
murder in the cathedral play
murder in the cathedral play is a significant work in the canon of 20th-century drama, written by
T.S. Eliot. This play dramatizes the assassination of Archbishop Thomas Becket in Canterbury
Cathedral in 1170. Celebrated for its poetic language, religious themes, and exploration of
martyrdom and power, the murder in the cathedral play remains a staple in theater studies and
literary discussions. It combines historical narrative with profound philosophical questions about
faith, authority, and sacrifice. This article provides a comprehensive overview of the play, including
its historical context, thematic elements, structure, and critical reception. Additionally, it explores
the play's influence on modern drama and its relevance in contemporary theater. To guide the
reader through these topics, the following sections will be covered in detail.

Historical Background of Murder in the Cathedral

Plot Summary and Structure

Themes and Symbolism

Character Analysis

Language and Style

Performance History and Reception

Legacy and Influence

Historical Background of Murder in the Cathedral

The murder in the cathedral play is rooted in the real historical events surrounding Thomas Becket,
the Archbishop of Canterbury, and his conflict with King Henry II of England. The tension between
church and state power forms the backdrop of the play, reflecting medieval struggles over authority
and autonomy. Becket's transformation from a royal chancellor to a devout archbishop led to a rift
with Henry II, culminating in his martyrdom. The play draws heavily on historical sources while
incorporating Eliot's own poetic and dramatic interpretation.

Context of Thomas Becket's Life

Thomas Becket was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury in 1162, a position that placed him at odds
with King Henry II over the rights and privileges of the Church. His steadfast defense of
ecclesiastical independence eventually led to his assassination by knights believed to be acting on
the king's wishes. This historical context is essential to understanding the motivations and conflicts
depicted in the murder in the cathedral play.



T.S. Eliot’s Inspiration

T.S. Eliot was inspired by the spiritual and political dimensions of Becket's story. He aimed to create
a verse drama that would explore the nature of martyrdom and the conflict between temporal and
spiritual power. The play was first performed in 1935 at Canterbury Cathedral, linking the dramatic
work directly to its historical and religious setting.

Plot Summary and Structure

The murder in the cathedral play is structured as a verse drama divided into two acts, with a chorus
of women from Canterbury providing commentary and reflection. The narrative unfolds in the days
leading up to Becket’s assassination, focusing on his internal struggles and external pressures. The
play builds suspense through a series of confrontations and theological reflections before
culminating in the climactic murder.

Act One Overview

Act One introduces Becket’s return to Canterbury after a period of exile and the mounting tension
between him and the king’s supporters. The chorus sets the tone, expressing fear and anticipation of
the impending tragedy. Becket’s soliloquies reveal his spiritual turmoil and acceptance of his fate.

Act Two Overview

In Act Two, the knights arrive to confront Becket, leading to the assassination scene. The act
explores themes of betrayal, sacrifice, and redemption. The chorus mourns the death and anticipates
Becket’s sainthood, emphasizing the play’s religious significance.

Use of the Chorus

The chorus of women serves as the moral and emotional conscience of the play. Their reflections
provide insight into the public’s perception of Becket and the broader implications of his death. This
classical device enhances the play’s dramatic and thematic depth.

Themes and Symbolism

The murder in the cathedral play explores a variety of profound themes, making it a rich text for
analysis. Religious faith, martyrdom, power, and the conflict between church and state dominate the
narrative. Symbolism is employed throughout to deepen the audience’s understanding of these



concepts.

Martyrdom and Sacrifice

At the heart of the play is the theme of martyrdom. Becket’s acceptance of death as a form of
spiritual triumph reflects Eliot’s interest in the redemptive power of sacrifice. The play examines
how martyrdom transcends political conflict to become a symbol of ultimate faith.

Conflict Between Church and State

The tension between secular authority and religious power is a central concern. The murder in the
cathedral play portrays this struggle through Becket’s opposition to the king’s attempts to control
the church, highlighting broader questions about governance and moral authority.

Symbolic Elements

The Cathedral: Represents spiritual sanctuary and the sacred space where divine justice
prevails.

The Knights: Embody political violence and the enforcement of temporal power.

The Chorus: Symbolizes the collective conscience and the voice of the community.

Becket’s martyrdom: Symbolic of faith’s victory over worldly oppression.

Character Analysis

The characters in the murder in the cathedral play are crafted to embody the complex interplay of
historical, spiritual, and political forces. Each character serves a specific role in advancing the play’s
themes and dramatic tension.

