murder in the cathedral analysis

murder in the cathedral analysis offers a comprehensive exploration of T.S. Eliot’s renowned
play, which dramatizes the assassination of Archbishop Thomas Becket in 1170. This article delves
into the historical context, thematic depth, and dramatic structure of the work, providing an
insightful understanding of its literary and cultural significance. Key elements such as the role of
martyrdom, the conflict between church and state, and the use of poetic language are examined in
detail. Additionally, the analysis highlights the symbolism and character development that underpin
the narrative. This discussion aims to enrich the reader's appreciation of the play’s complexity and
enduring relevance. The following sections will guide readers through a thorough examination of the
main aspects of the text.
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Historical and Cultural Context

Background of Thomas Becket

Understanding the historical figure of Thomas Becket is essential for murder in the cathedral
analysis. Becket served as the Archbishop of Canterbury during the 12th century and became a
central figure in the struggle between the English crown and the church. His assassination in
Canterbury Cathedral by knights loyal to King Henry II marked a significant event in medieval
history, symbolizing the tension between secular and ecclesiastical power.

Political and Religious Climate

The play is set against the backdrop of a turbulent period when the authority of the church was often
challenged by the monarchy. This conflict is vividly portrayed in murder in the cathedral, reflecting
the broader societal issues of governance, loyalty, and spiritual integrity that defined the era. The
clash between King Henry IT and Becket resonates through the play’s exploration of power
dynamics.



Plot Overview and Dramatic Structure

Summary of Key Events

Murder in the cathedral analysis requires a clear outline of its plot. The play covers the days leading
up to Becket’s murder, focusing on his internal struggles and interactions with various characters.
The narrative builds tension through Becket’s spiritual reflections, his confrontations with the
knights, and ultimately the tragic climax of his assassination within the cathedral.

Use of Chorus and Dramatic Techniques

Eliot employs a chorus reminiscent of classical Greek drama, which comments on the action and
expresses public opinion. This technique enhances the solemnity and ritualistic quality of the play.
The structure alternates between dialogue and choral odes, creating a rhythmic and meditative
atmosphere that supports the thematic exploration of fate and free will.

Themes and Motifs

Martyrdom and Sacrifice

One of the central themes in murder in the cathedral analysis is martyrdom. Becket’s death is
portrayed as a conscious sacrifice for his religious principles. The play examines the spiritual
significance of martyrdom, emphasizing faith and moral conviction even in the face of mortal
danger.

Conflict Between Church and State

The tension between secular authority and ecclesiastical power is a persistent motif. The characters
represent differing viewpoints on governance and obedience, highlighting the complexities of loyalty
and conscience. This theme remains relevant in discussions of political ethics and religious freedom.

Fate and Free Will

The interplay of destiny and choice permeates the narrative. Becket’s acceptance of his fate and his
deliberate decisions leading to martyrdom illustrate the philosophical questions surrounding human
agency. The play invites reflection on whether individuals can change their destinies or must submit
to divine will.



Character Analysis

Thomas Becket

Becket is the protagonist whose transformation from a political figure to a spiritual martyr is central
to the play. His internal conflicts and resolute faith are depicted with depth, showcasing his
evolution and steadfast adherence to his beliefs despite external pressures.

The Knights

The knights serve as antagonists, representing the king’s authority and worldly power. Their
motivations are complex, blending loyalty, ambition, and fear. Their role in the murder underscores
themes of betrayal and the consequences of political violence.

The Chorus

The chorus functions as a collective character, embodying the voice of the Canterbury community. It
provides context, reflects public sentiment, and interprets the unfolding events, enhancing the moral
and philosophical dimensions of the play.

Language and Style

Poetic Devices and Imagery

Eliot’s use of poetic language is a defining feature in murder in the cathedral analysis. The play
incorporates metaphor, symbolism, and allusion to enrich its narrative. The lyrical quality of the
dialogue elevates the themes and evokes a solemn, contemplative mood appropriate for the subject
matter.

Rhythm and Verse Structure

The play is written predominantly in verse, with varying meters that contribute to its dramatic
intensity. The alternation between choral odes and spoken dialogue creates a unique rhythm that
guides the audience’s emotional and intellectual engagement with the text.

Symbolism and Imagery



The Cathedral as a Symbol

The cathedral itself symbolizes both a sacred space and a site of conflict. It represents spiritual
authority and sanctuary, yet becomes the setting for violence and martyrdom. This duality reinforces
the play’s exploration of holiness and human frailty.

