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2.0 OBJECTIVES

The aim of this unit is to acquaint youwiththe :
a) . Historical background to the play, . . ' N A
b) Production History of the play : and wprovide . . . o
¢) Explanatory comments of the lines from the 1* Choric entrance upto Becket's
arrival in Part I of the play. ' | .

31 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO THE PLAY

George Bell, Bishop of Chichester saw The Rock and-admired-it:' He asked Eliot to .
write a play for the Canterbury festival of 1935. Murder in the Cathedral wasa
product thereof. The play premiered in 1935 and was diretted by E. Martin Browne.
Interestingly, it was the wife of Martin Browne who gave the play'its present title.
Eliot had considered calling the play Fearén the Way. i e

The play deals with the martyrdom of ThomasBecketone.of the greatest of English
saints -who was the Archbiship of Cantettiury from 1 162+4170. He was murdered in
his own-Cathedral by knights who'claimed tobe loytl tothe king:: - -~

For his historical source, Eliot used the eye witness accowts of eleven monks who
wrote down their versions of the murder at Canterbury. Since Murder in the :
Cathedral is not a chronicle play, Eliot offers little aboat the constitutions of
Clarendon or the coronation ceremony witich created thé rit between Henry I and
Becket. : S F LR AR N R

The year of the compostion of the play (1935) is also important because in Europe
there was a lot of tension building up which finally erupted inWorld War 11




Murder in the
Cathedral

22 GENERAL SUMMARY OF THEPLAY

CHARACTERS : A Chorus of Women of Canterbury
. Three Priests of the Cathedral
A messenger .
Archbishop Thomas Becket
Four Tempters
Four Knights
Attendants

SETTING:  The first scene is the Archbishop's Hall ,on December 2, 1170. The
second scene is in the Cathedral, on Dec. 29,1170.

GENERAL SUMMARY : The play begins in early December,1170 with the
Chorus, which comprises of the poor women of Canterbury.. They fear something
terrible is going to happen with the return of Thomas Becket - Archbishop of
Canterbury - from exile. The Archbishop was returning after seven years of exile in

- France (1164-1171). Disagreements with his friend and King, Henry II over the

authority of the church vis-a-vis the state had led Becket to his exile. Earlier, as
Chancellor, Becket was on the King's side. However, when he was also made into an
Archbishop by King Henry II (in the hope that the church and state could function

- together under the king's control), Becket made it known to the king that his loyalties

were first to God and only then to the King.

The priests are confused about the way the state is run without the guidance of the
Archbishop's authority. A messenger arrives and states that Becket is returning from
France. The priests get curious about the terms of his return. They feel that even if
Becket's return is a "patched up affair" with tke king it is better for the people than his
absence for the past seven years. B o

Becket enters in a peaceful way yet aware of the dangers involved in his return to
Canterbury. Soon four tempters come to fempt him. The first tempter, tempts Becket
with the time in his past when he was friends with the king. He tells him to go back
to those days and forget about his spiritual intensity. Becket overcomes this '
temptation, which he considers as no temptation because it comes " twenty years too
late.” The second tempter comes and tempts Becket with the time when he was the
Chancellor to the king and enjoyed secular and political powers. He telis Becket that
‘power is in this world and not in the next. Becket turns away from him too. The
third tempter is a little different. He tells Becket to team up with the Church and the
Barons against monarcy. Becket cvercomes this temptatioa saying, "no one shall say
that I betrayed a King." Becket finds the temptation of the fourth tempter most
difficult to overcome. He is an anexpected visitor. He tempts Becket with his own
pride the pride of achieving martyrdom. Thomas tells him "who are you tempting
with my own desires?". It is after this last temptation that Becket almost sinks into
despair: “Is there no way, in ny soul's sickness,/ Does not lead to damnation in

p[i(k?”

The Chorus in part I reflects the sick nature of the state. The tempters talk about the
unreality of human kind and even the priests begin to fear Becket's strong position.
Part I ends with Becket rising above it all. He places himself in God's hands and
becomes more clear aboutthe nature of his struggle and what he should do.

