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1.0 OBJECTIVES

This Unit will familiarise you with T.S. Eliot's:

Lifeand works

Dramatic experiments : Sveeney Agonistes and The Rock
Essays relevant to his plays; and his

Poetic dramas

oo

1.1 INTRODUCTION: LIFE AND WORKSOF
T.S.ELIOT

Thomas Stearns Eliot was born in St. Louis, Missouri, on 26™ September, 1888.
William GreenLeaf Eliot (Eliot's grandfather from hisfather's side) was one of the
earliest Eliot settlersin St. Louis. I-lewasa Unitarian minister. Unitarianism arose in
America in the mid eighteenth century asawave against Puritanism and its beliefs in
man's innate goodness and thedoctrine of damnation. Unitarianism perceived God
askind. In 1834 William GreenLeaf Eliot established a Unitarian cliurcli in St.

Louis. Hewasalso instrumental in setting up Washington University there.

Of the fourteen children born to William GreenL eaf Eliot and his wife, only four
survived. Henry Ware Eliot, Eliot's father, was the second of the surviving children.
He graduated from Washington University and worked for a grocery businessfor a
short while. Later, he joined a brick making firm of which he eventually became the
chairperson.

In 1869 T.S. Eliot's father, Henry Ware Eliot, married Charlotte Champe Stearns
who was a school teacher in St. Louis. Shewas involved in social work and
advocated women's rights. T.S. Eliot was the youngest of the six children born to
Henry Ware Eliot and Charlotte Champe Stearns. Thefirst four were girlsand nine
years separated Thomas and his brother, Henry. T.S. Eliot's mother was profoundly
influenced by her father-in-law, William GreenLeaf Eliot. She raised her children
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according to hisvalues. He was a strong believer in self denial and public service.
When T.S. Eliot was sixteen his mother published a biography of William GreenLeaf
Eliot and dedicated it to her children, "'Lest They Forget."

T.S. Eliot gtarted school late = at the age of seven or eight — because he was a sickly
child suffering from " congenital hernia." Eliot went to a school in St. Louis until
1905. Later, he went to Miller Academy at Massachussetts for ayear. He joined
Harvard at the age of eighteen. By thetime Eliot was in Harvard he had broken avay
from the strong Unitarian influence at home and had become indifferent to the
church. While at Harvard from 1906-1910 Eliot began writing. In 1908 Eliot read
Arthur Symon's book, The Symbolist Movement in Literature which introduced him
to the poetry of LaForgue. From La Forgue Eliot learnt to confess through voices
and to dramatiseirrational thoughts. He was struck by Symon's call for a spiritual
vision to eclipse the redlistic tradition,

It was in astudent magazine, The Harvard Advocate that Eliot published hisfirst
poems at the age of twenty. Later, Eliot said that theform he adopted in 1908 and
1909 was directly derived from his study of La Forgue as well as from Elizabethan
dramain itslater phase. Between 1909-1912 Eliot wrote agroup of poems, later
published in the collection, Prufrock and Other Observations. These poems dealt
with the ""New Boston" of Eliot's youth. Unlikethe “old Boston™ of Puritan values

with which Henry James was associated, Eliot's Boston was decadent and corrupt. It

was very unhealthy, highly commercialised with an influx of immigrants. Failing to
find life among equals Eliot went into slum areas. He deliberately moved in squalid
places. His poeins pick up the images of "cigaretes butts," " broken glass™ “dirty
windows" etc. "Preludes” written about 1910 picks up several sordid images. St.
Louis had been a peaceful phase in Eliot's life. In acertain way, the move from St.
Louis to Boston had changed Eliot.

In hislast year at Harvard Eliot wanted, to get away from his life there, and his
family's persistent questions about his career. He went to Paris. Through Symons,
Eliot had already developed an interest in French poetry. While at Paris, Eliot
attended several lectures by the French philosopher Henri Bergson at the College de
France. By February 1911, Eliot wasdisillusioned with Paris. He felt the city was
drab like London. Many of his poeins pick up the drab appearance of modern cities.

In 1911, Eliot returned to Harvard and entered graduate school in Philosophy. In
1913 he had become the President of the Philosophy Club. A year later, in 1914,
whileEliot's doctoral thesis was still incomplete he went to Oxford on a travelling
fellowship to study Aristotlefor a year under Harold Joachim, at Merton College.
Thefirst world war brokeout in 1914. Eliot took up aschool teacher's job a High
Wycombe Grammar School at Oxford to supplement his income.

Eliot met several important literary personalities in England. An introduction from
Conrad Aiken had ied him to meet Ezra Pound. In 1916, Eliot met Clive Bell and
through him the Bloomsbury group. Eliot's stay in London was important in his life
for another reason too. It was herethat he met Vivienne Haigh-Wood whom he later
married. They were both twenty six when they met.

In 1917 Eliot gave up teaching and entered the foreign department of Lloyd's Bank
where he worked until 1925. In 1921, Eliot wrote the draft of his most famous poem
The Waste Land. The poem was edited by Pound and published in The Criterion in
1922.

The year 1927 wasaturning point in Eliot's life, in that, it was in this year that he
became a British citizen and also joined the Anglican Church of England. He was
drawn to the Church of England because Anglicanism acknowledges that the truth of
the scriptures is only dimly traced and must be verified by individual judgement. Of
course, Eliot's growing attachment to the English past was yet another reason for




joining the ChurCh At etime of Eliot's conversion he was 39 years of age. In his
preface to For Lancelot Andrewes gior gared that he was™a Classicist in literature,
Royalist in Politics and Anglo-Catholic in religion.”

After 1927 Eliot’s poetry was different. Altliough the first phase of his poetry also
talked of the spiritual world implicitly, in the second phase - after his conversion —
his poetry became more religious. Poems like* Journey of the Magi," ""A Song for
Simeon” and “Ash Wednesday" expressthis. In this same group of religious writings
also fall Murder in the Cathedral and The Rock. Much Later, in 1939, Eliot
published his essay on the idea of a Christian Society to communicate his views on
the subject of religion.

Eljot returned to America in 1932 for the first time (since a brief visit in 1915) to
lecture at Harvard and Virginia. These lectures were later published in The Used
Poetry and The Used Criticism and After Strange Gods. Around this time Eliot was
alsodeveloping an interest in drama. Of course, he had earlier helped in publishing
his mother's long dramatic poem, Savonarola and in 1920 was persuaded by Pound
to translate the Agamentnon by Aeschylus.

Theyear 1933 was a difficult year for Eliot. He left hiswife Vivienne Haigh-Wood.
Her neurotic, sickly condition which started a few months after their marriage made it
impossiblefor Eliot to continue with the marriage. Vivienne died in 1947 in an
asylum. Severa yearslater in 1957, Eliot met Valerie Fletcher and married her.

Eliot was happy in this marriage.

