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Article

T.S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral: Divine vs. Human?
Nils Holger Petersen

Section of Church History, Faculty of Theology, University of Copenhagen, 2300 Copenhagen, Denmark;
nhp@teol.ku.dk

Abstract: This article discusses the relationship between the divine and the human, as it appears in
T.S. Eliot’s play Murder in the Cathedral, written for and performed at the Cathedral of Canterbury in
1935. On the one hand, and most obviously, this play about the martyrdom of Archbishop Thomas
Becket in the Cathedral on 29 December 1170 owes much to a medieval Catholic as well as Anglo-
Catholic tradition. On the other hand, the unbridgeable distance between the divine and the human,
pronounced by Thomas Becket in all his utterances in the play, resembles the contemporary theology
of the Reformed theologian Karl Barth, whose theology Eliot had been aware of since 1934. Recent
scholarship has discussed the influence of Barth’s theology on Eliot’s poetry, especially the Four
Quartets (1936–1940). Contemporary sources, on the other hand, show Eliot’s ambivalence towards
what he understood to be Barth’s theology. However, the article does not aim at a biographical
understanding; it concerns Eliot’s text and how it relates to the radical separation between God and
the human world, as found in Barth’s theology. The analysis of Murder in the Cathedral emphasizes
the polyphony of voices in the play, which counterbalances the radical contrast between divine and
human in the play’s presentation of Thomas Becket’s voice.

Keywords: T.S. Eliot; Thomas Becket; Karl Barth; saint’s cult and modernity

1. Introduction

Thomas Stearns Eliot’s (1888–1965) play Murder in the Cathedral was written for and
performed at the Cathedral of Canterbury in 1935.1 The play is probably the most famous
in a long history of dramatic appropriations of the historical conflict between Archbishop
Thomas Becket and King Henry II (see Appendix B). This conflict led to the martyrdom
of Becket on 29 December 1170 and the most important saints’ cult in Britain, indeed one
of the most popular cults of saints in the Middle Ages altogether. (For a brief historical
discussion of the Becket conflict, see Appendix A).

In this article, I aim to discuss the relationship between the divine and the human, as
it appears in the play. As a main point of comparison, I shall use Karl Barth’s (1886–1968)
radical theology of the 1920s and 1930s, in which the gulf between the Word of God and
the human world was strongly emphasized. The importance of Barth’s theology in recent
scholarship on Eliot’s poetry and what intuitively appears as a parallel to the Barthian gulf
in Thomas Becket’s lines in the play provide a background for investigating this particular
aspect of Murder in the Cathedral. The point, however, is not biographical. I am not trying to
establish to what extent Eliot may have been under the influence of Barth’s theology when
he wrote Murder in the Cathedral in the early months of 1935, but to seek an understanding
of how Eliot’s text relates to the radical separation between God and the human world,
found in Barth’s theology. First, however, I shall briefly review what historically connects
Eliot and Barth around this time, not least because the sources show an ambiguity toward
Barth on Eliot’s part, which increases the interest (and may be helpful) in investigating how
Murder in the Cathedral treats the relationship between the divine and the human.

Especially Domestico but also other scholars have discussed connections between the
theology of Karl Barth and Eliot’s poetry (Domestico 2012a, 2012b; Soud 2014; Domestico
2017, in particular chapters 2 and 3), sometimes also including Eliot’s essays (Soud 2014,
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pp. 1365–67). Domestico has pointed out that in 1934, Karl Barth’s theology was taken up
for discussion in the Criterion, the literary magazine that Eliot edited from its first issue
in 1922 to its last in 1939 (Domestico 2012a, 2017, chap. 2). He observes that “Karl Barth,
whose radical Protestantism would appear to be at odds with Eliot’s orthodox Anglo-
Catholicism, was, in fact, one of the Criterion’s major theological interlocutors from 1934
onward” (Domestico 2012a, p. 21; cf. Domestico 2017, chap. 2: pp. 35–36).2

Domestico and Soud have (in each their way) interpreted Eliot’s Four Quartets
(1936–1942) in light of Barth’s theology (Domestico 2012b, 2017, chap. 3; Soud 2014), both
pointing to similarities between Barth and Eliot even before Eliot knew of Barth (Domestico
2012b, pp. 3–6; Soud 2014, pp. 1365–67). Domestico’s and Soud’s Barthian interpretations
of the Four Quartets have recently been criticized by Sicari, although he admits that “there is
much to be learned by reading how Barth’s theology affected Eliot” (Sicari 2022, pp. 43–45,
quotation: 44). He, however, points to Rudolf Otto and his The Idea of the Holy from 1917 as
a more fruitful background for interpreting the Four Quartets (Sicari 2022, pp. 40–45).