The Christmas serman,. is & prose interlude. In it Archbishop Becket talks of
Christian paradoxes relating o birth and death and sets the stage for his own

martyrdom.




Part I1 begins with the Chorus in a more optimistic mood. The priests are still Backgrouad,
waiting for the eternal pattern to emerge. The four knights come from France Production and
claiming that they have urgent business with the King. They accuse Becket of Performance History
ingratitude to King Henry 1 who made him the Archbishop. This ingratitudeis- '
expressed in Becket insisting on the power of the church over the state. Becket

politely defends himself against these accusations arguing that loyalty to God does

not imply disloyalty to the King. The knights ask Becket to leave England but he

refuses saying that he has the sanction of the Pope in Rome.

Becket leaves and the Chorus talks about the church / state conflict and the tragedy
that will ensue. The priests request Becket to hide in the Cathedral in case the
knights return again. Becket refuses but the priests drag him in. The Cliorus prays
for him. The knights return in a drunken state and accuse Becket of
treason,disobedience and embezzlement of funds among other issues. The priests try
to block their entrance but Becket states that God will ptotect him. - The knights - “
murder Becket and the Chorus laments along with the priests. But they feel that the
church is strenghtened by Becket's martyrdom: " The knights address the audience
arguing that their loyalty to the king made thewr implement their act. The priests
dismiss the knights as "lost souls" aad the Chorus praises God for making them
understand the divine pattern of action through Becket's martyrdom. They ask for
forgiveness for net submitting their will to God earlier. They ask for the mercy of
God and Christ and for the prayers of Becket who is now Saint Thomas. -

73 PRODUCTION HISTORY OF ELIOT'S MURDERIN
THE CATHEDRAL | RS

The play premiered on 15 June, 1935 at Canterbugy's fourteenth century Chapter -
House. This was about fifty yards from the spot where Thomas Becket was killed in
1170. There were seven performances. The Canterbury productions were '
community affairs, with local businesses, schiools, and Cathedral personnel all taking
part. ' : . I : o

Robert Speaight, who starred as Becket, describes the Chapter House : "The buidling -
has a certain Gothic bleakness, which was suitable enough to the play but which
somehow forbade enjoyment" (Speaight, Robert. "Interpreting Becket and Other
Parts. " In T.S. Eliot : A Sympasium for His Seventeenth Birthday. Ed Neville
Braybrooke. Ereeport, NY: Books for Libragies P, 1958: 70-80. This book redounts
experiences of acting in Eliot's plays). ‘ : : ,

The play was directed by E. Martin Browne, who also played the fourth tempter and
one of the j;njtﬁhts, Browne revised Eliot's,tgxt.slightly tocnable the four tempters to’
double up as the four knights, for production reasons. ‘George Bell, who had seen and
admired The Rock commissioned the play for the Canterbury Festival of Music and
Drama, This festival also produces other versions of Beckets martyrdom: Laurence
Binyon's The Young King which depicts the reign of Henry It after Becket's death
and Tennyson's Becket.

Kenneth W. Pickering in Drama in the Cathedral examines thetwenty year old
tradition of Canterbury plays. The chapter on Murder in the Cathedral presents a
basic overview of the play and details about its original performince. Other chapters
examine the history and context of the play's sponsor, the Canterbury Festival and
explores the background of Modern Christian drama. R

Browne recalls decades later that to the theatre as it then was, the play was a non-
event. It was religious and so no scout or manager came. "The only English theatre
man interested was Ashley Dukes, owner of the tiny Mercury in Notting Hillgate."

15
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Murder bothe - :

Stella Mary Pearce, who had also worked on The Rock designed the costumes. Since
the walls of the Canterbury Chapter Hoyse were painted in cold colours, strong = |
designs for the costumes werng used.. They were not always historically accurate. The
Chorus in sight for the whole play, was "given garments which provided for as much
variety of appearance as possible.. They had unshaped robes divided vertically into
two shades of green and decorated Wwith strong pattems in deep red and blue, giving
the effect of figures of early stained glass." (E.Martin Browne The Making of
I.S.Eliot's Plays Cambridge : CUP,1969). : .