In 1936, three years after Eliot left Vivienne, his second collected poems appeared
containing the first of the Four Quartets “Burnt Norton.” With The Four Quartets
(1935-1942) Eliot reached the peak of his historical, spiritual works. Sincethen, he
seems to have devoted himself above dl to dramatic poems and to essays in Social
and Christian philosophy.

Five playsfollowéd Four Quartets: Murder in the Cathedral (1935), The Fanﬁly
Reunion (1939), The Cocktail Party (1949), The Confidential Clerk (1953) and The
Elder Statesnten (1957)

In 1948 Eliot was awarded the order of merit and the Nobel Prize for literature. He
died in London in 1965 and as desired by him ,his ashes were buried in the village of
East Coker in England from where his ancestor Andrew Eliot had emigrated to
America. On his grave is a plague saying, “In my End is my Beginning."

1.2 ELIOT’S EARLY DRAMATIC EXPERIMENTS:
SWEENEY AGONISTES AND THE ROCK

Sweeney Agonistes: Fragmentsof an AristophanicMeodrama

Sweeney Agonistes isa long poem in dramatic form. It wasfirst published as two
fragments. Thefirst, " Fragments of a Prologue™ was published in the New Criterion
of October 1926 and the "' Fragment of an Agon™ in January, 1927 under the general
title of Wanna Go Home Baby?. The title picks up the language of the English pubs
in the 1920s. Sweeney Agonistes contained two epigraphsfrom Aeschylus’
Choephoroi and St. John d the Cross pointing to the Greek and Christian focus of the
work. Thefirst onedramatises the hero's haunting by the furies. The second refers
to the soul's need to divest itself of the love of created beings. Both these themes
appear in Murder in the Cathedral. When the fragments were published in 1932 ina
book form, the two epigraphs were retained but the title had changed into, Sveeney
Agonistes: Fragmentsd an Aristophanic Drama,

T.S.Eliot Essays
and other works
related tothe play
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By combining Sweeney with Agonistes Eliot was trying to interface Milton's Samson
Agonisteswith Sveeney s situation in modern times. Samson Agonistes isinexilein
an alien world, who brings that world down around his own head to destroy evil.
Sweeney isalsoaspiritua exilein an aien world and he too destroys part of himself
in attacking the world. Eliot's readersarefamiliar with Sweeney who has been used
in several contextsto suggest man a his most elemental level.

In a sense the play is acommentary on the postponement of religious awakening in
moderntimes. The world to which the audience of Samson Agonistes would return to
was world war shocked London but seen through the eyes of the " sensational press.”
The view of humanity is like reading News of the Warld, a Sunday weekly, which
catered to popular taste. In the early twenties, News of the World specialised in
graphic accounts of crimes in Britian at that time.

Sweeney Agonistes has been called “Aristophanic” in the sense that it combines
comic surface satire with the ritunlistic celebration of birth and death. It is
melodramatic in the sense that it uses music hall tradition and flat characters, inflated
emotions and overdramatised situations,

Interestingly, athough the Sweeney fragments had atitle of their own, Eliot felt that
they could not redlly stand alone, When he gathered his poems together for the

Callected Poems volume 1936, he placed Samson Agonistes in a section called
“Unfinished Poems' and it till remains in that state today.

Sweeney Agonistes is based on life in modern times. Doris and Dusty are two lower
middle class London prostitutes. When the dramatic poem begins Doris and Dusty
are debating about whether they should invite Pereira— the one who pays the rent for
the apartment —to the card party that they are giving that night. They decide not to
invite him, because he can't betrusted, When the phone rings Doris and Dusty panic
because they know who the caller is, Dusty informsthe caller Pereira, that Doris is
sick and can't attend to the phone. Pereiraingists, I-lis insistence in meeting Doris
and Dusty suggests his identity asaspiritual pursuer. These people are viewed
negatively in Eliot's works becausethey can't accept theagony of purgation.

At the party two other characters show up " Cap™ Horsfall and ' Loot," Sam
Wauchope with their former war friends Klipstein and Krumpacker — American
business men visiting London. The party is fraught with doubt and distrust as the
card game continues. We get aforeboding of death and violence, The party guests
decide to goto anearby pub. Sweeney Agonistesisthe pub keeper. Unlike the other
characters, Sweeney is not aflat character, He introduces the dimension of tragic
horror into the world of Dusty and Dorisand others. He heightens their feelings of
distrust by narrating a story about the murder of agirl. Slowly dl leave the pub with
the exception of Doris and Sweeney asks her “Wanna Go Home Baby?' She goes
back homewith him and islater found murdered in abath fulfilling the forebodings
of thecard game. Later, Sweeney too isdiscovered murdered.

Sweeney Agonistes may have been the first dramatic venture by Eliot but it isan
important experiment:

a It isthefirst dramatic version of the theme of spiritual pilgrimage, arecurrent
theme in his plays,

b. [t introduces contemporary rhythms and diction into poetic drama. Jazz and
telephonic conversations are used. Thisisin keeping with Eliot's beliefs that
the new dramashould combine poetry with entertainment. In the 1920s in
England, a popular mode of entertainment was the vaudeville. Tt was here
that Jazz was heard. He aso felt that Jazz was an important art because it
still kept a social unity in the relationship between the performers and the
audience that had disappeared in other forms of dramatic art.
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Jazz had a special appeal to Eliot because it not only symbolised the
superficial elements of amodern materialistic society but it alsotouched the
primitive side of man's nature In itsthrobbing rhythms,,

c. It stressesthe agony of saints.

d. It introducesa chorus to voice communal feeling and deals with one of his
centra themes —that of spiritual conflict;and growth in an exceptional human
being and its relations and repercussions in the lives of ordinary people.
Relationships are worked out in terms of spiritual awareness.

The Rock

This wasa pageant play which opened on May 28", 1934 a Saddler's Wells Theatre,
London, It was written to raise funds to build nev Anglican churches for the
growingsuburbs. The theme of the pageant is the building of the church. Eliot was
writing under the direction of E. Martin Browne whom he hed already met in 1930
when he was staying with Bishop George Bell at Chichester. The play's versification
ismodelled on the medeival English play Everyman. For form he was indebted to

Greek tragedly.

The scenariofor the pageant was outlined for Eliot by Browne and Webb-Odell. In
hisessay, The Three Voicesd Poetry Eliot statesthat he merely filled in the words.
When Eliot published his poetic collections, he included only the choral passages of
The Rock.

The play opens with the Chorus lamenting the temporal order gaining ascendancy
over the spiritual. Tn modern times, the church is seen as having a limited value. A
group of workersenter and point out that building a church is adifferent experience
from buildinga bank, Thereisa certain commitment that isemotional which goes
with the former. The Saxons enter at this point and explain the history of Christianity
and itsintroduction into England. The Chorus reminds the congregation of
contemporary timesto keep the flag of Christianity up by building churches,

Soon we cone to know of the various challenges facing the church. For one, the land
given for church building is not good. For another, a Marxist comes and creates an
uproar by stating that the funds given for Church building should go into building
homes for the needy. We are also reminded about the Danish invasion of England
and the persecution of early Christians. Hearing about all this the Chorus almost falls
into despair but the character, Rock, brings them out of it by pointing to the power of
the eternal over the temporal.

