murder in the cathedral summary

murder in the cathedral summary provides a detailed exploration of T.S. Eliot’s
renowned play, which dramatizes the assassination of Archbishop Thomas Becket in
Canterbury Cathedral in 1170. The article covers the historical context, plot overview, key
characters, thematic elements, and literary significance of the work. By delving into the
complex interplay of politics, religion, and personal conscience depicted in the play, this
summary offers a comprehensive understanding of Eliot’s poetic drama. The analysis also
highlights the structure and style of the play, emphasizing its contribution to modern
verse drama. Readers will find a clear and informative guide that enhances appreciation of
one of the 20th century’s most important theatrical works. The following sections outline
the main aspects of the play for an in-depth study and review.

Historical Background and Context

Plot Overview

Main Characters

Themes and Motifs

Literary Style and Structure

Significance and Legacy

Historical Background and Context

The historical background of murder in the cathedral summary is essential to
understanding the play’s narrative and themes. The play is based on the true story of
Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury, who was murdered in 1170. The conflict
arose between Becket and King Henry II of England over the rights and privileges of the
Church. Becket’s assassination by four knights loyal to the king symbolized the clash
between secular and ecclesiastical powers in medieval England.

T.S. Eliot wrote the play in 1935, during a period of political uncertainty and religious
questioning in Europe. The historical events serve as an allegory for the struggle between
spiritual authority and temporal power, which resonated with contemporary audiences
facing the rise of totalitarian regimes and moral dilemmas.

Political and Religious Climate in 12th Century England

During the 12th century, the English monarchy sought to consolidate power, often at the
expense of the Church’s influence. The tension between King Henry II and Thomas Becket
epitomized this struggle. Becket’s refusal to subordinate the Church to royal authority led
to his exile and eventual martyrdom, highlighting the broader conflict between



governance and faith.

T.S. Eliot’s Motivations and Historical Adaptation

Eliot adapted the historical narrative to explore themes of martyrdom, temptation, and
spiritual integrity. His version emphasizes Becket’s internal conflict and the moral
complexities of his choices, blending historical fact with poetic dramatization. The play
reflects Eliot’s interest in Christian theology and the role of the individual in facing
spiritual trials.

Plot Overview

The plot of murder in the cathedral summary follows the final day in the life of Thomas
Becket after his return to Canterbury from exile. The play opens with Becket’s arrival and
the anticipation of his impending assassination. The narrative is structured around his
confrontations with four tempters and culminates in his martyrdom at the hands of the
king’s knights.

The story unfolds in a lyrical and symbolic manner, focusing on Becket’s internal struggles
and his acceptance of death as a path to spiritual transcendence. The play’s climax depicts
the murder in the cathedral, which serves as both a literal event and a metaphor for the
sacrifice of conscience.

Becket’s Return from Exile

Becket’s return signals a turning point, as he faces the consequences of his defiance
against royal authority. His homecoming is met with a mixture of fear, hope, and political
tension, setting the stage for the unfolding tragedy.

The Four Tempters

Throughout the play, Becket is visited by four tempters who represent different forms of
temptation that challenge his resolve:

e The tempter who offers political power and security.
e The tempter who suggests personal pride and ambition.
e The tempter who tempts with the possibility of martyrdom for fame.

e The tempter who warns against death and suffering.

These encounters dramatize Becket’s moral and spiritual testing as he prepares to face his
fate.



The Assassination Scene

The climax occurs when the four knights, believing they are acting on the king’s wishes,
murder Becket within the sacred space of Canterbury Cathedral. This act of violence
shocks the community and transforms Becket into a martyr and saint.

Main Characters

Understanding the main characters in murder in the cathedral summary is crucial to
grasping the dramatic and thematic depth of the play. Each character embodies distinct
ideological and spiritual positions, contributing to the play’s exploration of conflict and
faith.

Thomas Becket

The protagonist, Archbishop Thomas Becket, is portrayed as a complex and principled
figure. His journey from a political ally of Henry II to a steadfast defender of the Church’s
autonomy highlights his transformation into a martyr. Becket’s internal dialogues and
confrontations with the tempters reveal his spiritual depth and resolve.

King Henry 11

Although Henry II does not appear directly on stage, his influence pervades the play. His
desire to control the Church sets the conflict in motion. The king’s frustration and anger
indirectly lead to Becket’s assassination, making him a pivotal offstage character.