Thomas Becket

Becket is portrayed as a deeply conflicted yet resolute figure, whose spiritual awakening leads him
to embrace martyrdom. His character development highlights the transformation from a political
figure to a religious icon, embodying themes of faith and sacrifice.



The Knights

The knights represent the instruments of royal authority and violence. Their motivations are
explored through conversations that reveal doubt, fear, and moral ambiguity, adding complexity to
their roles as antagonists.

The Chorus of Women

The chorus functions as a collective character that provides context, emotional depth, and thematic
commentary. Their presence connects the audience to the social and spiritual implications of
Becket’s murder.

Language and Style

The murder in the cathedral play is distinguished by its poetic language and use of verse, reflecting
T.S. Eliot’s background as a poet. The style combines classical Greek tragedy elements with
modernist techniques to create a unique dramatic experience.

Verse and Poetic Devices

Eliot employs a formal verse structure, rich in imagery, metaphor, and symbolism. The language is
elevated and solemn, appropriate to the play’s religious and historical themes. The use of repetition
and rhythm enhances the meditative quality of the text.

Modernist Influences

The play integrates modernist elements such as fragmented dialogue, shifts in time, and
introspective soliloquies. These techniques deepen the psychological dimension and invite the
audience to engage with the play on multiple levels.

Performance History and Reception

Since its premiere in 1935, the murder in the cathedral play has been staged numerous times
worldwide, gaining recognition as one of Eliot’s most important dramatic works. Its unique
combination of historical drama and poetic form challenges directors and actors alike.



Notable Productions

1935 Premiere at Canterbury Cathedral – The original performance linked the play directly to
its historical setting.

Mid-20th Century Revivals – Various productions emphasized different aspects, from religious
to political interpretations.

Modern Performances – Contemporary stagings often highlight the play’s relevance to current
discussions on power and conscience.

Critical Reception

Critics have praised the murder in the cathedral play for its profound thematic exploration and
linguistic mastery. Some have noted its challenging style, while others appreciate its spiritual depth
and historical significance. The play continues to be a subject of scholarly analysis and theatrical
innovation.

Legacy and Influence

The impact of the murder in the cathedral play extends beyond literature and theater into broader
cultural and academic fields. It has influenced numerous playwrights, theologians, and historians in
their approaches to drama and religious narrative.

Influence on Modern Drama

The play’s fusion of poetic language and dramatic structure has inspired subsequent generations of
playwrights to explore verse drama and historical subjects. Its treatment of martyrdom and
conscience has resonated in political and religious theater alike.

Academic and Cultural Significance

The murder in the cathedral play remains a key text in the study of 20th-century literature and
drama. Its rich symbolism and exploration of power dynamics continue to offer fertile ground for
interpretation and debate.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Murder in the Cathedral' by T.S.
Eliot?
The central theme of 'Murder in the Cathedral' is the conflict between church and state, exploring
martyrdom, spiritual sacrifice, and the moral struggle of Archbishop Thomas Becket as he confronts
political power and his own fate.

Who was Thomas Becket, the main character in 'Murder in the
Cathedral'?
Thomas Becket was the Archbishop of Canterbury in the 12th century who was famously martyred
after a conflict with King Henry II over the rights and privileges of the Church.

How does T.S. Eliot use chorus in 'Murder in the Cathedral'?
Eliot uses the chorus, composed of Canterbury women, to provide commentary on the events, reflect
public opinion, and express the emotional and moral atmosphere surrounding Becket's martyrdom.

What is the significance of the four tempters in 'Murder in the
Cathedral'?
The four tempters represent different types of worldly temptations that try to divert Becket from his
spiritual path, symbolizing pride, power, safety, and fame, which he must overcome to accept his
martyrdom.

When and where was 'Murder in the Cathedral' first
performed?
'Murder in the Cathedral' was first performed in 1935 at the Canterbury Cathedral, England,
bringing historical and religious drama directly to the site of Thomas Becket's martyrdom.

Additional Resources
1. Murder in the Cathedral: T.S. Eliot’s Dramatic Masterpiece
This book offers an in-depth analysis of T.S. Eliot’s play "Murder in the Cathedral," exploring its
themes, historical context, and dramatic structure. It delves into the conflict between church and
state, as well as the spiritual and political implications of Thomas Becket’s martyrdom. The author
provides critical insights into Eliot’s poetic style and the play’s enduring relevance.