Light and Darkness

Imagery of light and darkness recurs throughout the play, symbolizing knowledge, faith, and evil.
These contrasts highlight the moral struggles faced by the characters and underscore the themes of
enlightenment and sacrifice.

List of Key Symbols in Murder in the Cathedral

e The Cathedral - spiritual authority and conflict

e The Four Knights - instruments of secular power and violence
e Blood - martyrdom and sacrifice

e Light - divine guidance and purity

e Darkness - ignorance, evil, and death

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Murder in the Cathedral' by T.S.
Eliot?

The central theme of 'Murder in the Cathedral' is the conflict between church and state, exploring
the struggle between spiritual authority and temporal power, as well as the martyrdom of Thomas
Becket.

How does T.S. Eliot use chorus in 'Murder in the Cathedral' to
enhance the play's message?

Eliot employs the chorus as a group of women from Canterbury who reflect public opinion and
provide commentary on the events, enhancing the play’s moral and philosophical depth and
connecting the audience to the inner turmoil of the community.



What role does martyrdom play in the analysis of 'Murder in
the Cathedral'?

Martyrdom is central to the play, as Thomas Becket’s acceptance of death symbolizes spiritual
triumph and the ultimate sacrifice for faith, illustrating the idea that true power lies in spiritual
conviction rather than political influence.

How does 'Murder in the Cathedral' reflect the historical
context of its setting?

The play reflects the 12th-century conflict between King Henry IT and Archbishop Thomas Becket,
dramatizing the tension between secular and ecclesiastical powers, and highlighting issues of
loyalty, obedience, and the role of the church in governance.

What literary devices are prominent in 'Murder in the
Cathedral' and how do they contribute to its analysis?

Prominent literary devices include symbolism, such as the use of light and darkness to signify
knowledge and ignorance, and paradox, especially in the portrayal of martyrdom as both death and
victory, which deepen the play’s exploration of faith and sacrifice.

How does the character development of Thomas Becket
contribute to the overall message of the play?

Thomas Becket’s transformation from a politically aligned chancellor to a resolute archbishop willing
to face death for his beliefs underscores the theme of spiritual awakening and the moral courage
required to stand against tyranny.

Additional Resources

1. Murder in the Cathedral: A Critical Analysis

This book provides an in-depth examination of T.S. Eliot's play "Murder in the Cathedral," focusing
on its themes, structure, and historical context. It explores the complex character of Thomas Becket
and the moral and spiritual dilemmas he faces. The analysis also delves into Eliot's use of verse
drama and symbolism, offering readers a comprehensive understanding of the work’s significance.

2. The Spiritual Conflict in Murder in the Cathedral

Focusing on the spiritual and theological elements of the play, this book discusses the internal
struggles of Thomas Becket as he confronts his fate. It examines the tension between church and
state, martyrdom, and the nature of sacrifice. The author also highlights Eliot’s poetic techniques
that underscore these themes.

3. Historical Context and Symbolism in Murder in the Cathedral

This volume situates the play within the real historical events of the 12th century, providing
background on Thomas Becket'’s life and martyrdom. It analyzes how Eliot transforms history into a
modern tragic drama, using symbolism to deepen the narrative. Readers gain insight into the
political and religious tensions that underpin the play.



4. Modern Tragedy and Religious Themes in Murder in the Cathedral

Examining the play as a modern tragedy, this book discusses how Eliot reinvents classical tragic
elements within a religious framework. It explores the interplay of fate, free will, and divine justice.
Through critical essays, the book sheds light on the enduring relevance of the play’s religious
messages.

5. The Chorus and Dramatic Structure in Murder in the Cathedral

This study focuses on the innovative use of the Chorus in Eliot’s play, analyzing its role in advancing
the plot and offering commentary. It explores how the Chorus reflects public opinion and moral
conflict. The book also discusses the play’s unique dramatic structure and its impact on the
audience.

6. Martyrdom and Power in Murder in the Cathedral

Exploring the themes of martyrdom and political power, this book investigates how Thomas Becket'’s
death serves as a symbol of resistance and spiritual triumph. It considers the implications of his
assassination for church-state relations. The analysis also addresses the ethical questions raised by
the play.