The Four Knights

The knights—Reginald Fitzurse, Hugh de Morville, William de Tracy, and Richard le
Breton—are the agents of Becket’s murder. Their loyalty to the king and their internal
conflicts are depicted with nuance, illustrating the complexity of obedience and guilt.

The Chorus

The Chorus in the play serves as a narrative device that provides commentary, reflects
public opinion, and expresses the moral and religious atmosphere of Canterbury. The
Chorus helps to frame the action and deepen the audience’s understanding of the
unfolding events.

Themes and Motifs

The thematic richness of murder in the cathedral summary makes it a significant work
for literary and theological study. Eliot weaves multiple themes and motifs throughout the



play, providing layers of meaning that explore the human condition and spiritual struggle.

Martyrdom and Sacrifice

The central theme is martyrdom, with Becket’s assassination portrayed as a profound
spiritual sacrifice. The play examines the cost of standing up for one’s beliefs and the idea
that true power lies in moral and spiritual integrity rather than temporal authority.

Conflict Between Church and State

The historical conflict between ecclesiastical authority and royal power is a driving force
in the play. Eliot uses this tension to explore broader questions about the nature of
authority, justice, and obedience.

Temptation and Spiritual Testing

The four tempters symbolize different challenges to Becket’s faith and resolve. Their
interactions highlight the nature of temptation as a test of character and the importance of
steadfastness in the face of moral dilemmas.

Fate and Free Will

The play grapples with the tension between destiny and human choice. Becket’s
acceptance of his fate underscores themes of predestination and the ethical responsibility
of individual action.

Literary Style and Structure

murder in the cathedral summary includes an examination of the play’s distinctive
literary style and structure, which contribute to its enduring impact. Eliot’s work is
notable for its poetic language, dramatic form, and use of classical and religious elements.

Verse Drama and Poetic Language

The play is written in verse, employing poetic devices such as rhythm, meter, and imagery
to enhance its emotional and spiritual intensity. Eliot’s language elevates the historical
narrative to a timeless meditation on faith and sacrifice.

Chorus and Classical Influences

Eliot incorporates the Chorus reminiscent of Greek tragedy, providing a collective voice
that reflects societal values and moral judgment. This classical structure lends the play a



ritualistic and solemn tone.

Symbolism and Imagery

The play is rich with symbolism, including religious iconography and metaphors related to
light, darkness, and cleansing. These images reinforce the themes of redemption and
spiritual enlightenment.

Significance and Legacy

The significance of murder in the cathedral summary lies in its contribution to modern
drama and its exploration of timeless themes. Since its premiere, the play has been
praised for its artistic innovation and profound moral inquiry.

Impact on Modern Drama

Eliot’s fusion of poetry and drama influenced the development of verse drama in the 20th
century. The play’s solemn tone and philosophical depth set it apart from conventional
theatrical works, inspiring subsequent playwrights and scholars.

Religious and Cultural Influence

As a meditation on faith, martyrdom, and conscience, the play continues to resonate with
audiences interested in religious history and ethics. Its portrayal of Becket as a martyr has
reinforced his historical and spiritual legacy.

Critical Reception and Adaptations

The play has been widely studied and performed, receiving acclaim for its complex
characters and thematic richness. Various adaptations in theater and radio have expanded
its reach and interpretation.

1. Historical Context and Its Relevance
2. Plot and Character Analysis

3. Thematic Exploration

4. Stylistic Features of the Play

5. Lasting Legacy in Literature and Theatre



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Murder in the Cathedral'?

The main theme of 'Murder in the Cathedral' is the conflict between church and state,
focusing on martyrdom and the moral and spiritual struggles of Thomas Becket.

Who is the central character in '‘Murder in the
Cathedral' and what is his significance?

The central character is Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury, whose martyrdom
after standing up to King Henry II highlights themes of faith, sacrifice, and the power
struggle between religious and royal authority.

How does T.S. Eliot portray the conflict in 'Murder in
the Cathedral'?

T.S. Eliot portrays the conflict through the tension between Thomas Becket and King
Henry II, illustrating the clash between secular power and spiritual integrity, ultimately
leading to Becket's assassination.

What is the structure of 'Murder in the Cathedral'?

'Murder in the Cathedral' is structured as a verse drama, divided into two acts with
interspersed choral odes that reflect on the action and themes, similar to a Greek tragedy.

Why is 'Murder in the Cathedral' considered a
significant work in modern drama?

