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INTRODUCTION: A
LITERARY AND
CINEMATIC
JOURNEY INTO THE
HEART OF THE
AMAZON

A Play In The Fields
Of The Lord is a work
of profound depth and
haunt ing  beauty .
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
exploring  the  original
1965  novel  by  Peter
Matthiessen  or  the
ambitious  1991  film
adaptation directed by
Héctor  Babenco,  this
story  offers  an
unflinching  look  at  the

collision  of  cultures,
t h e  a r r o g a n c e  o f
colonialism,  and  the
fragile  sanctity  of  the
natural world. Set deep
i n  t h e  A m a z o n
r a i n f o r e s t ,  t h e
narrative  follows  a
group  of  Christ ian
missionaries, a handful
of  cynical  American
adventurers,  and  the
indigenous  tribes  they
seek  to  convert  or
exploit. The result is a
tragic,  sprawling  epic
that questions the very
n a t u r e  o f  f a i t h ,
c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  a n d
humanity's place in the
wild.
In  this  article,  we will
exp lo re  the  p l o t ,
themes,  characters,
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and lasting legacy of A
Play In The Fields Of
The  Lord .  We  wi l l
examine why this story
remains  relevant  in
discussions  about
cultural  imperialism,
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
des t ruc t i on ,  and
s p i r i t u a l  h u b r i s .
Whether  you  are  a
student of literature, a
f a n  o f  c i n e m a t i c
h istory ,  or  s imply
curious  about  one  of
the  most  provocative
s to r i es  se t  i n  the
A m a z o n ,  t h i s
comprehensive  guide
will  provide  valuable
insights.

BACKGROUND OF
THE NOVEL

Peter
Matthiess

en: The
Author
Behind
the
Masterpie
ce
Peter Matthiessen was
an  American  novelist,
naturalist, and explorer
whose  work  o f ten
b r i d g e d  t h e  g a p
between  fiction  and
d e e p  e c o l o g i c a l
observation.  A  co-
founder  of  The  Paris
Review,  Matthiessen
was  a  Zen  Buddhist
whose spiritual journey
profoundly  influenced
his writing. A Play In
The  Fields  Of  The
Lord  is  arguably  his
magnum opus, a novel
that  took  years  to
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research  and  write.
Matthiessen  traveled
extensively  in  South
America,  immersing
himself in the cultures
and  landscapes  he
would later depict with
such  precision  and
empathy.
His  background  as  a
naturalist  lends  the
novel an extraordinary
sense  of  place.  The
Amazon is not merely a
setting in this book; it
is  a  living,  breathing
character—one  that  is
both  beautiful  and
indifferent  to  the
s t r u g g l e s  o f  t h e
humans  who  dare  to
impose their will  upon
it.

The
Novel's

Publicatio
n and
Initial
Reception
Published  in  1965,  A
Play In The Fields Of
T h e  L o r d  w a s
i m m e d i a t e l y
recognized  as  a  work
of considerable literary
amb i t i on .  C r i t i c s
praised  Matthiessen's
prose,  his  ability  to
i n h a b i t  m u l t i p l e
perspectives,  and  his
unflinching portrayal of
the moral complexities
surrounding missionary
work. The novel was a
finalist  for  the  National
B o o k  A w a r d ,
c e m e n t i n g
M a t t h i e s s e n ' s
reputation  as  one  of
A m e r i c a ' s  m o s t
important  postwar
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writers.
However,  the  novel
a l s o  s t i r r e d
controversy.  Some
religious  groups  felt
t h e  p o r t r a y a l  o f
missionaries  was  too
harsh,  while  others
praised  the  book's
nuanced  critique  of
cultural  arrogance.
Over  time,  the  novel
has come to be seen as
a  c lass i c  o f  20 th -
century  Amer ican
l i t e r a t u r e ,  o f t e n
studied  in  courses  on
p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m ,
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
literature,  and  Latin
American  studies.

