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1. Discuss the significance of the title of each play in the trilogy. How do the titles 
echo the themes of the plays? 

 
2. What did you like about reading a play as opposed to a book? Was there 

anything challenging about reading a play? 
 

3. Describe the main characters including personality traits, motivations, and 
inner qualities. 

 
4. The mother, Johannah, in Handcuffs, is cast as a warrior queen with 

endurance and fortitude. She gives her son a fiddle on his 12th birthday as she 
believes in Canada they are “free as it is to play all tunes.” Discuss her 
character and her hopes for life in Canada for her family.  

 
5. This trilogy tells the story of a Protestant Irish family that emigrates from 

Ireland only to find their new home is also divided by religion. The play traces 
the feud through the generations. Discuss the challenges the Donnellys faced. 
Can you make any modern-day comparisons? 

 
6. How is the tragic ending foreshadowed in the trilogy? 

 
7. Does the dialogue seem realistic? Does each character speak in a particular 

dialogue?  Does any character stand out to you and why? 
• NOTE: The trilogy had the same fourteen actors who played the various 

roles. How would this impact your interpretation of the play?  
 

8. If you were to produce this play, what would you envision for the set, lighting, 
music, etc.? 

 
9. In the program note of Handcuffs, Reaney wrote: “‘It's hard to handcuff wheat.’ 

Vitality, courage, and determination will prevail, despite repression and 
brutality, or the ‘mind-forged manacles’ of bigotry and ignorance.” Discuss the 
significance of this statement. 

 
The above questions were taken from 

http://english.unl.edu/sbehrendt/StudyQuestions/Drama%20Questions.htm and 
http://www.canadiantheatre.com/dict.pl?term=The%20Donnellys 

to enhance your discussion of the book.  

http://english.unl.edu/sbehrendt/StudyQuestions/Drama%20Questions.htm
http://english.unl.edu/sbehrendt/StudyQuestions/Drama%20Questions.htm
http://www.canadiantheatre.com/dict.pl?term=The%20Donnellys
http://www.canadiantheatre.com/dict.pl?term=The%20Donnellys


 

Author Biography 
 
Born near Stratford, Ontario, James Reaney is a Canadian poet and playwright whose 
work examined small-town life in Ontario. He received a Master and Doctoral degree in 
English from the University of Toronto. He became an officer of the Order of Canada in 
1976 and was elected to the Royal Society of Canada in 1978.  
 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/james-crerar-reaney 

 

Book Club in a Bag Terms of Use 
 
Simplify your book club selection with Book Club in a Bag!  These kits contain 12 
copies of book-club-worthy titles, from biography to historical suspense, along with a 
discussion guide. 
 
Visit our website at www.clarington-library.on.ca/bookclubinabag to see a list of 
available titles, view the availability calendar and fill in a Book Club in a Bag Request 
Form. 

Booking a Kit 

• Booking may be made up to a year in advance 
• Please check the calendar accessible on our website for availability 
• Fill out the form with your information, and a staff member will be in touch to confirm 

your booking. 
• Pick up your hold at the circulation desk.  Your notification may come in a few days 

early, but it will remain available until your specified pick up date. 

Terms of Loan 

• 12 copies are included in this kit. 
• 6 week loan period. 
• $3.00 per day late fee. 
• No renewals. 
• Kit may be picked up at or returned to any branch. 
• Kit must be returned at the desk during operating hours, not through an exterior 

drop box. 
• All 12 items are checked out to one member’s card. 
• The member who borrowed the kit is responsible for: 

o The distribution and return of all 12 items to his or her group members; 
and 

o Any damages to the books/bag, or lost items. The cost of a damaged or 
lost book varies depending on the item. 
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