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30 OBJECTIVES .

The aim of this unit is to provide you with

a) Explanatory comments on Becket's first appearance in the play upto the end of
the temptations in Part I. :

b) Italso highlights the significance of Becket's silence after the temptations, and
provides

c) Explanatory comments from the Choric passage following the exit of the fourth
Tempter upto the end of Part .. -

3.1 EXPLANATORY AND CRITICAL NOTES ON
BECKET'S FIRST APPEARANCE IN THE PLAY UPTO

THE END OF THE TEMPTATION SCENE IN PART 1

Thomas’ Dialogues with the Priests before his Temptations

Thomas enters with the word "peace” and tells the Priest to lt the Chorus alone
because it "speaks better than it knows," and what it says is beyond the
understanding of the Priests. He then goes on to say that the women of Canterbury
do not know about action and suffering except the fact that "neither does the agent
suffer /nor the patient act” The women are fixed in the wheel of eternal action in
which all must consent to the will of God for the wheel to move in harmony.

The second Priest apologises to Becket saying that he did not see him coming
because he was involved with the chatter of the "poor women.” He says that he
would have been better prepared otherwise. However, seven years of Becket's
absence has already prepared him for his arrival which seven days in Canterbury
would not have done. He then tells Becket that he will light the fires in Becket's
room to ward off the December cold and that Becket will find his rooms as he left
them.



‘Thomas wanks the second Priest and says that he will leave the rooms:the way-he got

them. But these are all "small matters,” he says. He informs the Priests that there-arc

eneniies all around. Even his arrival in England could have been prevenﬁed by
"Rebellious bishops, York, L <. on, Salisbury.” A of them had helped in the
coronation of Henry II's successor without the permission of the Archbishop of
Canterbury. Warenne, and the Sheriff of Kertt fired to oppose Becket's return and
Broc was the.one in whose house the Knights stayed before and after the murder. -
Becket says that it was the Dean of Salisbury'who helped him crosstheséa
"unmolested.”

To the first Priest's question whether the enemies are still following, Becket replies
that this peace is temporary and that they will attack at the first opportunity. The
"end will be simple, sudden, God-given, " hie vbserves. Meanwhiie he says that one:
has to overcome other problems in preparmg ?or tﬁeemt :

Critical Commentary on the above palnﬂl

Becket's first word "Peace” as he enters is very' significant. In'the phy sl the -
characters strive for "Peace” in different ways. The knights think that by kifting
Becket they can obtain "peace®, the Priests think that they can obtain it by escaping.
The Chorus feels that it can obtain "peace " By avmdmgwnnmmg Becket's
martyrdom. Becket is the only character whe aduevesme peooe by consclous
submission to the "Stnﬂ Point.” '

Becket's speech about acting and suffermg is very |mportant m understandmg tbe
Christian- pfocess of manyrdom e

- They know and do not l:m whant wtoact orsuffer
They know and do tiot: M that action is suffering
' And suffering is action. Neither does the agent suffer
Nor the Patient act But both are fixed - -
In an eternal action, an eternilpatience ’
© To which alt must consent @iat it may be willed*
And which all must suffer M they may willit, -
“That the pattern may s&mt, for the pattern is the-action
And the suﬁ'ermg, thatthc v&xeel m!y!um amistm
‘Be forever sttﬂ -

What Becket meansby this is Mmmelong m%here is noquesmaofdeesémgto :
either act or to suffer passively. There s noidistinction betweenmaking a decision
and passivity. Becket's very passivity is actibn and-eventhat does not belong to him
but is one with God's will: Tt is.the divine pm'mﬂha!u mpoﬁmnoﬁndtwdual ‘
acting and suffering since God is ultimately in control. -This control is not to be -
" confused with predestination. “Man has the free will 1oactept or to reject God's plan.
Becket is tempted to-do the fatter but he oveseoines the tempration. ‘Human bcmgs
must submit to God's plans for them. Becket's role i this pattem is to accept
martyrdom mktheroieoflessermmﬂsuwﬁhsdxecw #10 humbly -
recognise the need for that sacrifice. Onty ‘when man's will is'in complete hamany
with the divine will can the wheel tarn smooklily arourd the "Still Poit.” Suffering is
not simply undergoing misery and pain. It is also permitting, consenting'and
submitting. He who consents to an action must suffer for it and accept responsibility.
The Chorus, like the common man, understahds no such responsibility. At the point
in the play the Chorus says, "for us the poor*merensnoacuon" ‘But during the
course of the play it bm'ns to pam(:tpate in &e m“l luve coasemét.ord -
Archbnshop ’ o