In the final scene, the construction of the church isshown as completed, throwing
light upon darkness.

Eliot was involved with some aspects of this play's production as he waswithi al his
later plays.

Importance of The Rock as a Dramatic Experiment

Although, in his Three Voicesd Poetry, Eliot dated that the Chorusin The
Rock did not have any voice of its own, the Chorus in thiswork isimportant,

a. The Chorus consists of seven men and ten women wearing half masks to
emphasizetheir "' impersonality,” The " Rock" isacharacter. The Choruswas
trained and coordinated by Elsie Fogerty, principal of the Central School of
Speech and Drama, and her colleague, Gwynneth Thurburn.
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b. . The Chorus is both a vehicle of socia commentary and a dramatic instrument
for piercing through the level of philosophic and theological implications of
the actions.

c. The ideaof suffering of the person who acts, the need to perfect one's will,
and the conflict between eternal and temporal orders, are things seen In
Murder in the Cathedral which was written ayear later in 1935.

1.3 ELIOT'SESSAYSRELEVANT TO HISPLAYS

T.S. Eliot's essays on drama can be divided into three parts: First, the Elizabsthan
essays which discussthe criteriafor drama. Second, his assessment of the situation
in contemporary theatre and third, Eliot's statements about hisideal of poetic drama.
It isimportant to remember that most of Eliot's essays were written before the first
performance of hisfirst play. Only afew were written after he had established g
reputation as adramatist.

Shakespeare isacentral focus in Eliot's essayson the Elizabethans. He recognised
Shakespeare's genius and hefound his use of the blank verse particularly innovative.
Shakespeare's verse rhythms picked up the colloquial speech of his age. [n The

Misi ¢ & Poetry (Glasgow: Jackson, 1942), Eliot states that “Shakespeare did more
for English language than any other poet adapting drama to colloquia speech.”
Shakepeare’s verse rhythms, he argues, reflected aworld in which reality was not
fragmented. But, Eliot remarks, that in tlie formless nature of modern age,
Shakespeare's verse rhythms do not apply. In The Waste Land Eliot had stated that
writers after Shakespeare should evolve their own verse styles instead of imitating
Shakespeare. Thefailure of verse drama in the nineteenth century, Eliot argues, was
because their verse rhythmswere not tied to colloquial speech of thetime. His views
on thissubject are expressed in his book Poetry and Drama (Cambridge, MA : HUP,
1951). About Eliot's own strugglesto get away from Shakespeare he discusses in his
essay,.“The Need for Poetic Drama." (Listener 16-411, 25 Nov. 1936 : 994-995).

Apart from his comments about tlie Elizabethans, Eliot also wrote several essays
assessing the state of contemporary theatre. One of the major problems in
¢ontemporary theatre Eliot states in "'A Dialogue on Poetic Drama,” (Eliot Selected
Essays 31-45) was tlie fact that unlike the Elizabethan and Restoration periods (or
even earlier), where there was a moral code that the dramatist shared with the
audience, intlie modern age there was no such mora code. Thisdistanced the
modern dramatistsfrom their audience's sensibilities. Moreover, the fact that the
standard modern plays were made for the actors, Eliot felt, made it difficult for poetic
dramato be effective. In his essay on "The Duchessd Malf : and Poetic Drama,"
(Art and Letters 3.1 Winter 1919120 : 36-39), he says, “the successful presentation of
apoetic play like Webster's or Shakespeare's demands that the actor not try to
improve or interpret the script - rather, that he efface his personal vanity.

While advocating the need for a poetic drama in modern times, Eliot stated that " A
new dramatic literature cannot come about until audiences and producers can help
poets write for the theatre (' Audiences, Producers, Plays, Poets” New Verse 18 Dec.
1935 ; 3-4). The actor, Eliot said, should be selected and trained early for the purpose
of speaking versedrama. Similarly, " Poets wlio write for the stage cannot simply
learn about tlietheatre and fill scripts with poetry: they must learn to write a different
kind of poetry, in wliich the implicit speaker is not the poet himself — asisthe case
with ordinary poetry — but someone else”" (" The Future,of Poetic Drama." [Journal of
British Drama League, London] 17, Oct. 1938: 3-5). Eliot wasat pains to point out
that poetry should not be merely ornamental in drama and that style and matter
should be suited to each other in poetic drama. Hesays: " Good poetic dramais not



simply a play trandated into verse but rather aplay wholly conceived and coinposed
in terms Of poetry, embodying a pattern like that of music" (Poetry and Drama
Cambridge, MA : HUP, 1951). For Eliot the highest aim of poetic dramaisto bring
us to the border of those feelings which can be expressed only in music without
leaving the everyday world of dramatic action.

The reason why Eliot found poetic drama important was because he believed that
“poetry isthe natural medium for drama, providing the intense excitement that the
abstractions of a prose play cannot offer” (**The Need for Poetic Drama,"” Listener 16-
411, 25 Nov. 1936 : 994-995). Eliot credits Y eats and the Abbey Theatre for the
reviva of the genre. In Eliot's view, Ibsen, Strindberg, and Chekov were good poets
who were constrained by the limits of prose. He aso believed that if modem
dramatists used verse for their works the mundane world would be transformed,
giving meaning and order to its chaos.

Eliot'sOther Essays Relevant to his Plays

a "Tradition and the Individual Talent"

Thisessay hasraised great debate and controversy. Init, Eliot says, that the
contemporary reader praises'a poet, upon those aspects of his work in which
he least resembles any one else.” Eliot protests against such an approach to
literature. He argues that it arises from a misunderstanding of the concept of
originality. For Eliot, the best part of a poet are those partswhere his
predecessors "assert their immortality most vigoroudly." What Eliot means
here isthat when a poet goes by a past tradition, his individuality is shown
more through the unique manner in which he incorporates something which
is of the past tradition to his work which isof conteinporary value. Hence his
statement, *'[a new work of art is not] merely valuable because it fits in; but
itsfitting in isatest of itsvalue.

b. "The Three Voices of Poetry

Eliot describes the three voices of poetry asfollows:

1. "Thefirst voice isthe voice of thepoet talking to himself — or to
nobody."
2. "The second voice is the voice of the poet addressing an audience,

whether large or small."

3. "Thethird voice isthe voice of the poet when he attempts to create a
dramatic character speaking in verse; when he is saying, not what he
would say in his own person, but only what he can say within the
limits of one imaginary character addressing another imaginary
character.”

Eliot adds that “The distinction between thefirst and the second voices ... pointsto
the problem of poetic communication; the distinction between the poet addressing
other people in either his own voice or an assumed voice ... pointsto the problem of
the difference between dramatic, quasi-dramatic and non-dramatic verse."