Already in 1936, the British Kierkegaardian scholar Melville Chaning-Pearce (see
Morgan 2010, p. 123) had identified affinities between Barth and several British contem-
porary poets, including Eliot, since they all “betray a catastrophic or cacophonic strain”
(quoted from Domestico 2012b, p. 6; identically Domestico 2017, chap. 3, p. 58).3 For
Chaning-Pearce, Murder in the Cathedral turned Barth’s denunciation of “the worship of
the ‘Man-God’” into poetry, while for Domestico, “the affinities between Eliot and Barth
are even deeper than Chaning-Pearce could have known” (Domestico 2012b, p. 22 (n. 9);
similarly Domestico 2017, chap. 3, pp. 154–55 (n. 29)).

In a letter of 5 September 1934 to the Reverend Geoffrey Curtis, Eliot discusses his
relation to Barth’s theology in passing, in the context of the reverend’s reaction to his
pageant The Rock (1934). Curtis had claimed, somewhat critically, that Eliot theologically
belonged “to the pre-Barthian era” (Eliot and Haffenden 2017, p. 311 (n. 3)). Eliot answered:

It is possible that my very superficial acquaintance with Barthian theology is
from the wrong end. That is, I got the impression that it was a movement back
to Luther; that as a counter-reformation of Liberal Protestantism it was all to the
good; but that it had little to offer to the less Protestant minded, and indeed held
dangers in stressing the chasm between the spiritual and the temporal order. In
fact, the Bishop of Stepney asked me if I had been influenced by Barth, because
he thought that I was emphasising the division of ‘Church’ and ‘World’ to such
an extent! (Eliot and Haffenden 2017, pp. 311–12)

It seems here that Eliot distances himself, at least to some extent, from precisely
the feature that both the Bishop of Stepney (but not the Rev. Curtis) and, more recently,
Domestico and Soud have otherwise emphasized as an element common to Barth’s radical
theology and Eliot’s poetry.

A few years later, in his The Idea of a Christian State (1939), three lectures given in
March 1939, published as a book late in 1939 by Faber & Faber (Javadi et al. [2017] 2021,
pp. 2199–411),4 Eliot explicitly brings up the relationship between religious and secular life,
both for individuals and communities, referencing Barthian theology in passing:

And I think that the tendency of the time is opposed to the view that the religious
and the secular life of the individual and the community can form two separate
and autonomous domains. I know that a theology of the absolute separation of
the life of the Spirit and the life of the World has spread from Germany. Such a
doctrine appears more plausible, when the Church’s position is wholly defensive,
when it is subject to daily persecution, when its spiritual claims are questioned
and when its immediate necessity is to keep itself alive and to keep its doctrine
pure. But this theo-logy is incompatible with the assumptions underlying every-
thing that I have been saying. The increasing complexity of modern life renders it
unacceptable, for, as I have already said, we are faced with vital problems arising
not merely out of the necessity of cooperating with non-Christians, but out of our
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unescapeable (sic!) implication in non-Christian institutions and systems. And
finally, the totalitarian tendency is against it, for the tendency of totalitarianism
is to re-affirm, on a lower level, the religious-social nature of society. And I am
convinced that you cannot have a national Christian society, a religious-social
community, a society with a political philosophy founded upon the Christian
faith, if it is constituted as a mere congeries of private and independent sects.
The national faith must have an official recognition by the State, as well as an
accepted status in the community and a basis of conviction in the heart of the
individual. (Javadi et al. [2017] 2021, p. 2285)