PLOT SUMMARY

The
Setting: A

Town on
the Edge
of the
World
The story is set in the
fictional  town of  Madre
de  D ios ,  a  remote
outpost in the Amazon
basin near the borders
of  Peru,  Brazil,  and
Bolivia. This is a place
whe re  t he  j ung l e
presses  in  on  every
s ide,  where  law  is
fragile,  and where the
indigenous  people  are
seen by most outsiders
as  either  obstacles  or
souls to be saved.
Into this volatile setting
come several groups of
outsiders,  each  with
their own agenda. The
central  conflict
revolves  around  the
attempt  to  convert  a
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local  tribe  called  the
Niaruna,  a  group  that
has so far  resisted all
c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e
modern  world.

Key
Character
s and
Their
Arcs
Leslie  Huben  is  a
Protestant  missionary
filled  with  evangelical
zeal. He is devout, but
his  faith  is  rigid  and
uncompromising.  His
desire  to  save  the
Niaruna is sincere, but
h i s  m e t h o d s  a r e
disastrous. He sees the
tribe through the lens
of  his  own  bel iefs,
unable to recognize the
value of  their  existing
culture and spirituality.

Martin  Quarrier  is
another  missionary,
b u t  h e  i s  m o r e
t h o u g h t f u l  a n d
int rospect ive .  He
questions  the  very
purpose of his mission,
e s p e c i a l l y  a s  h e
watches  h i s  w i fe ,
Hazel,  struggle  with
the  harsh  realities  of
jungle  life.  Martin's
crisis of faith is one of
t h e  n o v e l ' s  m o s t
compelling threads.
Lewis Moon is a half-
B r a z i l i a n ,  h a l f -
American  mercenary
pilot  who  is  hired  by
the  town's  corrupt
authorities to bomb the
Niaruna  as  a  form  of
intimidation.  However,
Moon  undergoes  a
d r a m a t i c
transformation.  He
abandons  his  mission
a n d  b e c o m e s  a n
unlikely  protector  of
the  tribe,  even  going
so far  as  to  paint  his
body  and  live  among
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them.
Father  Xantes  is  a
Catholic  priest  who
represents  the  older,
more established form
of missionary work. He
is  cynical,  weary,  and
deeply  suspicious  of
t h e  P r o t e s t a n t
newcomers.  His  quiet
res i s tance  to  the
evangelical mission is a
reminder  that  not  all
forms  of  re l ig ious
outreach are the same.
The  s tory  unfo lds
through multiple points
of  view,  allowing  the
reader to see the same
events  through  vastly
different  moral  and
emotional  lenses.  This
polyphonic structure is
one  of  the  novel 's
great strengths, forcing
the  reader  to  grapple
with competing truths.

THE MAJOR
THEMES OF A PLAY

IN THE FIELDS OF
THE LORD

Cultural
Imperialis
m and
the
Failure of
Good
Intentions
At its core, A Play In
The  Fields  Of  The
Lord  i s  a  sea r ing
critique  of  cultural
imper ia l i sm.  The
missionaries  arrive  in
the  Amazon  believing
they  are  br ing ing
s a l v a t i o n .  B u t
Matthiessen shows how
their  efforts,  however
well-intentioned,  are
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ultimately  destructive.
The  miss ionar ies
cannot  see  that  the
Niaruna already have a
rich  spiritual  life,  one
t h a t  i s  d e e p l y
connected to the land
they inhabit.
T h i s  t h e m e  i s
particularly  relevant
today,  as  debates
a b o u t  c u l t u r a l
p r e s e r v a t i o n ,
indigenous  rights,  and
t h e  l e g a c y  o f
colonialism continue to
shape global discourse.
T h e  n o v e l  a s k s  a
difficult  question:  what
right do outsiders have
to impose their beliefs
on others, even if they
believe they are acting
out of love?