14 ELIOT'SPOETIC DRAMAS

a TheFamily Reunion was published in 1939. This play is based on the Greek
inyth of Orestes, but transformed into a contemporary setting. Orestes was
pursued by the furies for the murder of his mother. Herethere isno red

T.S.Eliot’s Essays
and other works
related tothe play



12

Murder in the
Cathedral

murder, only the suggestion that for the Christian to contemplate a curse was
to commit it.

b. The Cocktail Party published in 1949 was written for the Edinburgh
festival. The play may appear to be acomedy but beneath its humour lies the
decadence of any large city in adisillusioned age, like the modern age.

c. The Confidential Clerk written in 1954 was inspired by Euripides |ON.
The story hasa complicated plot and isset in modern times.

d. TheElder Statesman (1958). In this some of the themes of Sophocles
Oedipus at Colonus are transformed into a modern setting. The play was
performed at the 1958 Edinburgh festival.

15 EXERCISES

a. What were the important influenceson Eliot's life that had an impact on his
works?

b. Give an account of Eliot's views on Poetic Drama.

C. Understanding key concepts:

What isEliot's notion of Tradition and the Individual talent.
What are the three voices of poetry that Eliot talks about in hisessay by
the same name?

d. What are thetitles of the plays written by Eliot? What strikes you as
significant in thesetitles?

e Write a note on the significance of Eliot's early dramatic experiments:

Sweeney Agonistes and The Rock.
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1.5

EXERCISES

What were theimportant influenceson Eliot's life that had an impact on his
works?

Givean account of Eliot's views on Poetic Drama.
Understanding key concepts:
*  What isEliot's notion of Tradition and the Individual talent.

" 'What are the three voices of poetry that Eliot talks about in his essay by
the same name?

What are thetitles of the plays written by Eliot? What strikes you as
significant in thesetitles?

Write a note on the significance of Eliot's early dramatic experiments:
Sweeney Agonistes and The Rock.
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20 OBJECTIVES

The aim of this unit isto acquaint you with the

a) Historical background to the play,

b) Production History of the play : and to provide

c) Explanatoiy comments of the linesfrom the 1* Choric entrance upto Becket's
arrival in Part | of the play.

21 HISTORICAL BACKGROUNDTO THE PLAY

GeorgeBell, Bishop of Chichester saw The Rock-and admired it. He asked Eliot to
writea play for the Canterbury festival of 1935. Murder in the Cathedral was a
product thereof. The play premiered in 1935 and was directed by E. Martin Browne.
Interestingly, it wasthe wife of Martin Browne who gavethe play its present title.
Eliot had considered calling the play Fear in the Way.

The play deals with the martyrdom of Thomas Becket-one of the greatest of English
saints-who wasthe Archbiship of Canterbury from 1162-1170. He was murdered in
hisown Cathedral by knights who claimed to be loyal to the king.

For his historical source, Eliot used the eye witness accounts 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 about the constitutions of
Clarendon or the coronation ceremony which created the rift between Henry II and
Becket.

Theyear of the compostion of the play (1935) is also important because in Europe
therewasa lot of tension building up which finally erupted in World War 11.
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2,2 GENERAL SUMMARY OF THE PLAY

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

SETTING: Thefirstsceneisthe Archbishop'sHall ,on December 2, 1170. The
second scene isin the Cathedral, on Dec. 29,1170.

GENERAL SUMMARY : Theplay begins in early December,1 170 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). Disagreementswith hisfriend 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'sside. However, when he was al'so madeinto 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
werefirst 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 statesthat Becket is returning from
France. The priests get curiousabout thetermsof hisreturn. They feel that even if
Becket's return isa "patched up affair" with theking it is better for the peoplethan his
absence for the past seven years.

Becket enters in a peaceful way yet aware of the dangers involved in his return to
Canterbury. Soon four tempterscometo tempt him. Thefirst tempter, tempts Becket
with thetime in his past when he wasfriends with the king. Hetells him to go back
to those daysand forget about his spiritual intensity. Becket overcomesthis
temptation, which he considersas no temptation because it comes " twenty yearstoo
late." The second tempter comes and tempts Becket with the time when he wasthe
Chancellor to the king and enjoyed secular and political powers. He tells Becket that
real power isin thisworld and not in the next. Becket turnsaway from himtoo. The
third tempter isalittledifferent. Hetells Becketto team up with the Church and the
Barons against monarcy. Becket overcoines thistemptation saying, "no one shal say
that | betrayed aKing." Becket findsthe temptation of the fourth tempter most
difficult to overcome. Heis an unexpected visitor.' Hetempts Becket with his own
pride the pride of achieving martyrdom. Thomastells him "who are you tempting
with my own desires?' It isafter this last temptation that Becket almost sinks into
despair: “Is there no way, in my soul'ssickness,/ Does not lead to damnation in
pride?"

The Chorusin part | reflects the sick natureof the state. The tempterstalk about the
unreality of human kind and even the priests begin to fear Becket's strong position.
Part | ends with Becket rising aboveitall. He places himself in God's handsand
becomesmore clear about the nature of hisstruggle and what he should do.

The Christmas sermon, isa prose interlude. In it Archbishop Becket talks of
Christian paradoxes relating to birth and death and sets the stage for his own
martyrdom.



Part 11 begins with the Chorus in a more optimistic mood. The priestsare till
waiting For the eternal pattern to emerge. The four knights come from France
claiming that they have urgent business with the King. They accuse Becket of
ingratitude to King Henry Il who made him the Archbishop. Thisingratitudeis
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 hasthe 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 Chorus prays
for him. Theknights return in adrunken state and accuse Becket of
treason,disobedience and embezzlement of funds among other issues. The prieststry
to block their entrance but Becket states that God will protect 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 them implement their act. The priests
dismissthe knights as "lost souls" and the Chorus praises God for making them
understand the divine pattern of action through Becket's martyrdom. They ask for
forgivenessfor not 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.

2.3 PRODUCTION HISTORY OF ELIOT'SMURDER IN
THE CATHEDRAL

The play premiered on 15 June, 1935 at Canterbury's fourteenth century Chapter
I-louse. This was about fifty yards from the spot where Thomas Becket waskilled in
1170. There wereseven performances. The Canterbury productions were
community affairs, with local businesses, schools, and Cathedral personnel al taking

part.

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 Symposium for His Seventeenth Birthday. Ed. Neviile
Braybrooke. Freeport, NY: Booksfor Libraries P, 1958: 70-80. This book recounts
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 knights, Browne revised Eliot'stext slightly to enable the four temptersto
double up asthe 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. Thisfestival also produces other versions of Becket's martyrdom: Laurence
Binyon's The Young King which depicts the reign of Henry II after Becket's death
and Tennyson's Becket.

Kenneth W. Pickering in Drama in the Cathedral examines the twenty year old
tradition of Canterbury plays. The chapter on Murder in the Cathedral presentsa
basic overview of the play and details about itsoriginal performance. Other chapters
examinethe history and context of the play's sponsor, the Canterbury Festival and
explores the background of Modern Christian drama.