During World War I the play was quite populér in England and was presented in
makeshlﬁvemles»wbedr;lg and chugches, %¢hooly and an air raid shelter. In-1959
Eliot stated that he wrote the play as “anti-nazi Propaganda” expressive of " the desire

to.save the Christian world from the attacks of rival secular ideologics."

In 1970 Browne produced the play within the actual cathedral at Canterbury to mark
th.e 800 year anniversary of Becket's martyrdom. Modern sound equiupments made

Eliat wrote the screenplay for George Hoellering's 1952 film version of Murder in
the Cathedral and spoke the role of the fourth tempter(as an off-screen presence).

THE LINES FROM THE IST CHORIC ENTRANCE
_UPTO BECKET'S ARRIVAL IN PART I OF THE PLAY

PART I CHARACTERS
' A Chorus of Wemen of Canterbury
. Three Priests.of the Cathedral =
A Messenger . o :
. Four Tempters
Attendants

SCENE o
The Archbishop's Hall. December 2, 1170,



ipprehensive about Becket's return from France. As poor women of Canterbury, -
hey have already gone through a lot of suffering yet they don't feel safe. They feel
‘hat something ominous is about to happen and they have been forced against their
will to bear witness. ‘ S

“horus: The play begins with the Chorus standing near the Cathedral. They are very

With the passage of time from autumn to winter and the collecting and storingof
apples, the New Year waits, whispering about the destiny awaiting Becket. Itis .
almost seven years since Becket left them. He was very kind to the people and yet
they feel that his retumn is not going to be a good sign. Whether the king rules, or the
Barons rule, these women have gone through a lot of oppression. But in geoeral they

are lcft alone and they prefer it. They are content doing their domestic chores. Life

goes on with the merchant making his money, the labourer toiling on earth. All
prefer to be unobserved: With the arrival of Becket they fear disaster. Everything is
going to be upset. They wait just as martyrs have also waited. God alone knows
their destiny. They claim to have seen all what they know about the future in a "shaft
of sunlight.” All that they can do is to wait. ~ A o o

Critical Commentary on the First Choric Speech

The play opens at & critical moment with the unexpected arrival of Becket after seven.
years of exile in France. - The Chorus which comprises a group of "poor women" of "
Canterbury and who also represent humanity in generl, expresses "fear.” One of the )
choric functions is to create the atmosphere of doom -akin to Greek tragedy. The
original title of the play was Fear in the Way. The "feas” that the Chorus expresses in
a sense also relates to the political momient of the play. Eliot wrote Murder inthe
Cathedral in 1935 when the tensions leading to World War 1] and Nazism was

already strongly felt. T R

The Chorus who has gathered together like the congregation attending 8 Christian
mass use the term "wait" in its opening speech in various ways. For example, the

New Year waits, Martyrs wait and the Poor Women of Canterbury wait "Waiting" is
an important concept in Christianity. The "Holy pirit"-- which is part of the Holy
Trinity of God the Father;the Son, and the Holy Spirit-- appears often in the form -
of a breeze. If you are prepared and ready and waiting, this breeze will havean .
impact on you. In a sense, these Women of Canterbury are waiting without
preparation like the five foolish virgins in the Bible (Refe to the parable of theten
virgins in the Gospel of St. Maithew in the New Testamient of therble) What
draws these "poor women" to the Cathedral is physical safetyratherthanany spiritual

ties.

Ironically, although these "poor women" of Canterbury keep saying that noone
bothers about them, Thomas, does bother. The,reason why the Chorus is forcedto
bear witness against its will is because it takes both parties to complete a sacrifice.
The saint and those he saves. Those whom the martyrdom benefits must accept the

fact. This is what the Chorus has to leam. They must not "deny their master.” The B

second vérse of the Chorus speech picks this up, Christ died for the sins of humanity,,

in order to save it. Unless human beings realize this, we are not saved and Christ's ...
sacrifice has no meaning. ‘ o ‘ -

The reference to the seasons in verse 2 of the Chorus refers ta tbetcmponl di;nensmn :

