the grass. The f i r s t music t ha t was ever heard." (47) 

This way of look ing at the land combines the p r a c t i c a l view of i t as ttie 

source of l i f e w i t h t ha t of i t s being ttie roots and ttie pledge o f 

cons is tency and c o n t i n u i t y . In con t r s t w i t h ttie r o o t l e s s p r i e s t and 

policeman, to whom he says: "Wtien y o u ' l l be gone, Father, t o be a Canon 
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somewhere, the Sergeant gets a w a l l e t of notes and i s going to be 

Superintendent , Tadhg's c h i l d re n w i l l be m i l k ing cows and keep in ' donkeys 

away from our d i t ches . T ha t ' s what we have to t h i n k about and i f t h e r e ' s 

no grass, t he re ' s the end of me and mine." (76) 

A l l t h i s adds not on ly to the psycho log ica l exp lana t ion of the B u l l ' s 

crime, but a lso, and more i mp o r t an t l y , makes him the represen t a t i ve of a 

d i f f e r e n t age and of a d i f f e r e n t order of l i v i n g , laws and va lues : those 

of the c rue l but hero i c s t rugg le f o r su r v i va l i n the wor ld of na tu re. A 

wor ld not so much inhuman (a l though t h a t , t o o ) , as ahuman. In the play 

t h i s barba r i c , savage wor ld con f ron ts the values of the liuman and moral 

o rder . This i s why, a l though from the po in t of view of human soc i e t y h i s 

behaviour and deed are undoubtadly condemnable, ye t , i n the lack of a 

common value system, he i s hard ly touched by t h i s judgment. The 

p o s s i b i l i t y of a syn t hes i s or r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of the two systems i s 

suggested only in h i s l a s t words, expressing tha t tie w i l l not be f ree of 

remorse: "The grass won' t be green over h is grave when h e ' l l be f orgo t by 

a l l . . . fo rgo t by a l l except me. . . " (76) 

The con f ron t a t ion between tt ie o l d and the new i s sharpened on more 

concrete leve l s , t oo . The second bidder at the land auc t ion t r u s t s 

c i v i l i z a t i o n , the power of man-made laws, of en] ightemnent , bu t does not 

understand anything of these dark, p r i m i t i v e f o rces . What adds a s oc i a l 

and na t iona l dimension to the c l ash i s that the newcomer wants the land 

fo r producing cement - a t o t a l break w i th the c o n t i n u i t y o f i t s na t u ra l 

use. In count r ies where indus t ry and commerce s t a r t e d to dominate 

comparat ively l a t e , they were rece ived w i th general susp ic ion and 

h o s t i l i t y . The s i t u a t i o n was compl icated both i n I re land and i n Hungary 

by the fac t t ha t i ndus t r y was int roduced mostly by the f o re ign 

co l on iz er s , and served f i r s t of a l l f o re i gn i n t e r e s t s . The young man 

wanting the land f o r cement-making in The T i e i d , i s o f course an 

o u t s i d e r : I r i s h by o r i g i n but l i v i n g i n England, and would p re fe r l i v i n g 

there had not ci rcumstances fo rced him to r e t u rn to I r e l an d . Ihe 

o u t s i d e r , en te r ing the peaceful l i f e of a fami l y or v i l l a g e , d i s t u r b i n g 

or changing the o rd inary r ou t ine o f l i f e , i s an o f t e n r e c u r r i n g f i g u r e in 

I r i s h peasant p lays , (see CLARKE, 1902) This young man i n The F i e l d 

combines a l l the f o r e i g n features - na t i ona l and soc ia l - so he could 
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hard ly be accepted by the community anyway. The wor ld of the B u l l i s 

b u i l t on such values of a past or passing form of l i v i n g as community 

f ee l i n g s , be long ing to one another and he lp ing one another . Obvious ly 

these values become s t r on g l y devaluated and tu rn i n t o t h e i r opposi tes 

when he lp ing one another comes to mean h i d i n g the c r i m i n a l . : 

Another way in which the o ld and the new are juxtaposed reminds one 

of Yeats ' s ideas of the decay and degenerat ion of I n man beings and of the 

na t i o n , es pec ia l l y as i t i s symbo l i ca l l y presented i n Purgatory . There 

ttie three succeeding generat ions show the growing degree of the 

d i s t o r t i o n and emptying out of human natu re. The B u l l in I he F i e l d , i n 

s p i t e of h i s b r u t a l i t y , c a r r i e s great p o t e n t i a l s i n him and i s capable of 

s t rong f e e l i n g s . His son seems to have i n h e r i t e d on ly the b r u t a l i t y 

w i thout the f e e l i n g s , and h i s r e l a t i o n to the land, as we l l as to h i s 

would-be w i f e , i s pure ly p r a c t i c a l . This con t ras t i n the play does not 

lead to c o n f l i c t , but makes the image of ttie changing wor ld more comf1 le x . 