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

Background,
Production and
Performance History
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Stella Mary Pearce, who had also worked on The Rock designed the costumes. Since
the walls of the Canterbury Chapter House were painted in cold colours, strong
designsfor thecostumes were used. They were not always historically accurate. The
Chorusin 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 with strong patternsin deep red and blue, giving
the effect of figuresof early stained glass." (E.Martin Browne The Making d
T.5.Eliot's Plays Cambridge : CUP,1969).

The knights wore traditional medieval dress based on areconstruction of the heraldry
on the Black Prince'stomb of the actual murderers. Priests wore Benedictine habits
and Becket wore a habit and atravelling dock. Thetempters costumes were
dominated ""by bright yellow colours and included a suggestion of a modern-day type
of each temptation, combined with the necessary medieval flavours." (Browne,1969).

The Canterbury production was an abridged version of the text Faber & Faber first
.published in 1935. Thiswas so because the original performance had to be limited to
ninety minutes. The only stage property was a simplethrone. Thetempters entered
from screens an both sides of the stage and dl other entrances were through the
audiencefrom the large oak doors at the back of the Chapter House. After the
murder Becket's body was carried out in a procession through the audience.

During World War 11 the play was quite popular in England and was presented in
makeshift venues-- cathedrals and churches, schools and an air raid shelter. In 1959
Eliot stated that he wrotethe play as “anti-nazi propaganda’ expressive of " the desire
to save the Christian world from the attacks of rival secular ideologies."

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

Eliot wrote thescreenplay for George Hoellering's 1952 film version of Mzrder in
the Cathedral and spokethe role of the fourth tempter(as an off-screen presence).

The play's performance reviews were good. Conrad Aiken wrote about the
Canterbury premiere under the pseudomyn Samuel Jeake, Jr. in The New Yorker : [It
is possibly] "aturning point in English drama-one felt that one was witnessing a play
which had the quality of greatness... on€e's feling wasthat here at last was the English
language literally being used, itself becoming the stuff of drama, turning alive with its
own natural poetry."

2.4 EXPLANATIONAND CRITICAL COMMENTARY OF
THE LINESFROM THE IST CHORIC ENTRANCE
UPTO BECKET'SARRIVAL INPART | OF THE PLAY

PART | CHARACTERS
A Chorus of Women of Canterbury
Three Priests of the Cathedral
A Messenger
Archbishop Thomas Becket
Four Tempters
Attendants

SCENE

The Archbishop'sHall. December 2, 1170.



Chorus: The play beginswith the Chorus standing near the Cathedral. They are very
apprehensive about Becket's return from France. As poor women of Canterbury,
they have already gone through a lot of suffering yet they don't feel safe. They feel
that something ominous is about to happen and they have been forced against their
will to bear witness.

With the passage of time from autumn to winter and the collecting and storing of
apples, the New Y ear waits, whispering about the destiny awaiting Becket. It is
almost seven years since Becket |eft them. Hewas very kind tothe people and yet
they fed that his return is not going to be a good sign. Whether the king rules, or the
Barons rule, these women have gone through alot of oppression. But in general they
are left dlone 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 rear 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 al what they know about the future in a " shaft
of sunlight." All that they can do isto wait.

Critical Commentary on theFirst Choric Speech

The play opens at acritical moment with the unexpected arrival of Becket after seven
years of exilein France. The Chorus which comprises a group of "poor women" of
Canterbury and who also represent humanity in general, expresses "fear." One of the
choricfunctionsis to create the atmosphere of doom -akin to Greek tragedy. The
original title of the play was Fear in the Way. The "fear" that the Chorus expressesin
asenseaso relates to the political moment of the play. Eliot wrote Murder in the
Cathedral in 1935 when the tensions|eading to World War II and Nazism was
aready strongly felt. ‘.

The Chorus who has gathered together like the congregation attending a Christian
mass Uetheterm "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 Spirit'-- which is part of the Holy
Trinity'of God the Father,the Son, and the Holy Spirit-- appears often in theform
of abreeze. If you are prepared and ready and waiting, this breeze will have an
impact on you. |n asense, these Women of Canterbury are waiting without
preparation like the five foolish virgins in the Bible (Refer to the parable of the ten
virginsin the Gospel of St. Matthew in the New Testament of the Bible). What
drawsthese "poor women" to the Cathedral is physical safety rather than any spiritual
ties.

Ironicaly, although these "poor women" of Canterbury keep saying that no one
bothersabout them, Thomas, does bother. The reason why the Chorusisforced to
bear witnessagainst its will is because it takes both parties to complete a sacrifice.
Thesaint and those he saves. Thosewhom the martyrdom benefits must accept the
fact. Thisiswhat the Chorus hasto learn. They must not "deny their master.” The
second verse of the Chorus speech picks this up. Christ died for the sins of humanity,
in order to saveit. Unless human beings realize this, we are not saved and Christ's
sacrifice has no meaning.

The referenceto the seasons in verse 2 of the Chorus refersto thetemporal dimension
in which human beings live a meaningless existence without any relation to the " till
point" that is God. The first draft of Murder in the Cathedral started wit!! thiz line
which paralleled the opening lines of The Waste Land(" April isthe cruellest
month....")

When the Chorus talks about remembering the martyrs and saints who wait and
guestionasto 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
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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 seve
years Of exilein 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 involvessacrifice. It learns that the monotonous kinc
of life that they are living at the temporal level isgoing to be changed by Becket's
martyrdom which will give their life anew meaning. Through out this choric speech
we get thefeeling that the "poor women" are living at the temporal level only. They
follow the linear concept of time. Statements like "What shall we do in the heat of
summer" refer to their emptiness. Y et the Chorus knows that "Destiny waitsin the
hand of God." It isGod who controls everything and not the statesmen at the
temporal level. The Chorusis also very prophetic. They state that death will come
from thesea. 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” witf
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 ageto save humanity.

By the end of the play the Chorus progresses from fear in the opening passage to
glorifying God at theend. The fluctuations of the Chorus are the true measure of
Thomas' spiritual conquest.

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

Thefirst Priest saysthat it isseven years since the Archbishop left England, The
second Priest asks what the Archbishop and the Pope can do about the conflict and
intrigues between King I-lenry IT and the French King which have been discussed in
endless meelings and deferred conferences? Thethird Priest cornrnents on the state
of temporal government which isfull of duplicity and thrives on appropriation of
wealth. Thefirg Priest wonders why people cannot remember their God in heaven
and forget such violence and duplicity. Soon a messenger enters and statesthat the
Archbishop hasarrived on the shores of England and that he had been sent to prepare
the Prieststo welcome him. The first priest asks the messenger if the feud between
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 ol
war?' Thefirst Priest is still not clear whether the Archbishop is corning with the
consent of King Henry II or because of his spiritual support from the Popein Rome
and thelove of the peoplein England. The messenger statesthat the Priestsare right
in asking these questions and that the Archbishop comes not with any consent from
the king of England but with support from both the Pope in Rome and the king of
France and most importantly, dueto the " devotion of the people." Again, the first
Priest inquires"Is it war or Peace?' and the messenger says that it isnot peace but a,
"patched up affair.” He also states that he has heard that when the Archbishop left
France hetold the French King "l leave you asaman / whom in this life | shall not
see again." Thisdoesnot augur well. The messenger exits after stating this.