When Becket says, “Neiﬁ\cr does tﬁe tgen&wffefh\uﬂhepﬁeﬂt aet,” heis ﬂieagcm
in one sense. He sets the wheel rolling. In another scse-tic also suffers wﬁekmeﬁ‘
But yet at another fevel, he is neither thé' ajgent nor the-patient since actionand  ~

Critical Approaches
to the play —Part-1
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suffenng proceed from God’s will and not his own. This is again the reason why
Becket, referring to his enemies says, “For 3 lmle time the hungry hawk/Will only
soar and hover, circling. lqwer,/Waxtmg excuse, pretence, opportynity /End will be
simple, sudden, God-given.” He refers to. his murderers as “hawks” hlghhghtmg the '
animal nature of this being. Becket is aware, {that no plotting can succeed until God
wills his death. Becket’s awareness parallels Christ’s response, “My hour is not yet
come.” Like Christ, Becket too must first face temptation. He says ‘this is more
difficult than, deah, Meanwhile, “All things prepare the event. Watch.”

Explanation of tlle Temptation Scene

The first Tempter calls Beckct, "Old Tom, Gay Tom, Becket of London," and
reminds him of his past whqo he was friends with the King. ‘Now that Becket has
again patched up with the King, | he asks him whether the “Clergy and laity may
return to gaiety" of ﬂlrtmg in the meadows and enjoying life with all its pleasures.
Becket responds by saying that the Tempter speaks of past seasons.and that "in the
life of one man, never / The same time returns.” The first Tempter insists that the
good times have come again with Becket's peace with the King. Becket chides him
saying, "look to your behaviour." The first Tempter says that earlier Becket was
kinder on sinners and that he should tgke friendly:advice from him and choose a
comfortable life and forget martyrdont. Becket tells him that he comes twenty years
too late. To this the ﬂrs; Tempter says that he wnll leave Thomas to his "higher vices'
and leaves. Afier the Tempter leaves, Becket comments that if one hoped that the
past will return then one gets distracted from one's duties in the present.

The second Tem;iter ét\rters: suggestmg a comprdmlse with Henr_y and remirnds Becket

‘of their amity. He refers to the historical context when the constitutions were

presented to Becket at Clarendan and he faced the full force of the temptation of
compromise with the King. In Northampton the King summoned him to account for

- money spent during Becket's Chancellorship. Here too Becket could have done the

easier thing and submitted to the King. At Montmirail, another attempt was made to
coax Becket to surrender to the King's point of view. The second Tempter states that
if one welghs the balance between the, "not 100.pleasant memories,” and the "good
memories" in his position as theChlncellor the "late one's rised" He states that
Becket, whom all acknowledged should "guide the state again." Becket is intrigued
by his meaning and asks the Tempter to clarify. The second Tempter continues to
stress the point that Becket should regain his "Chancellarshlp" and that it was a big
mistake to have given itup. Asa Chancellor, Becket will gain power and glory over
men. To this Becket states "To the man of God what gladness?"': The Tempter states
that it is "sad" that the man who had real power on earth should fight for spiritual
power in the next world by "giving love to God alone. " To this Becket enquires

"Who then?" and the second Tempter states if he take back his chancellorship he and
the King can work together. They can help the poor, strengthen the laws of the

country, dispense justice. What more can man do on earth for God? Becket asks

"What Means?". The Tempter states that this could be achieved by compromise. This

- is because "Real power/ is p;lmmsed at the price of a certain submission.' Becket

rejects it and the Tempter tells him that by chogsing the position of Axchblshop and
serving God, Becket is a "realmless ruler” bound to a-"powerless Pope." He carries

on by.saying that men have to manipulate and mapoeuvre Even K,mgs need loyal
friends to work with at home.