The modern editors of the text point out that the German theology to which Eliot
refers, is the theology of Karl Barth (pointing also to the letter of 5 September quoted above;
Javadi et al. [2017] 2021, p. 2387 (n. 47)). Eliot expresses a certain understanding of the
“absolute separation” in Barthian theology, because of the political situation in Germany
and the position of the Church under the Nazi regime. However, his rejection of a division
of life into two separate and autonomous domains is undiminished by this. This accords
well with an earlier statement in his “Religious Drama, Mediaeval and Modern”, a lecture
held in March 1937 and again in July the same year (published later the same year; Javadi
et al. [2017] 2021, pp. 1708–45, see also 1742 (n. 1*)). In this address, Eliot writes:

What I am opposing is not merely a division of religious and secular drama into
watertight compartments; what I am proposing is not merely that we need to go
to a religious play or to a secular play in much the same spirit. It is an opposition
to the compartmentalisation of life in general, to the sharp division between our
religious and our ordinary life. I know that in the world in which we live this
compartmenta-lisation is constantly being forced upon us. I am not only thinking
of certain countries, and of certain tendencies which exist in every country; of
the explicit doctrine that religion is for a man’s private life, and that his public
life belongs to the secular state. The terminus of such a doctrine is of course to
put an end to man’s private life altogether, for the division cannot be maintained.
(Javadi et al. [2017] 2021, p. 1724)

Eliot gave this lecture both before and after the time he signed the foreword of the
third edition of Murder in the Cathedral in June 1937 (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 7). The second and
third editions of Murder in the Cathedral were unchanged, except that the second edition
(1936) had substituted a chorus for the introits, which opened Part II in the first edition. In
the third edition, these introits were added as an appendix, and Eliot pointed out that they
“may be used instead of the chorus in productions of the play” (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 7).

Taking all the referenced sources into account, Eliot’s relationship to Barth’s theology
appears to be complex. On the one hand, affinities between Barth’s main theological stance
and Eliot’s writings have been found since the 1930s. On the other hand, Eliot himself
seems to have had serious reservations, at least about what he had understood of Barth’s
theology. Domestico has even suggested a split between Eliot the essayist, on the one hand,
and Eliot the poet, on the other (Domestico 2012b, p. 3; identically Domestico 2017, chap. 3,
p. 55).

What Barth’s theological position implied in terms of practical–political consequences
may not have been easy for everyone to understand, although also in Britain, Barth was
known from the end of 1933 for his uncompromising opposition to Nazism, especially as
regarded the position of the churches (Morgan 2010, pp. 128–34; Domestico 2012a, pp. 2–3;
2017, chap. 2, p. 36). Indeed, Barth did not advocate a total separation of religious and
ordinary life as is evident from his clear reaction against the political development in
Germany, even before Hitler officially came to power in 1933. Eberhard Busch, in his
biography of Karl Barth, refers, among other writings and actions, to an article Barth wrote
in December 1931:

How clear and how serious Barth saw the whole situation at the time came
to the fore in an article in December 1931 in the Zofinger Zentralblatt. Here he
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characterized fascism as a ‘religion in its dogmatically fixed acquaintance with
only one reality, the national, in its appeal to reasons, which are no reasons at
all, in its behavior as unqualified power’. Indeed, as a religion, from which
Christianity could only expect hostility, and towards which, at the same time,
Christianity might stand under the greatest temptation to adapt.5 (Busch [1975]
2005, p. 231)

In December 1933, in a controversial sermon, Barth also commented on the question of
the Jews, pointing out that Jesus Christ was a Jew. Some listeners left the church in protest.
In January 1934, Barth confirmed what he had said in the sermon in a letter to someone
who had been present in the church:

in believing Christ, who was a Jew himself and died for heathens and Jews, one
simply must not go along with the disrespect and cruelty towards the Jews which
is the order of the day.6 (Busch [1975] 2005, p. 247)

Thus, Barth’s separation of the divine domain from the human did not mean that
Christian belief for him had only private and spiritual consequences. This came especially
to the fore in Barth’s public engagement with the establishment of the German Confessing
Church and its famous so-called Barmen Declaration in May 1934, mainly based on a draft
written by Barth (Busch [1975] 2005, pp. 257–61; Morgan 2010, pp. 131–34).