Thefirst Priest fearsfor 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"awaysfeeding upon hisown virtues." He
had contempt for earthly power and wanted to be subject to God alone. Heends his
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speech by saying that if King Henry II had been weaker or greater, perhaps things
would have been different between him and Becket.

The second Priest states that whatever it is, the Archbishop has returned to his people
who have been waiting for a long time for him.The Priest then goes on to say that the
Archbishop who is at one with the Pope and the King of France would give them
orders asto what should bedone. He would give them all directions. Therefore, they
should welcome and rejoice hiscoming. Thethird Priest says whether the outcome is
good or bad it is better that the Archbishop iscoming. At least the wheel is now
turning.

Critical Commentary on the Passage Summarised Above.

The Priests are numbered and not named. Thisissignificant in that they become
representatives of aclass. Ironically, even though tlle Priests stand for the Church,
the they lack the vision of tlle Chorus and discuss mundane state/ church issues. Is
Eliot trying to associate them with institutionalized religion? The speeches of the
Priests (especialy the second Priest) expose us to the historical situation in tlie play
which isnecessary for our understanding of the conflict between Henry II and
Becket. However, since Eliot's play--unlike Anouillh's--focuses on Becket's
martyrdom, the King does not appear in the play at all. Becket's "pride” isdiscussed
by the Priests. Thisisiinportant. One of tlle things that Becket hasto shed in his
move towards martyrdom is"pride." Thomas was not borna saint. He has to get rid
of his pride. The last temptation isthe most difficult one. Wlientlie first Priest talks
about Becket's "isolation,” we have to keep in mind Kierkegaard's category of the
individual as the comrnunicator of truth. The communicator of truth can only be an
individual and it can be addressed only to the individual. For truth consists precisely
in that conception on life which is expressed by the individual. The crown is
“untruth." Truth is subjective. This could be one reason wliy Becket does not even
ligen to ingtitutionalized religion as symbolized by the Priests. Even when tlie
Priests shut the door against tlie Knights, Becket opens them. He must bear witness.
He must validate hisown truth even if it personally destroyshim.

The messenger's description of the welcome that tlie Archbishop getson arrival in
England echoes Christ's triumphal entry in Jerusalem when people hailed him saying
"aleluiah, King of the Jews," and 'strewed his path witli palm |eaves.

The messenger's remark that Becket told the French King that lie would not meet him
in thislifeagain is close to the historical statement. Eliot, like Shaw In St. Joan is
careful to use words actually spoken by the historical character wherever possible.
Becket'sother remark, "not if | were to be torn asunder, limb by limb would |
relinquish this journey . . . " makes usrealize that tlie third temptation isreally no
temptation because Becket isalready willing to die for the cause of martyrdom and
lie knows what he isdoing.

Thesecond Priest's remark that we should rejoice in tlie Archbishop's arrival since "l
am the Archbishop's man" echoes the four Knights, who murder Becket and claim to
bethe King'smen. The second Priest isa little too optimistic. He has to learn that
peace and security come through suffering. The third Priest is not so hopeful.
Neither attitude is correct. Reconciliation involves conflict between good and evil,

Thethird Priest isimportant because he is tlie one who statesthe epitaph on the
Knights, "Go, weak sad men, lost erring souls, homeless in earth or heaven." In the
third Priest's speech the image of the wheel isalso used. Unless man's will isin
harmony with God's will, can the wheel turn smoothly around thestill point. If this is
not the casethen the wheel is at astandstill. Eliot's theory of depersonalization in
poetry explained in hisessay, " Tradition and tlie Individual Talent" fitsin with the
processof martyrdom in which one surrenders one's will to God.
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The last few lines of thethird Priest before the second choric entrance is aquotation
from the Ecclesiastes, (Chapter 12, verses 3-4, Bible) which talks about the end of

things.
Summary of thesecond Choric Speech

In this Choric speech, the Chorustells Becket to return to France and leaveit "to
perish in quiet.” It fears cataclysmic changes if Becket continuesto stay in England.
Thetimeisnot right asyet for Becket's return. The Chorus wants to continueto live
the way it has in the past seven years. It has gone through ups and downs when crops
havefailed and droughtshave occurred. However, it carried on with life observing
the religiousfeasts and has seen "births, deaths and marriages.” Even in these seven
years these women of Canterbury have had fears of various kinds but nothing like the
fear they now sense and can't face. It isa"final fear which none understands." They
tell Becket that he is not aware of the implicationsof his return to England and its
impact on their lives: "do you/realise what it means/To the small folk drawn into the
pattern of fate,/the small/folk who live among small things."

They plead with the Archbishop to leave and say that he will betheir Archbishop
even in France.

Critical Commentary on the Chorus's second Speech

The Chorus begins its' speech quoting from St. Paul's Epistle tothe Hebrewsin the
New Testament: Chapter 13, Verse 14. Their speech isfull of morbid images and
colours "evil the wind," "grey the sky," "rotten the year' etc. In this speechthe
Chorus emerges as very selfish. It fearsfor itself. Later on it grows and leams to
express concern for Thomas. The phrases" wedo not wish anything to happen” and
"Living and Partly living" echo Eliot's The Waste Land. These poor women-- who
are so poor both economically and spiritually-- do not wish anything to happen. They
never come to gripswiththeir liveswhich makesfor greatness. They are dso not in
communion with the still point which gives one identity. They live at the linear,
temporal level of time. Christ had said that "man can't live.by bread alone." Thisis
precisely what these women are doing. The empty routine of their lives is recaptured
asin"East Coker" of The Four Quartets. Thereisan inner emptiness, a death march:
"Silent funeral nobody's funeral for thereis no oneto bury." Asin "East Coker" here
too the poor women of the Chorus have not lived a all. They have existed only on a
superficial temporal level.

To thewomen of Canterbury "death" isfrightening. This can only beso if death is
not seen as part of alarger pattern. The Chorushasto learn the fact that Becket's
death through martyrdom is necessary for their birth. What the Chorusfearsis
beyond their comprehension, In this second speech of the Chorus we see a change in
it. It recognises its own guilt " tarnished frame of existerf€e." When the Chorus
states: "Archbishop, secure and assured of your fate," they have fear and no
understanding of what isto befall them. It isimportant to note that the Chorus refers
to itself as small folk who live among small things at the temporal plain and do not
want to be drawn into the eternal pattern of fate.

The Chorus here is like the Chorusin Greek drama. Like the Chorus in Sophocles
Antigone which fears the conflict between state and the individual, act, inspired by
divinity, heretoo the Chorusfear the church/state conflict.