2. The Historical Context of Murder in the Cathedral
Focusing on the real events that inspired "Murder in the Cathedral," this book examines the life and
death of Thomas Becket in 12th-century England. It provides a detailed account of the political
tensions between Becket and King Henry II, shedding light on the background that shaped Eliot’s



narrative. Readers gain a comprehensive understanding of the historical accuracy and artistic
liberties taken in the play.

3. Faith and Politics in Murder in the Cathedral
This book investigates the interplay between religious conviction and political power in Eliot’s work.
It discusses how the play portrays the struggle for moral integrity in the face of temporal authority.
Through theological and philosophical lenses, the author explores the significance of martyrdom and
the role of the church in governance.

4. Symbolism and Imagery in Murder in the Cathedral
An essential guide for students and scholars, this book analyzes the rich symbolism and imagery
used throughout the play. It highlights the use of light and darkness, the Chorus, and the recurring
motifs that deepen the narrative’s spiritual themes. The book also explains how Eliot’s symbolic
language enhances the emotional impact of the drama.

5. Staging Murder in the Cathedral: Performance and Interpretation
This volume covers various productions of "Murder in the Cathedral," focusing on directorial
choices, set design, and acting styles. It discusses how different interpretations affect audience
reception and understanding of the play’s themes. The author includes interviews with directors and
actors who have brought the play to life on stage.

6. The Martyrdom of Thomas Becket: A Literary Perspective
Examining different literary works inspired by Thomas Becket’s martyrdom, this book situates Eliot’s
play within a broader tradition. It compares "Murder in the Cathedral" with earlier and later
portrayals, analyzing how Becket’s story has been adapted to reflect changing cultural and religious
attitudes. The book offers critical perspectives on martyrdom as a literary and historical motif.

7. Political Theology in T.S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral
This scholarly work explores the theological underpinnings of political authority as presented in the
play. It argues that Eliot’s treatment of power and conscience reflects complex Christian doctrines
about kingship and divine justice. The book is valuable for readers interested in the intersection of
religion, ethics, and politics in literature.

8. Chorus and Community in Murder in the Cathedral
Focusing on the role of the Chorus, this book discusses how the collective voice represents the
people’s conscience and societal norms. It analyzes how the Chorus guides audience interpretation
and frames the unfolding tragedy. The author also considers the Chorus’s function in ancient Greek
drama compared to its use in Eliot’s modern play.

