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VERSE DRAMA

Introduction to "Murder in the Cathedral"

Murder in the Cathedral is a significant work by the renowned poet and playwright T.S. Eliot, first
performed in 1935. This verse drama explores the themes of morality, power, and the conflict
between church and state, centering around the historical figure of Thomas Becket, the Archbishop
of Canterbury, and his tragic fate. The play is not only a reflection of the political and religious
tensions of the 12th century but also serves as a meditation on the nature of martyrdom and the



complexities of human choice.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate the nuances of Eliot's play, it is essential to understand the historical backdrop
against which it is set.

The Historical Thomas Becket

Thomas Becket was born in 1119 and became the Archbishop of Canterbury in 1162. His
relationship with King Henry II of England was tumultuous, primarily due to their conflicting views
on the rights and privileges of the Church. Key events that led to Becket's murder include:

1. Rise to Power: Initially, Becket was a close ally of Henry II, serving as Chancellor. However, his
elevation to Archbishop transformed him into a defender of the church.

2. Conlflict with the Crown: As Archbishop, Becket resisted the king's attempts to exert control over
the Church, leading to a fierce power struggle.

3. Exile and Return: Following a series of disputes, Becket fled to France for six years. He returned
to England in 1170, believing reconciliation with the king was possible.

4. Martyrdom: Becket was murdered in Canterbury Cathedral on December 29, 1170, by knights
loyal to Henry II, who perceived him as a threat to royal authority.

The historical Becket's life and death serve as the foundation for Eliot's exploration of themes such
as faith, loyalty, and the consequences of political machinations.

Eliot’s Adaptation

Eliot’s play deviates from strict historical retelling. Instead, he imbues it with poetic language and
philosophical reflections, allowing for a deeper exploration of the human condition. The play is
structured in a series of acts that reflect key moments in Becket's life, emphasizing:

- The Internal Struggle: Becket’s conflict is not merely with the king but also within himself as he
grapples with his identity as a leader of the Church and a friend to the king.

- The Chorus: The play features a group of women representing the citizens of Canterbury, who
voice the community's fears and uncertainties. Their role is pivotal, reflecting the public's
perspective on the events.



Major Themes in "Murder in the Cathedral”

Eliot's "Murder in the Cathedral" presents several interwoven themes that contribute to its richness
and depth.

Martyrdom

One of the most prominent themes in the play is martyrdom. Becket's ultimate sacrifice is portrayed
not merely as a tragic end but as a profound act of faith. Eliot explores:

- The Nature of True Sacrifice: Becket’s martyrdom raises questions about the motivations behind
sacrifice—whether it is for personal glory or genuine commitment to a higher cause.

- The Cost of Faith: The play interrogates what it means to truly believe, suggesting that true faith
often requires confronting personal and societal conflicts.

Conflict between Church and State

Eliot delves into the ongoing struggle for power between ecclesiastical authority and the monarchy:

- Power Dynamics: The play highlights the intricacies of political power and the Church's role in
governance, illustrating how these forces can collide.

- Consequences of Authority: Through Becket's fate, Eliot critiques the dangers of unchecked power,
both in religious and political spheres.

Choice and Free Will

The theme of choice is central to the play:

- Becket's Dilemma: Throughout the play, Becket faces dilemmas that challenge his convictions. He
is torn between his loyalty to the king and his duty to God.

- Interplay of Fate and Free Will: Eliot examines how choices shape destiny, emphasizing that while
humans possess free will, they must also confront the repercussions of their decisions.

Structure and Style

Eliot's use of language, structure, and style in "Murder in the Cathedral" plays a crucial role in
conveying its themes.



Verse Form

The play is written in verse, which allows Eliot to employ a heightened language that elevates the
characters' struggles to a more universal plane. Some notable aspects include:

- Rhythmic Quality: The verse creates a musicality that enhances the dramatic tension and emotional
resonance of the dialogue.

- Imagery and Symbolism: Eliot uses rich imagery and symbolism to convey complex themes. The
cathedral itself becomes a potent symbol of both sanctuary and conflict.

The Role of the Chorus

The Chorus serves multiple functions within the play:

- Moral Compass: They reflect the emotional and spiritual state of the community, acting as a moral
barometer for the audience.

- Foreshadowing: Their lamentations foreshadow the tragic events to come, creating a sense of
inevitability that permeates the narrative.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Since its debut, "Murder in the Cathedral" has received significant acclaim and remains a pivotal
work in both literature and theatre.

Influence on Modern Theatre

Eliot's play is often credited with revitalizing the English verse drama, paving the way for future
playwrights to explore complex themes through poetic language. Its impact can be seen in the works
of:

- Christopher Fry: Known for his lyrical style and exploration of spiritual themes.

- Tennessee Williams: Who utilized poetic elements in his own dramatic narratives.

Ongoing Relevance

The themes of "Murder in the Cathedral" continue to resonate in contemporary discussions about
power, faith, and morality. The play prompts audiences to reflect on:

- The Nature of Leadership: Questions about the responsibilities of leaders resonate strongly in



today’s political climate.

- Faith in Modern Society: Becket's struggle raises enduring questions about how individuals
navigate their beliefs in a complex world.

Conclusion

In "Murder in the Cathedral," T.S. Eliot crafts a profound exploration of faith, power, and the human
condition. Through the lens of Thomas Becket's life and martyrdom, the play invites audiences to
consider the weight of choices and the intricate dance between authority and morality. Its rich
themes and poetic language ensure that it remains a vital work, encouraging reflection and
discussion across generations. Eliot's ability to weave historical narrative with philosophical inquiry
solidifies "Murder in the Cathedral" as a cornerstone of modern drama, one that continues to inspire
and provoke thought in a contemporary context.

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, and the
exploration of martyrdom, sacrifice, and the nature of true faith.

How does T.S. Eliot portray Thomas Becket's character in
'Murder in the Cathedral'?

Eliot portrays Thomas Becket as a complex figure torn between his loyalty to the Church and the
demands of political power, ultimately leading him to embrace his fate as a martyr.

What role do the Chorus and women play in 'Murder in the
Cathedral'?

The Chorus, representing the voice of the common people, reflects the moral and social implications
of Becket's actions, while the women symbolize the emotional and spiritual aspects of the conflict.

How does Eliot use language and verse in 'Murder in the
Cathedral'?

Eliot employs a mix of verse forms, including blank verse and lyrical passages, to create a rhythmic
and dramatic effect that enhances the play's spiritual and philosophical themes.

What is the significance of the four tempters in ‘Murder in the



Cathedral'?

The four tempters represent different worldly desires and pressures that challenge Becket's resolve,
illustrating the internal struggle between personal ambition and spiritual duty.

In what ways does 'Murder in the Cathedral' reflect the
historical context of the 12th century?

The play reflects the historical context of the 12th century through its depiction of the power
struggle between King Henry II and Thomas Becket, highlighting the tensions between secular
authority and religious conviction.
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Explore the themes and significance of 'Murder in the Cathedral' by T.S. Eliot. Discover how this
powerful play examines morality and faith. Learn more!
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