One o f the few ser iouc discuss ions of the play» S t a d l e r ' s book, 

charges i t w i th d i dac t i c i s m . (1978:74) I t i s t r ue t ha t the backwardness, 

v io lence and cowardice i n ttie l i f e of r u r a l communities i s severe ly 

c r i t i c i z e d , and so i s a lso ttie a t t i t u d e o f mis tak ing b r u t a l i t y and 

anarch ica l passions f o r heroism, the decept ion o f tt ie law out of 

p a t r i o t i s m , and the u t i l i z a t i o n of the biassed h i s t o r i c a l understanding 

of s i t u a t i o n s . Yet Keane ' s treatment of the theme avoids nne-sidedness 

and d i dac t i c i sm . Instead there i s ambivalence in ttie judgment of the 

character of the B u l l h imse l f , and i n ttie e l e v a t i o n of him as a l a t e 

remnant of a d i f f e r e n t order of ex is tence and of a d i f f e r e n t va lue-

system. 

The F i e l d becomes an outs tand ing achievement due not to i t s formal 

innovat ions - tha t has r a r e l y been a s t rong featu re of I r i s h drama but 

to i t s v i v i d imagina t ive rea l ism, i t s l i v e l y mix tu re of comedy w i t h 

t ragedy, and i t s r i c h language. Keane's best plays are r e a l i s t i c " on l y i n 

the sense tha t the imag ina t ion and the s e n s i b i l i t y g ive t o t a l assent to 

the v a l i d i t y of the charac ter " (FEEHAN, 1979:97). I t i s tt ie s o r t of 

rea l i sm t h a t , wh i le showing the p a r t i c u l a r , read ies out towards ttie 

un i ve r s a l . This i s achieved p a r t l y by forming the charac ters so t h a t they 

are f lesh-and-b lood, recognizable f i g u res of r u r a l I r e l a n d , w h i l e a lso 
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being a rchetypa l , embodying some deep-down d r ives of human na tu re . Comedy 

i s int roduced i n t o the t r a g i c p l o t mainly through langusage - a language 

tha t has been the g reates t luxury of even the most miserab le I r ishmen, 

t ha t has also been t h e i r compensation fo r hardships and t h e i r weapon 

against the nothingness t h e i r f a t e would impose on them. The v i l l a g e r s 

use t h i s language in The F ie l d as a weapon against the i n v e s t i g a t i o n of 

the po l i ce and the p r i e s t ; t h e i r verbos i ty i s a source of a l o t of comedy 

but t h e i r s k i l l i s impress ive. For ou ts iders - such as the policeman and 

the p r i e s t a c t u a l l y are - there i s no way to get behind t h i s language. 

With the disappearence of t h i s o ld s t y l e of l i f e i n r u r a l I r e l an d , 

c e r t a i n l y the f o l k or peasant plays w i l l d isappear, too . The best of 

them, however, can s u rv i ve , not only as documents (a l t hough Keane's p lays 

would serve very wel l as t h a t ) , but as powerful v is ions of c e r t a i n forms 

of human behaviour , i n c l u d i n g d i s t o r t i o n s of fee l i ngs and r e l a t i o n s h i p s , 

which o f ten tu rn up in other circumstances or in d i f f e r e n t d i sgu ises , bu t 

which always remain poss ib le w i t h i n human s i t u a t i o n s and processes come 

to l i f e ; great passions or cool reason destroy t h e i r v i c t i ms , values 

c lash , past and present c o l l i d e . I n t h i s wor ld r e a l i t y and fantasy 

penet rate i n t o each other i n such a way that the f a n t a s t i c achieves 

r e a l i t y and r e a l i t y i s g iven a f a n t a s t i c , l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e q u a l i t y . 
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