7. T.S. Eliot’s Poetic Techniques in Murder in the Cathedral

This book delves into Eliot’s use of language, imagery, and meter in the play, highlighting how
poetic form enhances thematic depth. It discusses the interplay between lyrical passages and
dramatic dialogue. The study offers valuable insights into Eliot’s craftsmanship as a poet and

playwright.

8. Religious Martyrdom and Political Intrigue: A Study of Murder in the Cathedral

This scholarly work examines the dual aspects of religion and politics that drive the narrative of
"Murder in the Cathedral." It analyzes how personal faith and public duty collide in the character of
Thomas Becket. The book also discusses the broader implications for understanding martyrdom in
literature.

9. Audience Reception and Critical Perspectives on Murder in the Cathedral

This compilation presents various critical responses and interpretations of the play since its debut. It
includes perspectives from literary critics, historians, and theologians. The book provides a
comprehensive overview of how the play has been received and its impact on modern drama.
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research needs.

murder in the cathedral analysis: The Biographical Process Frank Reynolds, Donald
Capps, 1976 Sinceits founding by Jacques Waardenburg in 1971, Religion and Reason has been a
leading forum for contributions on theories, theoretical issues and agendas related to the
phenomenon and the study of religion. Topics include (among others) category formation,
comparison, ethnophilosophy, hermeneutics, methodology, myth, phenomenology, philosophy of
science, scientific atheism, structuralism, and theories of religion. From time to time the series
publishes volumes that map the state of the art and the history of the discipline.

murder in the cathedral analysis: A Comparative Analysis of T.S. Eliot's Murder in the
Cathedral and Jean Anouilh's Becket Malinda Ruth Maxfield, 1969

murder in the cathedral analysis: Sixteen Modern American Authors Jackson R. Bryer, 1989
Praise for the earlier edition: Students of modern American literature have for some years turned to
Fifteen Modern American Authors (1969) as an indispensable guide to significant scholarship and
criticism about twentieth-century American writers. In its new form--Sixteenth Modern American
Authors--it will continue to be indispensable. If it is not a desk-book for all Americanists, it is a book
to be kept in the forefront of the bibliographical compartment of their brains.--American Studies

murder in the cathedral analysis: 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 analysis: “A” Comparative Analysis of T. S. Eliot's Murder in
the Cathedral and Jean Anouilh's Becket in Light of Medieval and Contemporary Religious
Drama in England and France Malinda Ruth Maxfield, 1971

murder in the cathedral analysis: 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 analysis: T.s. Eliot The Dramatist Subhas Sarkar, 2006 Widely
Acclaimed By Eliot Critics Both At Home And Abroad, The Book Has Been Mentioned In Various
Reference Books Of International Renown, Such As The Dictionary Of Literary Biography (Gale
Research Company, Detroit, Michigan, 1982, Vol. 10, Part-I), The International Authors And Writers
Who S Who (International Biographical Centre, Cambridge, May 2000), A History Of Indian English
Literature By M.K. Naik (Sahitya Akademi, 1982), Indian Journal Of American Studies (Vol. 18, No.
2,1988), T.S. Eliot Centenary Number (American Studies Research Centre) And Various Other
Books Of Reference.Professor Dame Helen Gardner From Oxford Wrote In 1974: I Have Read Your
Book Now. It Seems To Me Well-Informed And Sensible And Sympathetic To Eliot S Aims While
Recognizing His Defects As A Playwright. I Feel At Least Until The Letters Are Published, There Is
Not A Great Deal More To Say. Dr. W.M. Merchant Of Exeter University Describes This Study As:
Astonishing And Meticulous. Professor Amalendu Bose Says: The Present Work, Fruit Of Several
Years Of Concentrated Study, Will Intensify The Eliot Admirer S Response As Much To The
Poetry-Drama Relationship In The Master S Work As To The Variety And Beauty Of The Dramas
Themselves. Professor K. Viswanatham Of Andhra University Wrote In 1973: I Am Sure Every
Student Of Eliot Drama Will Look Into Your Book. It Is Scrupulously, Compellingly Documented.

murder in the cathedral analysis: The T.S. Eliot Studies Annual John David Morgenstern,
Joseph Litts, 2017 The T. S. Eliot Studies Annual features the year's best scholarship on this major
literary figure.