What was of the utmost importance for Barth, famously expressed in the second
edition of his commentary to Paul’s Letter to the Romans (published in 1922) and in many
publications over the following years, was the insurmountable distance between God’s
self-revelation in his Word and human attempts at approaching God. Just after he lost
his professorship in Bonn, due to his refusal to swear the required loyalty oath to Hitler
without reservations, he gave a series of talks in the early months of 1935 at the University
of Utrecht (Holland), later published in the volume Credo (Busch [1975] 2005, pp. 272–73).
Here, again, he opposes God’s revelation, the Word of God, to the idea that humans can
somehow approach the notion of God (the idea traditionally termed “natural theology”):

We must rather begin with the admission that we do not know in ourselves what
we say when we say “God”, indeed that all that we believe to know when we
say “God” does not capture and comprehend the one who is called “God” in the
creed. We will always only capture an idol of ours, thought out and made by
ourselves, whether, in truth, we aim for the “Spirit” or “Nature”, “Fate” or the
“Idea”.7 (Barth 1948, p. 10)

Eliot was not comfortable with a theology of separation between the life of the spirit
and the life of the world. Thus, it is not surprising that his strong commitment to Christian-
ity provides a “useful interpretive frame for understanding his near-despairing critiques
of liberal democracy and his sustained, if lopsided, attacks on fascism and communism”
(Javadi et al. [2017] 2021, p. 45). Politically, however, it is not possible to make meaningful
comparisons between Eliot and Barth, considering the differences between the political
situations in Germany and Britain. While some scholars have claimed that Eliot’s Murder in
the Cathedral can be read as a contemporary statement against dictatorship and the idea
that the Church should subordinate itself to anything but the Word of God (Sharoni 1972,
p. 148; Lapworth 1988, p. 40), this is weakened by the absence of the king, or his voice,
in the play. Based on his interpretation of the knights’ self-justifications after the murder,
spoken in modern prose language (in contrast to the play’s otherwise consistent poetry),
Andrew Chandler has commented on the contemporary political aspect of Eliot’s play in
the following way:

An exploration of the murder of Archbishop Thomas Becket by agents of King
Henry II in the twelfth century, Murder in the Cathedral may at first appear to
offer only a further pageant of imaginative medievalism. But Eliot himself ac-
knowledged the dimension of an all too recognizable pragmatism by converting
his murderers into self-interested public servants justifying themselves in work-
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a-day prose. Privately, at least, it is said that Eliot himself saw this work as a
response to Hitler. We shall never know how many in those early audiences saw
the connection. (Chandler 2007, p. 304)

However, Chandler’s suggestion that the knights are unequivocally exposed as neg-
ative pragmatic figures, when justifying the murder of Thomas and their own roles in it
(cf. also Robinson 1986, p. 41), is not the only way to read this scene (see further below). A
contemporary political perspective does not stand out in the play.

Altogether, it does not seem possible to reach a firm conclusion about the affinities
between Eliot and Barth. As already stated, this article does not seek such a conclusion, nor
does it aim at a biographical understanding of Murder in the Cathedral. This introduction
has attempted to establish the complex background for the interest in raising a particular
question about the text of the play: to what extent is this text in alignment with the
fundamental Barthian understanding of the qualitative and absolute distance between the
divine and the human. A discussion of this will be the task for the remainder of the article.

2. Murder in the Cathedral: The Divine and the Human

Since the first performance of Murder in the Cathedral, critics have focused to a
large extent on how the text draws on medieval liturgy and, more generally, is based
in Catholic and Anglo-Catholic Christianity (Ayers 1978; Davidson [1985] 1988; Ferguson
1988; Gardner [1950] 1988; Robinson 1986; Heady 2019, pp. 123–49). This is obviously so as
demonstrated by the play’s numerous quotations (and paraphrases) from medieval (and
Anglo-Catholic) liturgy, mainly delivered by the chorus of women of Canterbury, a chorus
looming large in the play (see further below). It is also unsurprising, as Eliot converted to
Anglo-Catholicism in 1927 (Davidson [1985] 1988, p. 123; Heady 2019, p. 24). It has also
been pointed out that the play owes a good deal to the medieval saint’s play (Kornbluth
1959; Davidson [1985] 1988). The prayer to St Thomas by the chorus with which the play
ends (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 86) and the discourse about martyrs in Thomas’s sermon on
Christmas Day clearly reference the long Roman-Catholic tradition and understanding of
sainthood. In his sermon, Thomas points out what a saint is, and is not:

A martyr is never the design of man; for the true martyr is he who has become
the instrument of God, who has lost his will in the will of God, not lost it but
found it, for he has found freedom in submission to God. The martyr no longer
desires anything for himself, not even the glory of martyrdom. (Eliot [1935] 1937,
pp. 49–50)

Eliot’s play is divided into two parts, with Thomas’s sermon on Christmas Day as
an interlude between the parts. Throughout both parts, the chorus of Canterbury women
put the action into perspective, responding, sometimes directly to what is happening, but
mostly through basic responses of human incomprehension and fear of what they sense,
sometimes praying for divine as well as human help.

In Part II, after the actual murder, the knights justify themselves directly to the audi-
ence, interpreting Thomas’s struggle and his death in a way completely opposite to the
religious interpretation otherwise dominating the play. In sharp contrast, the priests then
take up the religious interpretation, now in poetic language, partly expressing the Church’s
feeling of bereavement and fear since they have lost their shepherd (First Priest), while the
Third Priest expresses the Church’s feeling of triumph, having now gained a new martyr.
He calls on everyone to give thanks “to God, who has given us another Saint in Canterbury”
(Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 83). The chorus takes up his request in a poetic paraphrase of the Te
Deum, while this is “sung in Latin by a choir in the distance” (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 83). The
very last words of the chorus (and the play) consist of an English Kyrie eleison (“Lord, have
mercy upon us. Christ, have mercy upon us. Lord, have mercy upon us”) followed by
“Blessed Thomas, pray for us”, expressing their devotion to the new martyr of Canterbury
(Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 86).



Religions 2022, 13, 1068 6 of 17

Whereas Part II focuses on the confrontation with the knights, the murder, and its
interpretation, Part I anticipates the dramatic events by presenting the forebodings of the
women of Canterbury. Then follows Thomas’s arrival (at the beginning of December 1170
after his exile) and his confrontation with four tempters as its main dramatic contents. The
first three tempters correspond more or less to the temptations of Jesus in Matt 4:1–11,
but they also have a basis in Thomas’s earlier life as the king’s chancellor, tempting him
with pleasure and power. At this point, all such worldliness constitutes no real temptation
for him, but a fourth (unexpected) tempter tempts him with the glory of sainthood. This
temptation stems from Becket’s own innermost wishes, as he admits:

Thomas: Who are you, tempting with my own desires?
Others have come, temporal tempters,
With pleasure and power at palpable price.
What do you offer? what do you ask?

Tempter: I offer what you desire. I ask
What you have to give. Is it too much
For such a vision of eternal grandeur?

Thomas: Others offered real goods, worthless
But real. You only offer
Dreams to damnation.

Tempter: You have often dreamt them. (Eliot [1935] 1937, pp. 39–40)

Falling for this temptation would mean becoming a false martyr, and Thomas is well
aware of this. The tempter now directs words to him that are (almost) verbatim the same
that Thomas himself spoke about the women of Canterbury when he arrived:

Tempter: You know and do not know, what it is to act or suffer.
You know and do not know, that acting is suffering,
And suffering action. Neither does the actor suffer
Nor the patient act. But both are fixed
In an eternal action [. . . ] (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 40, cf. 21)

The tempter thus identifies Thomas with the all too human women of Canterbury
who sense, hope and struggle for themselves and their lives with only premonitions of the
greater perspectives, although they do know of suffering, having always suffered, as they
state in the opening chorus of the play:

Chorus: [. . . ] what tribulation
With which we are not already familiar? There is no danger
For us, and there is no safety in the cathedral. Some presage of an act
Which our eyes are compelled to witness, has forced our feet
Towards the cathedral. We are forced to bear witness. (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 11)