It is considered significant for its poetic language, exploration of complex moral and
religious issues, innovative use of chorus, and its influence on modern interpretations of
historical and spiritual themes.

Additional Resources

1. Murder in the Cathedral: An Analysis

This book provides a detailed examination of T.S. Eliot's play "Murder in the Cathedral,"
exploring its historical context and thematic depth. It delves into the conflict between
church and state, the nature of martyrdom, and the spiritual struggles of Thomas Becket.
The analysis also highlights Eliot's poetic techniques and dramatic structure.

2. The Life and Death of Thomas Becket

Focusing on the historical figure at the center of "Murder in the Cathedral," this biography
traces Becket's rise to Archbishop of Canterbury and his turbulent relationship with King
Henry II. The book provides insight into the political and religious tensions of 12th-century
England, culminating in Becket's assassination. It offers a comprehensive background that



enhances understanding of the play's events.

3. Martyrdom and Power in Medieval England

This work explores the concept of martyrdom within the medieval period, particularly in
relation to political authority and the church. It discusses how figures like Thomas Becket
became symbols of resistance and sanctity. The book situates "Murder in the Cathedral”
within a broader tradition of religious and political conflict.

4. Drama and Religion: The Intersection in T.S. Eliot’s Works

Examining the religious themes in Eliot’s plays, this book pays special attention to
"Murder in the Cathedral." It investigates how Eliot uses drama to express complex
theological ideas and moral questions. The study also compares this play with other
religious dramas of the 20th century.

5. The Assassination of Thomas Becket: Historical and Literary Perspectives

This text combines historical records and literary interpretations to provide a well-
rounded view of Becket's murder. It analyzes differing accounts of the event and how they
influenced various retellings, including Eliot's dramatic portrayal. The book also considers
the lasting cultural impact of Becket’s assassination.

6. Power, Conscience, and Conflict: Themes in Murder in the Cathedral

Focusing on the central themes of Eliot’s play, this book discusses the moral dilemmas
faced by Thomas Becket. It examines the tension between personal conscience and
political obligation, as well as the nature of sacrifice. The author offers critical insights
into how these themes resonate in contemporary contexts.

7. Medieval Politics and the Church: The Backdrop of Murder in the Cathedral

This scholarly book explores the complex relationship between church authority and royal
power during the 12th century. It provides historical background essential for
understanding the political dynamics depicted in "Murder in the Cathedral." The text is
rich with details on governance, law, and ecclesiastical influence.

8. Religious Symbolism in T.S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral

This study focuses on the use of religious symbols and imagery throughout the play. It
interprets Eliot's symbolic language and how it enhances the spiritual and dramatic
intensity of the narrative. The book also discusses the significance of ritual and ceremony
within the play.

9. The Legacy of Thomas Becket in Literature and Culture

This book traces the influence of Thomas Becket’s martyrdom across various literary and
cultural works. It includes chapters on "Murder in the Cathedral" and other adaptations,
showing how Becket’s story has been reinterpreted over time. The work highlights the
enduring fascination with themes of justice, faith, and resistance.
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murder in the cathedral summary: 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 summary: Uttar Pradesh Assistant Professor English Krishna
Sharma, This book has been designed as per the latest syllabus of the higher board that conducts
Assistant Professor Exams in the state of Uttar Pradesh. All topics of ten units have been included in
the book. Summaries of plays, novels, and poetries of different writers included in the syllabus are
part of this descriptive book. It covers all units in detail. Important lines and quotes of writers who
are expected to be asked in the exam have been included. It is a descriptive book as per the latest
syllabus of the Uttar Pradesh Higher Education Selection Commission.

murder in the cathedral summary: A Half-century of Eliot Criticism Mildred Martin, 1972
Listing and commenting on almost 2700 items, the work provides the only annotated bibliography of
a major contemporary author that is virtually complete. Includes three indexes.

murder in the cathedral summary: Plot Summary Index , 1981

murder in the cathedral summary: British and American Drama (English Book) Dr.
Sangeeta Arora , Dr. Shalini Agrawal , 2023-07-01 Discover the captivating world of British and
American Drama with our comprehensive e-Book designed for B.A. 3rd Semester students at U.P.
State Universities. Aligned with the common syllabus of NEP-2020, this engaging resource offers
in-depth insights and analysis of iconic plays, characters, and themes from both British and
American theatrical traditions. Elevate your understanding of Drama and excel in your studies with
this essential e-Book.