murder in the cathedral analysis: 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 analysis: A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF T. S. ELIOT'S MURDER
IN THE CATHEDRAL AND JEAN ANOUILH'S BECKET IN LIGHT OF MEDIEVAL AND
CONTEMPORARY RELIGIOUS DRAMA IN ENGLAND AND FRANCE MALINDA R. MAXFIELD, 1977

murder in the cathedral analysis: The Theory of Criticism Murray Krieger, 2019-12-01
Originally published in 1976. Representing years of critical reflection, The Theory of Criticism
attempts to construct a poetics of presence. Within a wide range of critical terminology, Murray
Krieger has sought to create a new vision. In language that is passionate and often dramatic, he
looks at the multidimensionality of the poetic world through the lens of Western poetics. His work
clearly addresses itself to post-New Critical questions: how to preserve the literary object as a thing
to be perceived, valued, and enjoyed and yet to account for its presence in, and interaction with, our
culture as a whole, always in danger of being dissolved into man's language-making and -forming
activity in general. Our awareness of the poem as object must be modified by our awareness that it
is an intentional object. Krieger develops his balanced vision in three parts. Part 1 defines the
problem and defends the very activity of theorizing both in its own terms and in terms of the critic's
function throughout the history of Western criticism. By asking at the outset whether criticism is
vain or valuable, Krieger already confronts the basic tension between system and world and the
need to account for both. By creating a heuristic system that examines the possibility of form, the
critic serves also the world of history and thought as a whole. Part 2 pursues that history from the
classical encounter with mimesis in Greek thought to the Romantic and post-Romantic elevation of
consciousness as a main criterion of poetic art. Defining a humanistic aesthetic as it has been viewed
since Aristotle, the author shows how, during and after the eighteenth century, form was opened up
under the impact of a Kantian and post-Kantian view, epitomized finally by Coleridge's imagination
and its consequences for recent theorists. Part 3 deals with the image of the world struggling
against its enclosure within a poetic context. It expands our view of metaphor as a reflection of the
dual nature of poetic language, simultaneously locked into the poem and referring to history and
nature outside. Our reading of the poem, Krieger concludes, must be double: we must see the poem
as a linear and chronological sequence reflecting real life, and we must read it as a circular,
imitative, mutually implicative mode.

murder in the cathedral analysis: Twentieth-Century British and American Theatre
Christopher Innes, Katherine Carlstrom, Scott Fraser, 2019-05-23 First published in 1999, this
volume aims to develop the field of theatre studies by promoting the study of performative elements
and thus fostering their consideration in the critical interpretation of dramatic literature. The
authors additionally suggest ways of approaching and evaluating the work of individual performers,
as well as of directors, designers and producers. It is an archival guide which covers manuscript and
ephemera, rather than published texts, and attempts to indicate the potential value of the
documentary material listed. This unique reference guide provides descriptions and evaluations of
archive manuscript materials and ephemera relating to twentieth-century British and American
theatre. Over 100 archives across Europe, North America and Britain were examined in the
compilation of this volume. The documents include: unpublished playscripts; state and costume
designs; directors' books; prompt books; lighting plots; stage photos; correspondence; theatre
programmes. One hundred and seventy five entries are arranged alphabetically and cover
playwrights, directors, designers and actors. By its nature, theatre is a collaborative enterprise, a
facet which is recognised in the comprehensive cross-referencing of entries. The last twenty years
has seen a shift in drama studies from text-based criticism to analysis of performance. The materials
covered in this book have therefore become essential to future research in the field.

murder in the cathedral analysis: The Construction of Tragedy Mary Anneeta Mann, 2004
A beacon for the 21st century is an understanding of the Science of Being Altogether as practiced by
the great tragic dramatists. An integral part of the art form of tragedy is deemed to be the




dramatists' adherence to the philosophy of the Science of Being Altogether where the artist becomes
intuitive scientist in creating a microcosm of the universe itself. Six plays Antigone, Hamlet, King
Lear, Murder in the Cathedral, A Man for All Seasons, The Condemned of Altona are analyzed in
similar format in HUBRIS, The Construction of Tragedy. Societies and forms of government may
vary but humanity itself does not change significantly. Antigone, Hamlet and Albany in King Lear are
deeply aware of mortals' cosmic connection and the responsibilities resultant from it. Hubris in
human activity such as domination, exemplified by Creon in Antigone, and martyrdom extolled by
More in A Man for All Seasons and Thomas in Murder in the Cathedral can be understood to be
scientifically untenable and destined to be chastened or broken by the universal life force. The
Condemned of Altona addresses the 20th century disconnect of human morality from cosmic
harmony. At the end of each play's analysis, a section is devoted to its contemporary relevance.
Contemporary issues as fear of dialogue, domination , martyrdom, religious fervor and ideological
hatred, and the slide into hopelessness all fit into patterns of human behavior that are explored in
tragedy.