Becket rephcs by aymg@gt e had exqpmmumcated the Bishops ﬁ)t assxstmg ng
Henry 11 in his son's coronation which was the prerogative of the Archbishop.. To thi
the second Tempter says that "Hungry hatred / Will not strive against intelligent self-
interest." Becket responds by asking, "What about the Barons?" The Temptar o
responds by saying that the King and chancellor have to work together agamst the
barons who ars their cncmies. Besket dismisses the second Tempter by saying that
why should he "'Descend todesirs a punier power” by servmg the King over God,
The secand Tempter also leaves uasuccessfully. He mogmses that Thomas is



suffering from Pride in his own spiritual position. He says to him, "Y our sin soars
sunwatd, covering King's falcons." After he leaves/ ‘Betket pohders overrwhishd has

said and shy¥ that maintainirg order at:th tempoak level juito arrest diverdersmid to:
descend to the tempdral level "woukbnow: otily e mieast Hescont.” At b poim the- +

thitd Teriptés enters'who'is a représeritacivelof the'Barons: He'eaters saying that'he!’
is not a courtiér or a politi€idn but'a "“rough wiralghitfodvidrd Englishear; a® touiey:*
lord" who knows what the country needs.” He even alleges that they are "the

backbone of the nation.” Becket ask€hifa 1 $8ued Ttk What o HRevs say Wi ie

Tempter continues by saying that friendship should be convenient "unreal friendship

may f'toreal # Bilt reat friendship, once enddd, Ganriot e mended.*. Becket'replies

by ‘siyng that fora countryfhian he speaks likeatourtior! Thé third Temmptor "
continues by saying that sifice Becket's friendshify with Kiig Honry 1f ‘chinot Ye:co

merided; he shiould now form new athiances. - Beckét whe'déatly loved the Keing, s’ -

friend feels thé loss of the friendship and-ekclaims <*O Heary O mry King!™
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The Tempter carries on by saying that the King: in‘Efigland is tiot av'all powerful:: His
Frenich fink with his'wifé makes him susceptibléto’his sony sterfing Wes'kingdom. *
We the barons; he says ‘are for England: Both Becketand the Tetiptet ave Notritans; |
unlike the King, who'is frofiv Anjou'in:Frahce! ' "Lict the Npevili 1 Dé¥troy hlniscif
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fighting in Anjou." he suggestsa "happy coalitfon/'sf lme’lhga\tw“‘?ﬁ e
him {who represent the Barons)Church favours is an alvanedge ind Pope’s belsmy’
"Powerful protection / In the fight for Liberty." The third Teitiplei Says that if Becket
joined their powers then they could put an end to "tyrannous jurisdiction” of the -
King's court over the Bihop's and the Barok's-¢oust hkkging tuth Englantt and Rdine:
in one stroke! | Bécket claims thiat he hetped to/fibn 76" The Tefptet states'thiedtis s’
new coalition thiit is eeded nibw. Becket'states that if he cantiot Westthe King theén
why would he frust the Kinlfs unidoers? “Thié Terfiptef say¥ thht fid g will trisst” "
only his'own power and no ohi¢ else's: Phe chiirclf it Photée dpamst him have ‘every
right to come togetfier to fight the king: Ttithris Ease Betkefsays thafif his cunfiot

trust the King then it is better 6 trust'God alofe?” He recatls thit whet e Was 8l

charicetiot, these very people waited onhirt even‘in the “HRyart,"(B&Ret was at**'
great horseman in his early days ). Becket argubs why he who rufed fike an “¢agle
among doves" now rules as "wolf among wolves? He dismisses the third Tempter by

. T P R Al JPTTI I Roe 0 8 P ST 1 Hh s W %
saying, "no one shall say that'I betrayed a King® = '~ ™ * LU R
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The thitd Temlptet [€aves saying that he hopesthe' King wilt dtkfioiiedge Beckbts.
loyalty 16 hin: -Aficf the third Terripter 6aves, Beckefisays tat the thodght'of - -
breaking the powér ¥ the King hab dtsssed his Hitnd beTore but We'as rejécted it 7
because he dearly-loves the King ‘and He tristsi@lod. “He Fifitler sai§/that to bréaK the
King's power at this point he'would Tike-what Samson actieved inGhzi wheithe -
pulled down the pillars of the house in which three thousand Philistines had gathered
to watch hifi petformy feats of strength: and so‘pulled down the satie destriréionon”
" himsilf. HBetkétwere to act agatnst thE Kitif now-it woud fhft $hévt of &
triumph; dad would-onfy destroy himself. ¥ < - ’»:ﬁfi; oo R