Thomas points out that the women do not understand the role of their suffering in the
overall divine perspective, “they know and do not know, what it is to act or suffer [. . . ]”
(Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 21). Action and suffering belong together as part of “an eternal action,
an eternal patience, to which all must consent that it may be willed” and in order for “the
pattern” to “subsist”, so “that the wheel may turn and still be forever still” (Eliot [1935]
1937, pp. 21, 40). Action and suffering are part of the eternal meaning of life, of the turning
wheel, which precisely for that reason is “forever still”. For humans this is something one
struggles against, attempting to find some way out of suffering, or, if possible, to turn
suffering to one’s own advantage, as indeed Thomas does when tempted by the glory
of martyrdom. As long as that temptation has its grasp on him, he has come no further
than the poor women. In the film version of the play, Murder in the Cathedral (1951; see
Appendix B), the voice of the fourth tempter was heard, but not seen (as opposed to the
other tempters).8 The words of the fourth tempter quoted above may support a reading
of that voice as internal, maybe even in some way a divine, or divinely inspired voice,
prompting Thomas to accept what martyrdom actually means. The fourth tempter is thus a
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highly ambiguous figure, offering a false temptation that actually does tempt Thomas, but
thereby indirectly points him in the direction of true martyrdom. The peripeteia of the play
is this change in Thomas. It is textually expressed only after a worried exchange between
tempters, priests, and the chorus, followed by an almost despairing chorus (“We have not
been happy, my Lord”, Eliot [1935] 1937, pp. 42–44), ending in what sounds like a cry:

O Thomas Archbishop, save us, save us, save yourself that we may be saved;

Destroy yourself and we are destroyed.

What they, as humans, long for, is an archbishop at their side, who makes them feel
safe, but Thomas is now beyond all human hopes and temptations, including his own last
temptation, which was “the greatest treason” (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 44):

Thomas: While I ate out of the King’s dish
To become servant of God was never my wish.
Servant of God has chance of greater sin
And sorrow, than the man who serves a king.
For those who serve the greater cause may make the cause serve them,
Still doing right: and striving with political men
May make that cause political, not by what they do
But by what they are. I know
What yet remains to show you of my history
Will seem to most of you at best futility,
Senseless self-slaughter of a lunatic,
Arrogant passion of a fanatic.
[. . . ]
I shall no longer act or suffer, to the sword’s end.
Now my good Angel, whom God appoints
To be my guardian, hover over the swords’ points. (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 45)

Here, Thomas has parted with pretensions, presenting himself, as it seems honestly,
with no attempt to justify himself. Critics of the play, however, have pointed to a seeming
discrepancy between Thomas’s self-presentations in the play and the theology of martyr-
dom to which he refers. Indeed, Thomas’s assertive self-presentations, only indirectly
perceivable in the lines just quoted, and his unbending attitude throughout Part II of the
play can be read as pride or lack of appropriate humility (Gardner [1950] 1988, pp. 18–20;
Sharoni 1972, p. 145; Cutts 1974, p. 204), or as abstract theology (Ferguson 1988, p. 8).

During the confrontations with the knights before the murder in Part II, the dialogue
appears more historicized, bringing in canon law and the papacy:

Thomas: It is not I who insult the King,
And there is higher than I or the King.
It is not I, Becket from Cheapside,
It is not against me, Becket, that you strive.
It is not Becket who pronounces doom,
But the Law of Christ’s Church, the judgement of Rome.
Go then to Rome, or let Rome come
Here, to you, in the person of her most unworthy son. (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 62)

Even so, and throughout Part II, Thomas claims his actions (thus his words) to be in
accordance with God’s will, postulating it rather than explaining it. Dramatically, it comes
to the fore when he commands the priests to unbar the door to the cathedral, making it
possible for the threatening knights to enter the church:

Unbar the door!

You think me reckless, desperate and mad.

You argue by results, as this world does,

To settle if an act be good or bad.

You defer to the fact. For every life and every act
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Consequence of good and evil can be shown.

And as in time results of many deeds are blended

So good and evil in the end become confounded.

It is not in time that my death shall be known;

It is out of time that my decision is taken

If you call that decision

To which my whole being gives entire consent.