murder in the cathedral summary: The T. S. Eliot Studies Annual John D. Morgenstern,
2017-03-06 The T. S. Eliot Studies Annual features the year’s best scholarship on this major literary
figure.

murder in the cathedral summary: British and American Drama (English) For B.A. (Sem.3)
According to NEP-2020 R. Bansal, 2022-09-24 Contents: 1. Drama : Elements and Types 2. Literary
Terms (Drama) 3. Othello (By William Shakespeare) 4. Macbeth (By William Shakespeare) 5. Arms
And The Man (By George Bernard Shaw) 6. She Stoops To Conquer (By Oliver Goldsmith) 7. Look
Back In Anger (By John Osborne) 8. Murder In The Cathedral (By T. S. Eliot) 9. A Street Car Named
Desire (By Tennessee Williams) 10. The Glass Menagerie (By Tennessee Williams) 11. All My Sons
(By Arthur Miller). Additional Information: The author of this book is R. Bansal.
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murder in the cathedral summary: A Study Guide for T. S. Eliot's "Murder in the
Cathedral” Cengage Learning Gale, 2017-07-25 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 summary: 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
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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 summary: Germany's Violations of the Laws of War 1914-15 France.
Ministére des affaires étrangeres, 1915

murder in the cathedral summary: Germany's Violations of the Laws of War 1914-1915
France. Ministere des affaires étrangeres, 1915

murder in the cathedral summary: Ford Madox Ford's Novels John A. Meixner, 1962-01-01
Ford Madox Ford's Novels was first published in 1962. Minnesota Archive Editions uses digital
technology to make long-unavailable books once again accessible, and are published unaltered from
the original University of Minnesota Press editions. The name of Ford Madox Ford appears again
and again in twentieth-century literature, in many different connections. He was especially
renowned as a literary personality, as a brilliant editor, and as an encourager of talented and
emerging writers—the Only Uncle of the Gifted Young, as H G. Wells called him. But he was also a
major novelist in his own right, a fact which has been increasingly recognized in recent years. In this
book, Mr. Meixner, a former assistant professor of English at the University of Kansas, presents an
illuminating study of Ford's novels: descriptive, analytic, and evaluative. In particular he has been
concerned—since the novelist was a highly conscious craftsman—with elucidating the techniques by
which Ford gave (or failed to give) an intality. The reputations of The Good Soldier and of Ford's
Tietjens novels have steadily risen in the last decade. Mr. Meixner's appraisals of these works are
the fullest and probably the most perceptive yet published. A shortened version of his Good Soldier
essay evoked much critical interest when it appeared in The Kenyon Review under the title The
Saddest Story. Mr. Meixner also examines such interesting novels as the Fifth Queen trilogy, Ladies
Whose Bright Eyes, Mr. Fleight, Mr. Apollo, A Call, and The Marsden Case. During his lifetime, from
1873 to 1939, Ford published 76 books, including not only novels but poetry, memoirs, history,
travels, biography, and literary criticism. He collaborated on three novels with Joseph Conrad, was
an early, constant champion of Henry James, introduced D. H. Lawrence to the literary world, and
published the first sections of James Joyce's Finnegans Wake.He was editor of both The English
Review and the transatlantic review (on which he appointed Ernest Hemingway as his assistant
editor).

murder in the cathedral summary: American Literature (Teacher Guide) Dr. James Stobaugh,
2012-12-12 The vital resource for grading all assignments from the American Literature course,
including options to help personalize the coursework for the individual student to develop: Essay
writing skills, Higher ACT/SAT scores, Solid worldviews, and Strong vocabulary.

murder in the cathedral summary:,

murder in the cathedral summary: The Literary Criterion, 1989

murder in the cathedral summary: A Study Guide for T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock” T. S. Eliot,

murder in the cathedral summary: T.S. Eliot and Early Modern Literature Steven Matthews,
2013-02-21 T.S. Eliot and Early Modern Literature provides a comprehensive discussion of the
engagement of Eliot with that earlier English literary period which he declared to be his favorite. It
offers a full sense of the critical and literary context against which Eliot measured his own ideas on
Early Modern poets and playwrights.

murder in the cathedral summary: Prose and Fiction Part-II Mr. Rohit Manglik,
2023-10-23 In this book, we will study about complex prose narratives and fiction with emphasis on
literary analysis and authorial styles.
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