B U SNV S & M SERE P SRS (A RN RS POIE SO £ B R 1L ERRL AT
The fourth Temptér enters.” Becket dbes ot exfrite hite WY 418 u? Te Hected]
Theee Visitors, not four." Thi:furt Temipter'says'that b Hwitys *Precedes T e
expectation!“ard-that #ié King will névér trust#iwice* the hian wito Whs Wi fridHa

,,,,,

and béttayed him:’ He warhs Bétketabout the bffer add byt third Temprer who -

represents the Barons saying, "Kings have public policy /BarGiis private profit* Hé'
advises Becket toi*fare forward to theend:~tétause kingly power is fare RS

pleasufablé thai powet tinder 4 king: The’kit o spirttudl powet Hidt Betker strives

broken pacts: K'Fo Ye-master or servant within sihout, / THIS iskhe éottséof*

for is gredtet than-tenfpotal power' *Waf; plagtie, dnd ”kv%iinﬁénf‘*?ﬁ‘b&@é’ﬁ%?imé@g o
temporal power.” He taunts Becket bySaying s he hiliidde ‘a clever chocei * -

privileging the eternal over the temporat ‘ecause "Whén Xifig i¥'dedd, tiere's anoftier
king" but "Saint and Martyr rule from the tomb." Unlike the political fears Kings

may have Bécket wilt have long lines of pilgrims Waiting to st¢ hiSitomb.* Becket W

' admits‘offhese‘ﬂlou’gﬁt%f"l"ﬁéﬁﬁﬁﬁ@emﬁéfga%%ﬁ?éww'h&ﬂ%iﬁg’ﬂﬁsé” w

things. He knows that Becket has thought about it all very carefully while praying or

to ¢}

) Mroachis

3 Part-1
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‘his.good living.

. carly in the morning. mfﬁm«ﬁndﬁngauhetempordkvel h,stsai_tdthat

only the spiritual world triumphs so he should go towards martyrdom. Becket
exclaims, "Who are you iempting with my awn desires? He feels trapped and says,
“Is there no way, in.my soul's sickness, / Does ot lead to damnation in pride?" The
fowrth Tempter leaves echoing Becket's.first speech about action and suffering. '

Critical Commentary am the Tempiation Scene

Nevill Coghill provides & goed note on this scene. He says that there is no stage
direction stating the exit of the Priosts and the Chorus. This is because the Chapter
House whese Eliot staged the play. had:only one exit, therefore, it was difficult for the
characiors to enser the exit fraquently. Becket's line, "All things prepare the event.
Watch” demonstrates this problem very effectively. Viewed from anether -
perspective, the characters presence on the stage is important because the Tempters
could be mesely figments of Becket's imagination, an internal conflict. Eliot, in this

play, has beilliantly wsed his theory of "de-personalization” in poetry to his advantage.
He has used a character whose spiritual growth demands a surrendering of his will to
God--a depersonalization ofthe self. The Temptation scene is also important in that

it introduces the morality play pattern in Murder in the Cathedral. As in the Morality
plays there is personification. Eliot states that he was influenced by Everyman in his

Becket's first temptation refers to his good times in the past. Becket was known for

ving. ‘Ata more significant level the first Tempter is askipg Becket to
move away from the still. point, God. Technically, the first temptation is no
temptation for Becket. Christ's temptation, which came afier he had fasted for forty
days-and was aloac in the wilderness, were genuinely difficult to avercome (See
Gospel of St. Matthew Ch. 4). In a sénse Becket's first three Tempters are more akin
to.Job's comforters in the Book of Job.of the Old Testament in the Bible. Infact
Bocket's remark o the Tempter proves that the first temptation is no temptation: "But

in tln lifo.of one man, never / The same time returns.”