. PR P

in which human beings live a meaningless existence withgut any relation to the “still
point" that is God. The first draft of Murder in the Cathedral started with this line
which paralleled the opening lines of The Waste Land("April is the crucllest

month... .“)

When the Chorus talks about remembering the martyrs and saints who waitvmdvl' "

question as to who will acknowledge them, they are talking about the Feast of St.
Michael and All Angels (All Hallows).When these feasts were celebrated did the

. Z‘.}

PR

Production and
Performance History

17




18

people of Canterbury really remember them?. Peter (One of Christ's twelve disciples)
too denied his master, Christ. 'In the Gospel of St. Mark-- in the New Testament of -
the Bible-- we are told that Peter stretched out his hand on fire and denied Christ.

We are next given the historical background. The Archbishop is returning after seven
years of exile in France (1164-1170) The Chorus’ statements about being left alone

to do its own things parallels The Waste Land where the characters do not want to be |
disturbed from their inertia by spring. Later; the attitude of the Chorus changes. It
learns that spiritual regeneration invoives sacrifice. It learns that the monotonous kind
of life that they are living at the temporal level is going to be changed by Becket's ,
martyrdom which will give their life a new meaning. Through out this choric speech .
we get the fecling that the “poor wémen" are'living at the temporal level only. They
folléw the finear concept of time. Statenients like "What shall we do in the heat of
summer” refer to their emptiness. Yet the Chorus knows that "Destiny waits in the
hand of God." It is God who controls everything and not the statesmen at the
temporal level. The Chorus is also very prophetic. They state that death will come
from the sea. The knights who killed Becket did come from the sea across France.

- Compare the intuition of the chorus of having seen things in a "shaft of sunlight" with

Becket's statement that they speak better than they know.

. Towards the end of their speech when they mention Christ and the notion of

regeneration, they are comparing Becket with Christ. A Christ like figure has to
perish in every age to save humanity. o

By the end of the play the Chorus progresses from fear in the opening passage to

glorifying God at the end."]"he Sluctuations of the Chorus are the true measure of
Thomas' spiritual conquest. ‘

Conversation among the Three Priests and the Messenger following the Chorus’
first speech. ’ ~

The first Priest says that it is seven years since the Archbishop left England. The
§ec<_)nd Priest asks what the Archbishop and the Pope can do about the conflict and

the King and Archbishop--two proud men, has ended. The third Priest wonders what
peace can be expected between "the hammer and the anvil." The second Priest wants
to know from the messenger if "old disputes” are at an end and whether it is "peace or

war?" The first Priest is still not clear whether the Archbishop is com ing with the

the king of England but with support from both the Pope in Rome and the king of

- France and most importantly, due to the "devotion of the people." Again, the first

Priest inquires "Is. it war or Peace?” and the messenger says that it is not peace but a
“patched up affair." He also states that he has heard that when the Archbishop left
France he told the French King "I leave you as aman / whom in this life I shall not
sec again.” This does not augur well. The messenger exits after stating this.

The first Priest fears fér'the Archbishop and the Church. He says that he has seen the

~ Archbishop as Chancellor working closely with the king. People loved him but he

was "always isolated." His "pride” was "always feeding upon his own virtues." He -
had contempt for earthly power and wanted to be sybject to God alone. He ends his



speech by saying that if King Henry 11 had becnweakﬂorm mw
would have been different between him and Becket.

The second Priest states that whatever it is, the Archbishop has returned to his peoplé
who have been waiting for a long time for him Tl Priest then.goes on e say. that the
Archbishop who is at one with the Pope and the King of France would give them
orders as to what should be done. He would give them all directions. Therefore, they
should welcome and rejoice his coming. The third Priest says whether the outcome is
goodorbadtt:sbettermauheArchbtshoplscwAtleastthewheelum ‘
turning. ;