Summary of Second Priest's Speech

The second priest chides the "poor women" of Canterbury for babbling foolishly. He
tells them that the Archbishop is about to arrive at any moment and the crowds in the
streetswill be cheering. He tells the chorus not to "croak™ like frogs and to put up
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pleasant faceswhatever their "craven apprehension” may be and to give a hearty
welcome to the Archbishop.

Critical Commentary on Second Priest's Speech

The second Priest uses a lot of animal imagery when he scoldsthe " poor women" of
Canterbury represented by the Chorus. Thisissignificant. 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 thetop of God's
creation. Lower down are animals and till lower, is vegetation. The Chorushas -
to spiritualy evolve into higher levels of existence to be'one with the "Still Point."

25 EXERCISES

1. Outlinethe historical background of the play.
2, Criticaly comment on the importance of the first two choric speeches.

3. Discussthe significance of the conversation among the Priests between thefirst
two choric speeches.

4. Isthereany development in the first two speechesof the Chorus?



UNIT 3: CRITICAL APPROACHESTO THE PLAY
PART -1

Structure

30 Objectives

3.1 Explanatory and Critical Notes on Part | of the play from Becket'sfirst
appearance upto the temptation scene in Part |

3.2  TheSignificance of Becket's silence after the temptations.

3.3 Explanatory and Critical Notes on Part | of the play from the Choric passage
following the exit of the fourth Tempter upto the end of Part |

3.4 Important aspects of Part

3.5 Exercises.

30 OBJECTIVES

The aim of thisunit isto provide you with

ei) Explanatory commentson Becket'sfirst appearance in the play upto the end of
thetemptations in Part .

b) It dso highlights the significance of Becket's silence after thetemptations, and
provides

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

3.1 EXPLANATORY AND CRITICAL NOTESON
BECKET'SFIRST APPEARANCEIN THE PLAY UPTO
THE END OF THE TEMPTATION SCENE IN PART |

Thomas' Dialogueswith the Priestsbeforehis Temptations

Thomasenters with the word "peace” and tells the Priest to let 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 thefact 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 hewasinvolved 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 hisarrival which seven days in Canterbury
would not havedone. He then tells Becket that hewill light thefiresin Becket's
room to ward off the December cold and that Becket will find his rooms as he left
them.



Thomas thanks the second Priest and says that he will leavethe roomsthe way he got Critical Approaches
them. But theseare all "small matters," he says. He informsthe Prieststhat there are to the play - Part-I
enemies al around. Even his arrival in England could have been prevented by

"Rebellious bishops, York, London, Salisbury.” All of them hed helped in the

coronation of Henry II's successor without the permission of the Archbishop of

Canterbury. Warenne, and the Sheriff of Kent tired to oppose Becket'sreturn and

Bro¢ Wasthe one in whose house the Knights stayed beforeand after the murder.

Becket saysthat it was the Dean of Salisbury who helped him crossthe sea

"unmolested."

To the first Priest's question whether the enemies are still following, Becket replies
thet this peace istemporary and that they will attack at thefirst opportunity. The
"end will be simple, sudden, God-given, " he observes. Meanwhile, he saysthat one
has to overcome other probleins in preparing for the event.

Critical Commentary on the abave passages

Becket's first word "Peace” as he enters is very significant. In the play al the
characters strive for "Peace” in different ways. The knights think that by killing
Becket they can obtain "pease”, the Priests think that they can obtain it by escaping.
The Chorusfeelsthat it can obtain "peace” by avoiding witnessing Becket's
martyrdom. Becket istheonly character who achievestrue "peace" by conscious
submission to the "Still Point."

Becket'sspeech about acting and suffering is very important in understanding the
Christian process of martyrdom:

They know and do not know, what it isto act or suffer
They know and do not know, that action is suffering
And suffering isaction. Neither does the agent suffer
Nor the Patient act But both arefixed

In an eternal action, an eterna patience

To which all must consent that it may be willed

And which al must suffer that they inay will it,

That the pattern may subsist, for the pattern isthe action
And the suffering, that the wheel inay turn and still
Beforever still.

What Becket means by this isthat in the long run there is no question of decidingto
either act or to suffer passively., There is no distinction between making a decision
and passivity. Becket's very passivity isaction and even that does not belong to him
but is one with God's will. 1t isthe divine pattern that isimportant not individual
acting and suffering since God is ltimately in control. Thiscontrol isnot to be
confused With predestination. Man has the free Will to accept or to reject God's plan.
Becket istempted to do the latter but he overcomes the temptation. Human beings
must submit to God's plans for them. Becket'srole in this pattern is to accept
martyrdom while the role of lesser mortals as well asthe Chorus isto humbly
recognise the need for that sacrifice. Only when man's will isin complete harmony
with the divine will can the wheel turn smoothly around the"Still Point." Suffering is
not simply undergoing misery and pain. It iSalso permitting, consenting and
submitting. He who consents to an action must suffer for it and accept responsibility.
The Chorus, like the common man, understands no such responsibility. At the point
in the play the Chorus says, "for us the poor, thereis no action." But during the
course of the play it learns tq participate in the actian, "1 have consented Lord
Archbishop."

When Becket says, “Neither does the agent suffer/nor the patient act,” heisthe agent
inonesense. He setsthe wheel rolling. In another sense he aso suffers to be killed.
But yet at another level, he is neither the agent nor the patient since action and
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suffering proceed from God's will and not his own. This is again the reason why
Becket, referring to his enemies says, " For a little time the hungry hawk/Will only
soar and hover, circling lower,/Waiting excuse, pretence, opportunity./End will be
simple, sudden, Gocl-given." Herefersto his murderers & “hawks” highlighting tlie
animal nature of this being. Becket is awarethat no plotting can succeecl until God
wills hisdeath. Becket's awareness parallels Christ's response, "My hour is not yet
come." Like Christ, Becket too must first face temptation. He saysthisis more
difficult than death. Meanwhile, "All things prepare the event. Watch."

Explanation of the Temptation Scene

Thefirst Tempter calls Becket, "Old Tom, Gay Tom, Becket of London," and
reminds him of his past when he was friendswith the King. Now that Becket has
again patched up with the Icing, he asks him whether the " Clergy and laity may
return to gaiety" of flirting in the meadows and enjoying life with all its pleasures.
Becket responds by saying that the Teinpter speaks of past seasons and that "in the
life of one man, never / The sametime returns." The first Tempter insiststhat the
good times have come again with Becket's peace with the King. Becket chides him
saying, "look to your behaviour." Thefirst Teinpter saysthat earlier Becket was
kinder on sinnersand that he should take friendly advice from him and choose a
comfortable life and forget martyrdom. Becket tells him tliat he comes twenty years
too late. To thisthe first Tempter says that he will leave Thomasto his "higher vices"
and leaves. After the Tempter leaves, Becket comments that if onehoped that the
past will return then one gets distracted from one's duties in the present.