murder in the cathedral analysis: Script Analysis for Theatre Robert Knopf, 2017-02-09
Script Analysis for Theatre: Tools for Interpretation, Collaboration and Production provides theatre
students and emerging theatre artists with the tools, skills and a shared language to analyze play
scripts, communicate about them, and collaborate with others on stage productions. Based largely
on concepts derived from Stanislavski's system of acting and method acting, the book focuses on
action - what characters do to each other in specific circumstances, times, and places - as the engine
of every play. From this foundation, readers will learn to distinguish the big picture of a script,
dissect and 'score' smaller units and moment-to-moment action, and create individualized blueprints
from which to collaborate on shaping the action in production from their perspectives as actors,
directors, and designers. Script Analysis for Theatre offers a practical approach to script analysis for
theatre production and is grounded in case studies of a range of the most studied plays, including
Sophocles' Oedipus the King, Shakespeare's Twelfth Night, Henrik Ibsen's Hedda Gabler, Georg
Buchner's Woyzeck, Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest, Tennessee Williams's A
Streetcar Named Desire, and Paula Vogel's How I Learned to Drive, among others. Readers will
develop the real-life skills professional theatre artists use to design, rehearse, and produce plays.

murder in the cathedral analysis: An Analysis of the Tempter Scenes in T. S. Eliot's
"Murder in the Cathedral" Charles Robert Martin, 1970

murder in the cathedral analysis: English Drama of the Early Modern Period 1890-1940 Jean
Chothia, 2016-07-01 The period 1890-1940 was a particularly rich and influential phase in the
development of modern English theatre: the age of Wilde and Shaw and a generation of influential
actors and managers from Irving and Terry to Guilgud and Olivier. Jean Chothia's study is in two
parts beginning with a portrait of the period, setting the narrative context and considering the
dramatic social and cultural changes at work during this time. It then focuses on some of the main
themes in the theatre, from Shaw and comedy, to the rise of political and radio drama, providing an
interpretative framework for the period. This volume will be of great benefit to students and
academics of English literature and drama, as it covers the work of the major dramatists of the
period as well as considering the dramatic output of literary figures, such as James, Eliot and
Lawrence.

murder in the cathedral analysis: Guide to American Drama Explication Rosalie C. Otero,
1995 This guide covers theatre as literature and offers listings of scholarly explications from colonial
to contemporary, Edward Albee to Tennessee Williams. Arranged alphabetically by playwright and
play title, the bibliography covers both periodicals and book-length criticism and reflects a variety of
critical methods.

murder in the cathedral analysis: British Literature-Student James P. Stobaugh, 2012-11-01
Enjoy beloved classics while developing vocabulary, reading, and critical thinking skills! Each
literature book in the series is a one-year course Each chapter has five lessons with daily
concept-building exercises, warm-up questions, and guided readings Easy-to-use with suggested




reading schedules and daily calendar Equips students to think critically about philosophy and trends
in culture, and articulate their views through writing A well-crafted presentation of whole-book or
whole-work selections from the major genres of classic literature (prose, poetry, and drama), each
course has 34 chapters representing 34 weeks of study, with an overview of narrative background
material on the writers, their historical settings, and worldview. The rich curriculum’s content is
infused with critical thinking skills, and an easy-to-use teacher’s guide outlines student objectives
with each chapter, providing the answers to the assignments and weekly exercises. The final lesson
of the week includes both the exam, covering insights on the week’s chapter, as well as essays
developed through the course of that week’s study, chosen by the educator and student to
personalize the coursework for the individual learner.

murder in the cathedral analysis: Sixteen Modern American Authors Jackson R. Bryer,
1990 Praise for the earlier edition: Students of modern American literature have for some years
turned to Fifteen Modern American Authors (1969) as an indispensable guide to significant
scholarship and criticism about twentieth-century American writers. In its new form--Sixteenth
Modern American Authors--it will continue to be indispensable. If it is not a desk-book for all
Americanists, it is a book to be kept in the forefront of the bibliographical compartment of their
brains.--American Studies
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