9. Exploring Themes of Sacrifice and Redemption in Murder in the Cathedral
This book delves into the profound themes of sacrifice, redemption, and spiritual awakening in the
play. It examines Thomas Becket’s journey toward martyrdom as a path to transcendence and moral
victory. Through close readings of key scenes, the author highlights how Eliot crafts a narrative that
resonates with universal questions of faith and sacrifice.
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  murder in the cathedral play: Murder in the Cathedral Thomas Stearns Eliot, 1935 A play in
verse from dramatizes the Murder of Archbishop Thomas Becket by four knights of Henry II's court.
  murder in the cathedral play: Murder in the Cathedral T. S. Eliot, 2020-07-02 T. S. Eliot's
first major full-length verse drama reissued for the 850th anniversary of Thomas Becket's death.
Murder in the Cathedral was written for the Canterbury Festival in 1935 and it remains one of the
great plays of the century. Like Greek drama, its theme and form are rooted in religion and ritual
purgation and renewal, and it was this return to the earliest sources of drama that brought poetry
triumphantly back to the English stage. It is reissued with new covers featuring artwork by Cyril
Power to join the commemorations marking 850 years since Thomas Becket's dramatic murder.
  murder in the cathedral play: T. S. Eliot's 'Murder in the cathedral' and the saint's play
tradition Clifford Davidson,
  murder in the cathedral play: Murder in the Cathedral, Etc. [Notes to Accompany the Play by
T.S. Eliot.]. William Heppell Mason, 1962
  murder in the cathedral play: Murder In The Cathedral Eliot, 2008-02 T.S. Eliot's 'Murder
in the Cathedral' is both a fascinating retelling of the 12th-century assassination of Archbishop
Thomas Becket and a compelling call for resistance in the face of intimidation. Written against the
backdrop of rising Fascism in 20th-century Europe, the classic verse play is as relevant now as it
ever was.
  murder in the cathedral play: A Study Guide for T. S. Eliot's "Murder in the Cathedral"
Gale, Cengage Learning, A Study Guide for T. S. Eliot's Murder in the Cathedral, excerpted from
Gale's acclaimed Drama For Students. This concise study guide includes plot summary; character
analysis; author biography; study questions; historical context; suggestions for further reading; and
much more. For any literature project, trust Drama For Students for all of your research needs.
  murder in the cathedral play: T.S. Eliot's Murder in the Cathedral Thomas R. Vozzella,
2003
  murder in the cathedral play: Murder in the Cathedral Thomas Stearns Eliot, 1965 A
dramatization in verse of the murder of Thomas Becket at Canterbury. The theatre as well as the
church is enriched by this poetic play of grave beauty and momentous decision (New York Times).
Within its limits the play is a masterpiece.... Mr. Eliot has written no better poem than this and none
which seems simpler (Mark Van Doren, The Nation).
  murder in the cathedral play: The Plays of T.S. Eliot Shubha Tiwari, Maneesha Tiwari, 2007
An Established Literary Giant Of All Times, T.S. Eliot Has Attracted Immense Amount Of Critical
Attention. This Book Discusses The Plays Of T.S. Eliot In General And The Role Of Chorus In Them In
Particular. The Plays Discussed Herein Include Sweeney Agonistes, The Rock, Murder In The
Cathedral, The Family Reunion, The Cocktail Party, The Confidential Clerk And The Elder
Statesman. Each Play Has Been Taken Separately And Its Salient Features And The Role Of Chorus
In It Have Been Methodically Studied. Written In Lucid Language And With A Straightforward
Approach, The Book Is Expected To Be Of Special Value To Students And Researchers Of English
Literature And To Particularly Those Interested In T.S. Eliot.
  murder in the cathedral play: Murder in the Cathedral. (Fourth Edition. Reprinted.).
Thomas Stearns Eliot, 1952
  murder in the cathedral play: ,
  murder in the cathedral play: Eliot's Prismatic Plays Jolly Das, 2007 The Book Studies The
Theme Of Quest In T.S. Eliot S Drama, Showing How Religious And Symbolic Implications, Both
Oriental And Occidental, Have A Direct Bearing On His Personal Life.Eliot Used Various Symbols In
His Quest Because He Believed In The Idea Of The Objective Correlative, About Which He Speaks In
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His Essay Hamlet And His Problems. In Order To Express His Theme, Eliot Used Christian Symbols
Like The Quest Of The Holy Grail And The Idea Of The Incarnation On The One Hand, And
Non-Christian Elements Like The Teachings And Life Of The Buddha, Along With References To The
Gita And The Upanishad On The Other. In His Quest For Form And Articulation Eliot Was Influenced
By French Symbolist Poetry, The Metaphysical Poets, The Plays Of Shakespeare And His
Contemporaries, The Poems Of John Davidson, Conrad S Fiction, Music-Hall Performances And Jazz
Music To Name Only A Few.Eliot Wanted To Project Dramatization As The Ideal Form Of Poetic
Articulation On Various Levels Of Significance Drama As A Diversified Multifarious Intensified
Medium Of Audio-Visual-Intellectual Expression. His Search Seems To Have Led Him To A Kind Of
Consummation As An Experimenter, In His Plays, In Communication Through Diverse Verse Forms,
Themes, Characters And Situations, Exposing A Multiplicity Of Experiences Both Physical And
Spiritual. In All His Plays There Is A Distinct Development Towards More Precise Articulation Of The
Innermost Feelings And Emotions Of Modern Urban Man. But, More Important, The Book Traces
Eliot S Personal Quest For Understanding The Meaning Of Existence His Own Life And Its Meaning
Of Which His Poetry And Plays Are A Sort Of Autobiography.
  murder in the cathedral play: T. S. Eliot and the Cultural Divide David E. Chinitz, 2005-12
The modernist poet T. S. Eliot has been applauded and denounced for decades as a staunch
champion of high art and an implacable opponent of popular culture. But Eliot's elitism was never
what it seemed. T. S. Eliot and the Cultural Divide refurbishes this great writer for the twenty-first
century, presenting him as the complex figure he was, an artist attentive not only to literature but to
detective fiction, vaudeville theater, jazz, and the songs of Tin Pan Alley. David Chinitz argues that
Eliot was productively engaged with popular culture in some form at every stage of his career, and
that his response to it, as expressed in his poetry, plays, and essays, was ambivalent rather than
hostile. He shows that American jazz, for example, was a major influence on Eliot's poetry during its
maturation. He discusses Eliot's surprisingly persistent interest in popular culture both in such
famous works as The Waste Land and in such lesser-known pieces as Sweeney Agonistes. And he
traces Eliot's long, quixotic struggle to close the widening gap between high art and popular culture
through a new type of public art: contemporary popular verse drama. What results is a work that will
persuade adherents and detractors alike to return to Eliot and find in him a writer who liked a good
show, a good thriller, and a good tune, as well as a great poem.
  murder in the cathedral play: Dangerous Theatre George Kazacoff, 2011
  murder in the cathedral play: T. S. Eliot’s Ascetic Ideal Joshua Richards, 2020-09-07 In T. S.
Eliot’s Ascetic Ideal, Joshua Richards charts an intellectual history of T. S. Eliot’s interaction with
asceticism. This history is drawn from Eliot’s own education in the topic with the texts he read
integrated into detailed textual analysis. Eliot’s early encounters with the ascetic ideal began a
lifetime of interplay and reflection upon self-denial, purgation, and self-surrender. In 1909, he began
a study of mysticism, likely, in George Santayana’s seminar, and thereafter showed the influence of
this education. Yet, his interaction with the ascetic ideal and his background in mysticism was not a
simple thing; still, his early cynicism was slowly transformed to an embrace.
  murder in the cathedral play: Tennvson And T.S. Eliot: A Comparative Study Rajni Singh,
2005 Alfred Tennyson Tennyson, 1809-1892 and Thomas Stearns Eliot, 1888-1965, English poets.
  murder in the cathedral play: Literature and Institutions of Welfare Jess Cotton, 2024-12-17
Perspectives on the ways in which welfarist ideology has underpinned the teaching, reading and
production of literature from the 1930s to the present. The welfare state in Britain established a new
level of access to literature as a public good alongside other national resources that were grounded
in a principle of democratic egalitarianism: the National Health Service, secondary education,
promises of full employment and new housing structures. This volume charts the impact of the
founding of the welfare state on the teaching, reading and production of literature, and the legacy of
this social democratic vision of literature, from the 1930s to the present day; it is especially
concerned with the representational possibilities, the social arrangements and political claims that
welfare makes possible. Individual contributions consider the ways in which the history of literature