One of the problems that Eliot faces in his portrayal of Becket is to make a good
character attractive. Milton faced a similar problem in his creation of Christ in
Paradise Lost.. Ofien these characters appear as a little priggish and stilted. The

essence of the fiest Tempter's specch is that he wants Becket to.choose a comfortable
life on carth.and focget martyrdom. and its rewards promised in the next world, The
Tempter exits uylm "1 leave you to the pleasuses of your higher vices." This is

significant. pride is a vice that Becket must fight.

 The second Tempter provides 8 brief historical context for the central conflict

between the King and Bocket--representing the State and the Church, respectively.

The Second Tempter appeals to Becket's love for power and cleverly tells Becket
about the good that he can do on earth for God with earthly power. -Becket's response

“What Means?" paints to.the Key quostion in Christianity viz. that means and end arc

 important. Later, Becket refers to the danger of doing the right thing for the wrong

reason. When the second Tempier tells Becket to join hands with the King to unite

against England's enemies at home and abroad, Becket says : "No! Shall I, Who keep
the keys / of heaven and hell, supreme alonc in England / who bind and looese, with.
power from the Pope / Descend o desire a punier power?". This response of Becket
shows that he is wot free from spiritual pride. The second Tempter's reference to
"bind and loose" refors to Chriat's saying to his disciple, Peter, in the Gospel of St.

Matthow Ch. 16 V. 19 *Ang I shall give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven:

and whosoever thow shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whosoever
thou shall loose on earth shall be lposed in heaven,” , _

The first two Tempters play mBeckct's love for power and pleasure; and his love

* for the King. Becket overcomes.both these weaknesses during the course of his



. temptations. ¥ must be noted that although the Tempters are numbered they have ~~ ~Critical Approaches
very dtstmct personahﬂes to the pley — Part-I

. The fourth Tempter is totally unexpected. He is the most fnghtemng of the
Tempters. In a sense, the earlier three temptations were really no challenge to -
Becket. The fourth Tempter taunis him about his spiritual pride. Becket overcomes
this temptation before.us in the play. Becket says of the fourth Tempter, "Who are
you tempting me with my own desires?" The fourth Pempter tempts Becket with the
glories of eternal sainthood ‘as compared to the transient glories at the temporal level.
He tells Becket that his choice for the eternal over the temporal, is clever. The aim of
the fourth Tempter is to uadermine Becket's faith. His gosl is achieved if Becket
surrenders to despair or aspires to pride. Infact, Becket comes close to this when-he
says, "Is there no way, in my soul's sickness, / Does not lead to damnation in pride."

It must be noted that the fourth Tempter appoars whea Becket's rejection of time is
complete. He advocates perception from the vantage point of the fourth dimension of
time, etermty Becket now feels trapped. His "near despair” after the fourth Tempter
leaves, is reflected in the spéech of the Choras. Becket is almost in danger of being
absorbed into the abyss of despair. He has to actively overcome this temptation. It
involves considerable internal conflict mirrored both in his Chnstmas sermon and the
second part of the play :

In 1934 Eliot saad "w:th the dtsappeam:of the idea of imtense-moral struggle, the
human being presented to us both in poetry-and fiction today... tend to become

- less real. It is infact during moments of maral and*spiritual struggle--that men and
women come nearest to being real" (4fter-Strange Gods). The characters in Murder
in the Cathedral are real from this point of view.

The fourth Tempter leaves echoing Becket's opening speech in the play about acting
and suffering."Martin Browne states that when the fourth Tempter talks of the turning
of the wheel, he is refering to it as something mechanical which makes action and
suffering meaniagless. Becket feels trapped aftor the fourth Tempter tempts him and
this is reflected in the ironical repetition of Becket's own speech by the Tempter.
Becket, the teacher, has now become the pupif. He has to learn the true meaning of
martyrdom. Despair and pride are secn only. in relation to man's will not God's.
Becket is forced to find a way out of his paradox. The stillness of the wheel is later
contrasted with the "restlessness in the house” - expressed: by the chorus in'their
outburst following the temptations. '

3.2 BECKET'S SILENCE AFTER THE FOURTH
TEMPTATION -

~ After the fourth Tempter léaves, Becket rémains silent while all the other character
speak. This certainly dramatises the intease conflict'in Becket.. It &k ¥wough this
silence that Becket ovércomes the fourth temptation viz. attack on his pride. This
silence is also significant because it makes us realize that Becket goes through
conflict and suffering before he becomes amartyr. If this process had not taken place

" . his death would have been misread as the. "self slaughter of a iunauc

It is important to examine the nature ofthﬁdrmmnc slmegics used by Eliot to show
how Becket overcomes his last temptation before he is ready for mastrydom. In. -
doing this one should keep in mind the particular kind of audience the play was
catering to, Eliot's use of language and metre to create dramatic effects, and the .-
consttamts both religious and theatrical within which Eliot bad to operate.