Religious
Fanaticis

m vs.
Spiritual
Humility
The  novel  draws  a
sharp  d i s t inc t ion
between  fa i th  and
fanaticism.  Characters
l i ke  Les l i e  Huben
represent a faith that is
certa in,  loud,  and
aggressive. In contrast,
Martin  Quarrier  and
Lewis  Moon  represent
a  more  tentat ive ,
searching  spirituality.
Moon,  in  particular,
finds a kind of grace in
t h e  j u n g l e — n o t
through  conversion,
but through surrender.
He  learns  to  l isten
rather than preach.
M a t t h i e s s e n ,  a
p r a c t i c i n g  Z e n
Buddhist,  infuses  the
novel with a sense that
true  spir itual ity  is
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found not in dogma but
in direct experience of
the world. The Niaruna,
with  their  rituals  and
t h e i r  i n t i m a t e
know ledge  o f  the
forest,  embody  this
k i n d  o f  s p i r i t u a l
wisdom.

Environm
ental
Destructi
on and
Human
Arroganc
e
The Amazon rainforest
i s  n o t  m e r e l y  a
b a c k d r o p ;  i t  i s  a
character  in  its  own
r i g h t ,  a n d  i t s
destruction  is  one  of

the  novel's  central
t r a g e d i e s .  T h e
outs iders  see  the
jungle as something to
be tamed, exploited, or
i g n o r e d .  T h e
missionaries clear land
f o r  t h e i r  m i s s i o n
s t a t i o n ,  t h e
adventurers  seek
rubber  and  gold,  and
the authorities want to
remove the Niaruna to
make way for so-called
progress.
M a t t h i e s s e n ' s
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
message  is  prescient.
Written decades before
c l i m a t e  c h a n g e
became a mainstream
concern,  the  novel
a n t i c i p a t e s  t h e
devastating  impact  of
deforestation  and  the
loss  of  indigenous
knowledge.  The  fields
of  the  Lord,  in  this
context, are not just a
metapho r  f o r  t he
mission  field—they  are
the actual, living earth
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t h a t  i s  b e i n g
destroyed.

The
Tragedy
of the
Outsider
Every character in the
novel is, in some way,
a n  o u t s i d e r .  T h e
mis s i ona r i e s  a re
outsiders to the jungle,
the  mercenaries  are
outsiders to any sense
of moral purpose, and
even  the  Niaruna  are
o u t s i d e r s  t o  t h e
modern  world  that  is
encroaching  upon
them.  This  creates  a
pervasive  sense  of
l o n e l i n e s s  a n d
dislocation.  The  novel
suggests  that  true
connection—whether
to  other  people,  to
nature,  or  to  God—is

extraordinarily  difficult,
and that our attempts
to bridge the gap often
end in disaster.

THE 1991 FILM
ADAPTATION

Héctor
Babenco'
s Vision
Nearly  three  decades
a f t e r  t he  nove l ' s
publication,  Brazilian
d i r e c t o r  H é c t o r
Babenco  brought  A
Play In The Fields Of
T h e  L o r d  t o  t h e
screen.  Babenco  was
an  interesting  choice
for the project. He had
previously  directed
Pixote  (1980)  and
Ironweed  (1987),  films
that  dealt  with  social
marginalization  and
human frailty.  He was
drawn  to  the  novel's
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moral  complexity  and
its  lush,  dangerous
setting.
The  film  was  shot  on
location in the Amazon,
and the production was
notoriously  difficult.
A c t o r s  e n d u r e d
extreme heat, disease,
and  the  log is t ica l
nightmare  of  filming  in
one of the most remote
places  on  Earth.  But
the  result  is  visually
s t u n n i n g ,  w i t h
cinematography  that
captures  both  the
b e a u t y  a n d  t h e
m e n a c e  o f  t h e
rainforest.

Cast and
Performa
nces
The  film  boasts  an
impressive  cast.  Tom
Berenger  plays  Lewis
Moon, and he brings a

haunted ,  vo la t i le
energy to the role. John
Lithgow  plays  Leslie
Huben  with  a  fervor
that is both compelling
and  repellent.  Daryl
Hannah  plays  Andy
Huben,  Leslie's  wife,
and  her  performance
captures  the  quiet
d e s p e r a t i o n  o f  a
woman  trapped  in  a
hostile land.
Aidan  Quinn  plays
Martin  Quarrier,  and
his portrayal of a man
losing his faith is subtle
and  heartbreaking.
Kathy  Bates  p lays
Hazel Quarrier, Martin's
wife, and she brings a
weary  strength  to  the
role.  The  supporting
c a s t  i n c l u d e s
Indigenous actors from
the  Amazon  region,
adding  an  element  of
authenticity that is rare
in Hollywood films.
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Critical
Reception
and