is related to the history of welfare; and how it shaped the literary culture that emerged during these
years; and how literature has communicated the value and character of the welfare state, moving,
like the literature they examine, between a disenchantment with the institutions of welfare and an
urgent need to articulate welfare's vision of social repair. Amongst the particular authors discussed
are Raymond Williams, T.S. Eliot and Caryl Phillips, as well as an evaluation of the publisher
Virago's contribution to the women's movement.
  murder in the cathedral play: Saral Prashnottar BA Semester 5 - English-I paper Saral Study
Group सरल स्टडी ग्रुप , 2025-01-08 Classical Literature & History of English Literature Questions
and answers for English-I paper semester 5 of undergraduate courses of Indian universities in line
with National Education Policy 2020
  murder in the cathedral play: Modernists and the Theatre James Moran, 2021-12-16
Modernists and the Theatre examines how six key modernists, who are best known as poets and
novelists, engaged with the realm of theatre and performance. Drawing on a wealth of unfamiliar
archival material and fresh readings of neglected documents, James Moran demonstrates how these
literary figures interacted with the playhouse, exploring W.B. Yeats's earliest playwriting, Ezra
Pound's onstage acting, the links between James Joyce's and D.H. Lawrence's sense of drama, T.S.
Eliot's thinking about theatrical popularity, and the feminist politics of Virginia Woolf's small-scale
theatrical experimentation. While these modernists often made hostile comments about drama, this
volume highlights how the writers were all repeatedly drawn to the form. While Yeats and Pound
were fascinated by the controlling aspect of theatre, other authors felt inspired by theatre as a
democratic forum in which dissenting voices could be heard. Some of these modernists used theatre
to express and explore identities that had previously been sidelined in the public forum, including
the working-class mining communities of Lawrence's plays, the sexually unconventional and
non-binary gender expressions of Joyce's fiction, and the female experience that Woolf sought to
represent and discuss in terms of theatrical performance. These writers may be known primarily for
creating non-dramatic texts, but this book demonstrates the importance of the theatre to the
activities of these authors, and shows how a sense of the theatrical repeatedly motivated the wider
thinking and writing of six major figures in literary history.
  murder in the cathedral play: Four Quartets ,
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