As s&ated carlier, the play was wrmen for the Canterbury Festival of June 1935 and it
catered to a specifically Christian audience. It was performed in the Chapter House L9
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of the Cathedral.  The architectural and acoustic peculiagities of the place imposed..
some dramatic constraints on Eliot. For instance, the almost ponderous-and heavy
effect of some of the speeches in Murder in the Cathedral is delibérate, so that words
could be epunciated and not;Jost. in fransmission.. The simultanous presence of -
several chasacters on the stage is also a.direct consequence of the architectural
peculiarity of the place. The Chapter House as we know had only ene door for the.
characters to enter.and exit from. Could this be one of the reasons-forthe.. . -
simultaneous presence of the Tempters, the Cherus and the Priests on the stage afier
Becket's.last temptation?. Or, is.Eliot:not willing to. presemt God, even for.a religious
audience? In other words, rather than showing God Eliot chose the.combined effect
of the Cherus, Tempters and the Priests 4o dragnatize. the whirlwind which signjfics.
God's presence in the Book of Jab.. - 5.0 -, w e xn en

The central problem which Eliot faced in dramatically portraying the resolution of
Becket's conflict was to convinciagly, exteriorize. Becket's.intcrior. conflict. As Helen
Gardner rightly.says:',. ..the. last temptation is.se subtle and interior that no audience
can judge:whether it is truly overcome or:not.". If we.age.to believe Becket when he
says "Temptation shall not come.in this kind again," what are-the dramatic strategies
used by Eliot to lead us to. this belief? - e . (

- It may be noted that Eliot was Working againSt a dramatic tradiftbg‘ which was:, .

essentially naturalistic. Therefore, to put words of humility in Thomas'own mouth
would make him appear the opposite.of humble. Pethaps.this aecounts for the long
silence between Becket's words after the last Tempter témpts him, and his expression
of the resolution of his conflict in hisspeech “now.is.my way.clear, now.is the
meaning plain." S e D

Referring to the difficulty of judging whether the last temptation has been overcome
Helen Gardner says: "we have to take it for granted that Thomas dies with a pure will,
or else, more properly, ignore the-whole problem.of motives as beyond our -
competence and accept the fact of his death” (The Art of T.S.EliotP.134). . _
Interestingly; Eliot's essay on "Poetry and Drama” offers a possible snterpretation to
the dramatic strategy wsed by him, in.dramatising Becket's resolution of the conflict.
In the essay he says: "It seems.to me that,beyond the nameable classifiable emotions
and motives of our conscieus life. when directed towards.action, the part of life:which
prose drama is wholly adoquate to express.there is a fringe of indefinite extent, of -
feeling which one can enly: detect,.so 1o speak, out of the comerof the eye and can
never completely focus; of feeling of which we are only aware ia a kind of temporary
detachment from action.” Could Becket's silence after the fourth Tempter tempts him
be that "feeling of which we are only aware in a kind of temporary detachment from
action?” SRR I B I P R R P
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3.3 EXPLANATION OF THE CHORIC PASSAGE
FOLLOWING THE EXIT OF THE FOURTH

h TEMPTER UPTOQ THE END OF PART t. ..

The choric outbarst that follows after thie fourth Tempter exits corivévsthe ™ -+
restlessness of the people. Thefke is restlessness, thiese *poor women® of Cantérbury
say, in the "house" and in the "street." The air is oppressive and clammy; the sky
"thick and hedvy:" Imwages:-of the earthi'birthitrg "issue-of hell” contribute' to the -
geéneral serfse ofhorror.” 0 s e o e . o o

.....