Legacy
The  film  received
mixed reviews upon its
release in 1991. Some
cr i t ics  pra ised  i ts
ambition  and  visual
splendor,  while  others
felt it was too long and
too bleak. The film was
not  a  commerc ia l
success,  and  it  has
s i n c e  b e c o m e
something of a hidden
gem—a  movie  that  is
more  admired  than
beloved,  but  one  that
continues  to  find  new
audiences  through
streaming  and  home
video.
Over time, the film has
gained a reputation as
a  noble  failure—a  film

t h a t  a i m e d  f o r
greatness  and  fel l
short,  but  that  is  still
worth watching for  its
performances,  i ts
t h e m e s ,  a n d  i t s
s t u n n i n g
cinematography.  For
fans of  the novel,  the
film offers a faithful yet
distinct  interpretation
o f  M a t t h i e s s e n ' s
complex  story.

DIFFERENCES
BETWEEN THE
BOOK AND THE
FILM

As with any adaptation,
the  film  makes
changes to the source
material.  The  novel  is
d e n s e r  a n d  m o r e
philosophical,  with
extensive  inter ior
mono logues  tha t
reveal  the  characters'
thoughts  and  doubts.
The  film,  by  necessity,
externalizes  these
conflicts through action
and dialogue.
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The novel also includes
a  w i d e r  r a n g e  o f
perspectives,  including
those  of  the  Niaruna
themselves.  The  film
focuses  more  heavily
o n  t h e  o u t s i d e r
characters,  which
some  crit ics  argue
diminishes  the  novel's
polyphonic  quality.
However,  the  film
compensates  with  its
visual  storytelling,
using  the  jungle  itself
to convey the awe and
t e r r o r  t h a t  t h e
characters experience.
One notable change is
the  ending.  Without
revealing  spoilers,  it
can  be  said  that  the
film's  conclusion  is
s o m e w h a t  m o r e
h o p e f u l  t h a n  t h e
novel's,  though  both
v e r s i o n s  a r e
undeniably  tragic.  The
novel's ending is more
ambiguous, leaving the
reader with a sense of
unresolved tension.

WHY THE STORY
STILL MATTERS
TODAY

Indigenou
s Rights
and
Cultural
Preservat
ion
In  the  decades  since
t h e  n o v e l  w a s
published, the rights of
indigenous  peoples
have become a central
issue in global  human
rights  discourse.  The
Niaruna  are  a  fictional
t r i b e ,  b u t  t h e y
represent  countless
real  communities  that
h a v e  f a c e d
displacement, violence,
and cultural erasure. A
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Play In The Fields Of
The Lord  serves as a
powerful  reminder  of
the  damage  that  can
b e  d o n e  w h e n
outsiders  impose their
wi l l  on  vulnerable
cultures.

The
Climate
Crisis and
the
Amazon
The Amazon rainforest
is  current ly  under
t h r e a t  f r o m
deforestation,  mining,
a n d  a g r i c u l t u r a l
expansion. The novel's
environmental  themes
have never been more
urgent.  The  "fields  of
the Lord" are burning,
a n d  t h e  n o v e l ' s
warning  about  the

c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
human  arrogance  is
more  relevant  than
ever.

The
Limits of
Good
Intentions
One  of  the  novel 's
most enduring lessons
is that good intentions
are  not  enough.  The
missionaries  in  the
story genuinely believe
they  are  doing  God's
work, but their actions
lead  to  suffering  and
d e a t h .  T h i s  i s  a
cautionary  tale  for
anyone  who  believes
they have the answers
to  complex  human
problems.  Humility,
listening,  and  respect
for  difference  are
essential qualities that
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the  characters  in  the
novel—and perhaps we
ourselves—so  often

lack.

KEY QUOTATIONS
FROM THE NOVEL