The second Telnpter enters suggesting a compromise with Henry and reminds Becke
of their amity. He refers to the historical context when the constitutions were
presented to Becket a Clarendon and he faced the full force of the temptation of
compromise with the Icing. In Northampton the King summoned him to account for
money spent during Becket's Chancellorship. Heretoo Becket could havedone the
easier thing and submitted to the King. At Montinirail, another attempt was made to
coax Becket to surrender to the King's point of view. The second Teinpter states that
if ohe weighs the balance between the "not too pleasant memories,” and the "guod
memories' in his position asthe Chancellor the "late one'srise!" He states that
Becket, whom all acknowledged should "guide the state again." Becket is intrigued
by his meaning and asks the Tempter toclarify. The second Tempter continues to
stress the point that Beclcet should regain his"Chancellorship” and tliat it was a big
mistake to have given it up. AsaChancellor, 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 bad real power on earth should fight for spiritual
power in the next world by "giving loveto God alone. " To this Becket enquires
"Who then?" and the second Tempter states if he take back hischancellorship 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 thiscould be achieved by compromise. Thi
is because "Real powet/ iSpurchased at the price of a certain submission.' Becket
rejectsit and the Tempter tells him that by choosing the position of Archbishop and
serving God, Becket isa "realmless ruler” bound to a "powerless Pope." I-le carries
on by saying that men have to manipulate and manoeuvre. Even Kings need loyal
friends to work with at home.

Becket replies by saying that he had excommunicated the Bishops for assisting King
Henry II in hisson's coronation which wasthe 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 Teinpter
responds by saying that the King and chancellor have to work together against the
barons who aretheir enemies. Becket dismissesthe second Tempter by saying that
why should he "Descend to desirea punier power" by serving the King over God.
Thesecond Tempter also leaves unsuccessfully. He recognises that Thomas is



suffering from Pride in his own spiritual position. He saysto him, "Y our sin soars, Critical Approaches,
sunward, covering King'sfalcons." After he leaves, Becket ponders over what he hes to the play = Part-1
said and says that maintaining order a the temporal level isto arrest disorders and to
descend to the temporal level "would now only be mean descent." At this point the
. third Teinpter enters who is a representative of the Barons. He enters saying that he
is not a courtier or a politician but a "rough straightforward Englishman, "a" country
lord" Who knows what the country needs." He even allegesthat they are "the
backbone of the nation.” Becket asks him to proceed with what he hasto say and the
Tempter continues by saying that friendship should be convenient "unreal friendship
may turn to real / But real friendship, once ended, cannot be mended." Becket replies
i by sayingthat for a countryman he speaks like acourtier. The third Tempter
continues by saying that since Becket's friendship with King Henry 1I cannot be
mended, he should now form new aliances. Becket who dearly loved the King, his
friend feels the loss of thefriendship and exclaims: "O Henry, O my King!"

The Teinpter carries on by saying that the King in England is not at all powerful. His
French link with his wife makes him susceptible to his sons stealing his kingdom,

We the barons, he says arefor England. Both Becket and the Tempter are Normans,
unlike the King, who is from,Anjou in France. "Let the Angevin | Destroy himself,
fighting in Anjou.” he suggestsa"happy coalition/ of intelligent interest.” For
him,(who represent the Barons)Church favoursisan advantage and Pope's blessing
"Powerful protection / In the fight for Liberty." Thethird Teinpter saysthat if Becket
joined their powers then they could put an end to "tyrannousjurisdiction” of the
King's court over the Bishop's and the Baron's court helping both England and Rome
in one stroke. Becket claims that he helped to form it. The Tempter statesthat it isa
new codlition that is needed now. Becket states that if he cannot trust the King then
why would hetrust the King's undoers? The Tempter says that the King will trust
only hisown power and no oneelse's. The church and those against him have every
right to come together to fight the king. In this case, Becket saysthat if he cannot
trust the King then it is better to trust God alone. He recallsthat when liewasa
chancellor, these very people waited on him even in the "tilt-yard,"(Becket was a
great horseman in his early days). Becket argues why liewho ruled likean "eagle
among doves' now rules as "wolf among wolves? |-ledismisses the third Tempter by
saying, "no one shall say that | betrayed aKing."

The third Tempter leaves saying that he hopes the King will acknowledge Becket's
loyalty to him. After the third Tempter leaves, Becket says that the thought of
breaking the power of the King has crossed his mind before but he has rejected it
becauselie dearly loves the King and hetrusts God. He further says, that to break the
King'spower at this point he would like what Samson achieved in Gaza when he
pulled down the pillars of the house in which three thousand Philistines had gathered
to watch him perform feats of strength: and so pulled down the same destructionon
himself. If Becket were to act against the King now it would fall short of Samson's
triumph, and would only destroy himself.

The fourth Tempter enters. Becket does not expect him "Who areyou? | expected /

Threevisitors, not four." The fourth Teinpter says that lie always " Precedes

expectation” and that the King will never trust "twice" the man who was hisfriend

and betrayed him. He warns Becket about the offer made by thethird Teinpter who

representsthe Barons saying, "Kings have public policy / Barons private profit." He

advisesBecket to "fare forward to the end,” because kingly power ismore

pleasurablethan power under aking. The kind of spiritual power that Becket strives

for is greater than temporal power "War, plague, and revolution,/ New conspiracies,

broken pacts. / To be master or servant within an hour, / Thisisthe course of

temporal power." He taunts Becket by saying that he has madea clever choice in

privileging the eternal over thetempora because"When King is dead, there's another

king" but "Saint and Martyr rule from thetomb." Unlike the political fears Kings

may have Becket will have long lines of pilgrims waiting to see histomb. Becket

admits of these thoughts. Thefourth Tempter says, that is why he is saying these .
things. He knows that Becket has thought about it dl very carefully while praying or 95

————
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early in the morning. Becket Itnows that nothing at the temporal level lasts and that
only the spiritual world triumphs so he should go towards martyrdom. Becket
exclaims, "Who are you tempting with my own desires? Hefeelstrapped and says,
"Isthere no way, in my soul's sickness, / Does not lead to damnation in pride?' The
fourth Tempter leaves echoing Becket'sfirst speech about action and suffering.

Critical Commentary on the Temptation Scene

Nevill Coghill providesagood note on thisscene. He saysthat there is no stage
direction stating the exit of the Priests and the Chorus. This is because the Chapter
House where Eliot staged the play hed only one exit, therefore, it was difficult for the
characters to enter the exit frequently. Becket's line, "All things prepare the event.
Watch" demonstrates this problem very effectively. Viewed from another
perspective, the characters presence on the stage isimportant because the Tempters
could ke merely figments of Becket's imagination, an internal conflict. Eliot, inthis
play, has brilliantly used histheory of "de-personalization” in poetry to his advantage.
He has used acharacter whose spiritua growth demands a surrendering of hiswill to
God--adepersonalization of theself. The Temptation sceneis also important in that
it introduces the morality play pattern in Murder in the Cathedral. Asin the Morality
plays there is personification. Eliot states that he was influenced by Everymanin his
use of metre for the play.

Becket's first temptation refersto his good times in the past. Becket was known for
hisgood living. At amore significan