Following the choric-outburst, the four Teripters collectively talk about the unreality
of all things.” Aty award er prize-on earth'in the ultimvate ahalysis is not worth-
winning not ¢ven the hope of martyrdom. It is like "hankering for the cat in the
Pantontime, which isn'ta cat at'all, but just anotlier chieat”(Neville Coghilt). The



Critieal. . .
Approaches to the
play — part-I

Tempters want the audience to adopt their point of view in condemning Becket's
martyrdom as an illusive and childish act that is "out of touch with reality." They
refer to Becket as "obstinate, blind, intent / On self-destruction,” someone who is
"lost in the wonder of his own greatness, / The enemy of society, enemy of himself.".

. The three Priests--like the four Tempters--collectively tell Becket nof to fight the
forces against him.- They ask him to wait untid ¢hings subside. -

Following the collegtive plea of the Priests to Becket, the Chorus, Tempters and the
Priests alternately highlight "Prowling presences"like "rain that taps at the window, "
"wind that pokes at the door” and.the "mastiff" prowling at the gate. Images of death
and violence are alsopicked up by them. Phrages like "a sudden shock on the skull,”.
"drowned in a ditch" and "feel the cold in his groin" intensify and atmosphere of
anxiety. '

The Chorus now enter and tell Becket that they are not happy.about.the present.
situation. They state that they are not "ignorant women" and know "what to expect
and not expect." In life they have known suffering, "extortion and violence,"of "the
old without fire in winter” the "child without milk in-summer,"young men
"mutiliated"and "the torn girl trembling by the mill-stream.” Despite all these
problems, the "poor women" state that they have carried on with life by "picking
together the pieces.” : . P :

They say that they carried on "Living and partly living" because they felt that God
gave them some reason to hope. But now with the new developmients they feel very
frightened. They sease a terror enveloping them "which none can avert, none can !
avoid, flowing under our feet and over the sky,/ Under doors and down chimneys,
flowing in at the ear and / the mouth and the gye." These "poor women" express’
despair which is.encapsulated in their words, "God is leaving.us, God is leaving us,
more pang, more pain./ than birth or death." Their despair.is highlighted through the
animal imagery that they use: "Puss-puir of leopard, foatfall of padding bear, / Palm-
pat of nodding ape, square hyaena waiting." They plead with their archbishop Becket
to save them by saving himself. 1f he destroys himself, they too will be destroyed.

After a long silence (in which he undergoes intense conflict and struggle over the
temptations) Becket speaks, His internal struggle, as explained earlier, was
dramatized by Eliot:through the collective presence and speeches:of the Chorus,
Tempters and Priests on the stage. o : 1

Becket is now clear about the meaning of his.life. No longer will any temptation
upset the pgace and understanding that he now his. He admits that “The last -
temptation is the greatest treason:/ To do the right deed for the wrong reason.”
Becket recalls his life in the last thirty years and says that he has "searched ail the
‘ways / That lead to pleasure, advancement and price” at the temporal level. To -
become a "servant of God" was never his wish: It is difficult to serve God becausc -
one can fall into spiritual arrogance by doing the "right deed for the wrong reasons."
In other words, by resisting 5ins you may opsa your heart o the pride of having
resisted it and develop, contempt for those, whe are unable to do so. Becket says that
he can forsee how history will interpret his deathas the:"seniseless self-slaughter of a
lunatic, / Arrogant passion of a fanafic.": The fourth Knight's words at the end of the
play corroborates it, viz. that Becket committed “Suicide while of Unsound Mind.” -
Becket, continues by saying that all those who are implicated in evil will be punished.
As for himself, he says that he shall not "act or suffer" and surrender himself to God.
This is reflected in the.sermon that-he gives-seoprafter... . - .« -~ :

Critical Commentary on the above passage
The “restlessness” bf the_Ch&QS eprre_ss‘ the z;nguishlof Becket aftel;/die fourth

Tempter leaves. Their "restlessness" is also in contrast to the stillness of the "still - _
point." Terrible images like that of the "withered tree” and "sickly smells" dominate 29
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not only the tone of the passage but also the state of the country and its people.. -
There is a general sense of decay. Eliot’s contention that human nature shares in the
Evil which befel all nature after the Fall is seen in this speech. In a sense, the
dismal picture that emerges from this passage clearly points to the need for Becket's
martyrdom to save the world. _