P O R E

CriticalCmnenlar’yonthePamge |

The Priests are numbered and not named Tlns :ssqum mht they. hﬁm
representatives of a class. Ironically, even though the Priests stand for the Chursh,
the they lack the vision of the Chorus and mmmm4m s
Eliot trying to associate them with msmuuunakmwhw?f«’lh speeches of the .
Priests (especially the second Priest) expose us to the historical situation in the play
which is necessary for our understanding of the. conflict between Henry Il and
Becket. However, since Eliot's play--uniike Anouillh's--focuses on Becket's
martyrdom, the King does not appear in the play at all. Becket's "pride” is discussed
by the Priests. This is important. One of the things that Becket has to shed inkis ...
move towards martyrdom is "pnde " Thamas was not born a saint. He has to get rid
of his pride. The last temptation is the most difficult one. Whes.the first Priest talks
about Becket's "isolation," we have to keep in lmnd Kmkwxm ofthe
individual as the communicator of truth. The comgumicatos of truth can-oaly hs am
individual and it can be addressed only to the individual. For truth consists. precisely
in that com:cpnon on life which is cxpressed by the individual. Thecrownis
"untruth.” Truth is subjective. This could be one reason why Becket.does Rot.cven :
listen to institutionalized religion as symhelm by.the Priests. Even when the ‘
Priests shut the door against the Knights, Becket opens.them. He, myst bear witness.
He must validate his own truth even if it personally destroys him, S

The messenger's description of the welcome thltth; Archbnshop geis on amval in
England echoes Christ's triumphal entry in Jerusglem when people hmbd him saying
"alleluiah, King of the Jews," and strewed his.path with palm leaves. ,

The messenger's remark that Becket told the Freach Klng that he would.not mgetlum

in this life again is close to the historical statement. Eliot, like Shaw in St. Joan is
careful dg.use wondscactualiyapoken by the historical character wherever possible.. - ...
Becket's other remark, "nataﬂweretobemqm limb by Jimb would } -

relinquish this journey . . " makes us realize thaj the third temptation is ceally.no. .
temptation because Beckct is already wnlhag to die for.the cause ofmanyxdom and

he knows what he is domg

The second Priest's remark that we should tejo;pg m the Aml\bubops amval m "1
am the Archbishop's man" echoes the fon:ngipa.who murder Becket and claim t0.
be the King's men. The second Priest is a }i optimistic. He has to leam that
peace and security come through suffering. The thitd Priest is not so hopeful. ‘
Neither attitude is correct. Reconciliation involves conflict between good and evil.

The third Priest is important because he |stl1emewbomuhewonﬂle _
Knights, "Go, weak sad men, lost erring souls, homeless in carth or heaven.” In the
third Priest's speech the image of the wheel is also used. -Unless man's will is i
harmony with God's will, can the wheel turn smoothly around the still point, If this is
not the case then the wheel is at a standstill. Eliot's theory of depersonalization in
poetry explained in his essay, " Tradition and the lndividual Talent" fn&m withthe
process of martyrdom in which one surrenders one’s will to God. ; .

19
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Simirtary of

" The st fewtifies oF the Whikd Priest before the second ¢hdric entrarice is a quotation-

from the Ecclesiastes, (Chapter 12, versés’3-4. Bible)y which talks' #bout the end of
things. ) :

PN N - P i o : 3
SR §1 REES IR ¥ H

t!ie §6Co n&CI}ibrhSpeetﬁ Dot e z _— . o
It this Cliori¢ speech, thé'Choriis telts Becket fo return to France and leave it "to
perish in'Guiét. "It fears'cataclysmit chhnges if Becket continues to stay in England. -
The time i not'right'as yei for Becker's rettitn. The Chorus warits to coritinue to live -
the way it has in the past seven years. It has gone through ups and downs when ¢rops
have failed and droughts have occurred. However; it carried on with life observing
the religious feasts and has ¥én *bitth; desths and marribigés." Bven in'these sevén
years these women of Canterbury have had fears of various kinds but nothing like the
fear t1¥§ tith s€née tindl Ca¥Bace:. I i§ a “final fear which none Ghderstands.” They -
tell BétRet thar'hé is not awate of the-implications of his feturn-to England'and its ‘
impact oft thei Tives: *do Yourrealise What it means/To the smail folk drawn into the
paﬁeﬁx’dgﬁié;lﬁn gxﬁanvmgxgﬁome among small things:™ - 7 .
Sl o Ly ot T [T Y T e