In the collective speech of the four Tempters there is a sudden shift from the 12
century to the 20", The Tempter-- like the Knights later--try to persuade the audience
to see things from their pointof view. They deliberately use images from the 20"
century to bridge the distance between them and the audience. This speech by the
four Tempters clearly poiiits to their stand regarding Becket 's martyrdom. However,
the irony lies in the fact that it is people like them who necessitate Becket's '
martyrdom to cleanse the world from sins. - :

The three Priests in collectively persuading Becket to give up his battle demonstrate
their lack of religious strength. They too need to grow and understand the meaning
of martrydom. These lamentors fear death because they see it as sudden and
unprepared. Becket's attitude is different. He sees his death-as being in God's hands.
It is never an accident but planned. : '

The speech altemately spoken by the Chorus, Priests and the Tempters resembles the _
Liturgy during a Christian mass service. This technique of alternation is also akin to
"stichomythia," in Greek tragedy.

The choric speech that follows foregrounds the extent of the terror and disease that
has set in. They speak of terrible images of rape, violence, deprivation and death.
The oppression and torture” that the "poor women" speak of refer specifically to the
days of King Stephen ( whom King Henry I1 succeeded) when many were tortured b:
"brigand barons" for information regarding hidden wealth. It is.important to note tha:
the Chorus too must learn that death is frightening only if one sees it as individual
amnihilation and not as part of God's plan. The Chorus claim not to be "ignorant
women" yet they don't seem to realize that they are living at the temporal fevel of

 linear time. They do not have a totality of existence, "Living and:partly living, /

Picking together the pieces." They have to learn that "sleeping and eating and
drinking" is not adequate to realize the full potential of one's being. In the Gospel of
St. Matthew, Christ had said that "man does not live by bread alone" to his tempter
who tempted him with food: while he was hungry (see Matthew Ch 4).

The terror depicted by the Chorus in this specch is the kind of despzir the Tempters
wanted Becket to fall into. The Chorus can only understand private catastrophe and
personal loss. They cannot.comprehend that-which is out-of time and yet they are not
at ease with the old dispensation (like the magi in Eliot's-poem, "The Journey of the
Magi.") Rebirth is always painful. It may be noted that Becket's lines before he
surrenders to his death in Part Il of the play, strike a contrast te the fuaction of the
Chorus at the linear level of time. He says : SR : : :

“It is not in time that my death shall be knows:
It is'out of time that my decision is taken
- Ifyou call that a decision i
- To which my whole being gives entire consent.
I give my life o
- To the Law of God above the Law of Man.

Critical Commentary on Becket's Speech after his: Temptations

Becket's opening words "now is my way clear, now is the meaning phain® tells us that
he has indeed overcome the fourth temptation. The clarity of his belief that is
revealed here is later shown. in Becket's sermon preached on Christmas day. The
process through which he overcomes, is seen in his long silence--discussed earlier.



Becket admits that the last temptation was the-toughest "To do the right deed for the Critical Approaches
wrong reason." His recapitulating his past thirty years during which he explored all to the play ~ Part-1
forms of pleasure at the linear level and his distance from it all now, shows that the

first three temptations were no real challenge to him. He has now achieved a real

sense of calm expressed in "I shall no longer act or suffer." He is ready to face death

when it comes. In this speech, Becket's address to the audience "you and you"

parallel the Knights address to them later in the play.

3.4 IMPORTANT ASPECTS OF PART I

The Chorus is very timid and fearful, worse still, it is content to live lives of spiritual
stagnation. But there is hope for them because they know their own weaknesses.
Part [T shows their growth.

The Tempters although mdmduahzed could be vnewed as aspccts of Becket'
personality.

We get the historical background of the play. Eliot never lets us lose our grip on
historical facts. There are constant references to meetmgs and treatlses

What the Chorus perceives as a sense of doom, Becket sees as peace before death.

The idea of martyfdom is developed. Man must submit to God's will.

3.5 EXERCISES

1 Delineate the nature of the four temptations that Becket undergoes.

2. Critically comment on the. sngmfmwof Bscket!s silence after the fourth
temptation. o

3
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