They plésd Wit the Archibishop to feave dnd say that he will be'their Archbishop

by gy
L
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Crititaf Cotfimentury on thé ChoFas's sécond Speech’ ' |
B R L T A B RS LS ¢ TS SRR AITS S A
$péech qubting from St. Paul’s Episte to the Hebrews in the *

‘‘‘‘‘

Thie Chioras begind’

New Testtmam Chaptér13, Vérse' 14."Their speech is fall of morbid image$'and :

colburs evil the Wiid *Yréy the’ éky, “fdtten thie yedr" etc. Tni this speech the
Chorus Enferges us Very Selfish; It fears for itsell! Litet on'it grows and learns to
express conéén fof Thoivias.” Thie phirases ™ we o not wish anything to happen™ and
"Living ”aﬁd?ﬁﬁy**ﬁving' &cho'Eliot’s The Waste Land. Thete poor women-~ who
are so pdor' Both écororhically dfid Spiritually’: do fof wish angthing to bappen. They
néver coirie to 'g#Ps with thelr fives whiick'akes f6t greatness: Théy re also not in
communion with the'§tifl point whicki gives orie identity’ They live at the linear, =
temporal level of time. Christ had said that "man can't live by bread alone." This is
precisely whdt these women-are doing. The empty routine of their lives is recaptured

as in “East Coker* 6f The Four Quartets. There is an inner emptiness, a death march:

~ "Silent funeral nobody's fineral for there is no one to bury.” "As in "East Coker” here

too the poor women of the Chorus have not lived at all. They have existed only on a
superfiialtemporelbeve. " R

To the women'of Canterbliry “death” is téifﬁtégjﬁg‘f ‘This can only be so if death is™ -
not scen as part of ¥ ldrger pattein. The Chofus has to lerii the fact that Becket's
death through mliityrdoiit i¥ riecessary for their birth.” What the Chorus fears i§
beyond thiir dmprehetision. Iii this sécod speech of the Chorus We see a charige in
it. It recognises its own guilt " tarnished frame of existence:® When the Choris ~
states: "Archbishop, secure and assured of your fate," they have fear and no

undéStariding ofgfgmsm befall theri: It is linportant fo riot¢'that the Chorys refers
t67it6etf a smiAr 1k wh ’live'among small things at it ¢ téniporal pldin 4nd do‘hot
5 s : DTHEL G uIY Dy iAo

waitt to b drawi fntb the sterita] pattern of fate. - |
R PO S I A St R LRI

i

gl - P
ITYRITY adsmien H 1

The'Chotvis hiere is like the Chiorus' In Greek dvama, Like the Chiorus i $dphocles’
Antigone whicggggfs the gqpiﬂic{ between state and the individuql._ac_t, inspired by ,

divinity, hére edt the church/ stale conflict™ ™ T
IR LR FEE e P Wiiieae Sityrr By

L R

Pl

* The second priéit chides the "poor women® of Canterbury for babbling foolishly. He

telf thénir that the Archbishio is ubout to arrive at iny moment and the crowds in the

 streets will be cheering. “He 11§ thé chokis o to “croak" Tike frogs 'ahd t6 put up




pleasant fases Whitkver their "craven spprbiéﬁnén" mMeﬁ& té jvc ahearty -
welcome to the Archbishop.

h"

Critical Commentary on Second Priest’s Si)eech

The second Priest uses a lot of animal imagery when he scolds the "poor women" of
» Canterbury represented by the Chorus. This is significant. These women are leading

an animal like existence away from the "still point" that is God. In the Christian

hierarchy animals are lower down in the scale. Human beings are at the top of God's

creation. Lower down are animals and still lower, is vegetation. The Chorus has

to spiritually evolve into highier levels of existence to be one with the "Still Point."

25 EXERCISES 7 7o ©

1. Outline the historical background of the ];lay; "

2. Critically comment on the importance of the first th'éhdriE;speec“ eeches.

3. Discuss the significance of the conversation among the Priests between the first

two chorlc speeches

4. 1sthere any development in the first two speeches of the: éhoi‘us’7 #5
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