I give my life

To the Law of God above the Law of Man.

Those who do not the same

How should they know what I do?

How should you know what I do? Yet how much more

Should you know than these madmen beating on the door.

Unbar the door! unbar the door!

We are not here to triumph by fighting, by stratagem, or by resistance,

Not to fight with beasts as men. We have fought the beast

And have conquered. We have only to conquer

Now, by suffering. This is the easier victory.

Now is the triumph of the Cross, now

Open the door! I command it. OPEN THE DOOR! (Eliot [1935] 1937, pp. 71–72)

And slightly later:

I am here.

No traitor to the King. I am a priest,

A Christian, saved by the blood of Christ,

Ready to suffer with my blood.

This is the sign of the Church always,

The sign of blood. Blood for blood.

His blood given to buy my life,

My blood given to pay for His death,

My death for his Death. (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 73)

The dichotomy between human and divine in the first of these statements may not
only remind the reader or spectator of the unsurmountable distance between God’s realm
and will on the one hand and human understandings of the world on the other, as asserted
by Barth. It reflects many of Jesus’s expressions in the Gospel of John, the gospel text in the
New Testament that most strongly emphasizes the divinity of Jesus. Compare, for example,
the following words from John 8: 23: “Ye are from beneath; I am from above: ye are of this
world; I am not of this world”, and John 14:27: “Peace I leave with you, my peace I give
unto you: not as the world giveth, give I unto you. Let not your heart be troubled, neither
let it be afraid”. The idea that his (true) disciples are not of this world, but share the divine
world with him, is explicitly stated in the following words of a long prayer to God:

For I have given unto them the words which thou gavest me; and they have
received them, and have known surely that I came from thee, and they have
believed that thou didst send me. I pray for them: I pray not for the world, but
for them which thou hast given me, for they are thine. And all mine are thine,
and thine are mine; and I am glorified in them. And now I am no more in the
world, but these are in the world, and I come to thee. Holy Father, keep through
thine own name those whom thou hast given me, that they may be one, as we are.
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[. . . ] I have given them thy word; and the world hath hated them, because they
are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. I pray not that thou shouldest
take them out of the world, but that thou shouldest keep them from evil. They
are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. (John 17: 8–11, 14–16)9

The sharp dichotomy in Barth’s theology of the 1920s and 1930s did have a solid basis
in classical theology, going back all the way to early Christians. As is well known, the
question of how to express (and not upset) the balance between Christ’s divine and human
natures occupied Christianity for centuries, before as well as after the famous Christological
(paradoxical) solution of the Council of Chalcedon (in 451), claiming that Christ’s two
natures should neither be separated nor confounded. The dichotomy in Thomas’s lines in
Murder in the Cathedral does not concern the Christological question itself, but one derived
from it, how the divine and the human realms relate to one another. For Thomas, as
for Barth, and as for the Johannine Jesus, the emphasis on the unapproachable divinity
of the divine is so great as to seemingly threaten an intelligible connection between the
divine and the human spheres (although Barth certainly did not reject the doctrine of
Christ’s two natures). In the overall History of Christianity, the humanity of God’s Son,
born as a helpless and poor child, plays just as important a role as his divinity. In the
so-called objective doctrine of the Atonement by Anselm of Canterbury, Thomas’s famous
archiepiscopal predecessor, the balance (and its necessity) was theoretically explained in
his Cur Deus Homo (Why God Became Man), written just before 1100.

In the following, I shall argue that in Murder in the Cathedral, a kind of balance between
the divine and the human is achieved poetically, through a polyphony of radically different
voices.10 The following section will direct the attention to these other voices. Among these,
those of the women of Canterbury, already briefly touched upon, are particularly important.

3. The Women of Canterbury and the Knights

In the original version of the play, Part II began with a dialogue between the priests
referencing the feasts between Christmas and 29 December (the Day of St Thomas of
Canterbury): St Stephen’s Day (26 December), St John’s Day (27 December), Holy Innocents
(28 December), at each instance letting banners and the appropriate introit be sung. As
mentioned, Eliot wrote a new chorus for the opening of Part II in 1936, but in the third
edition inserted the original opening of the play as an appendix, allowing it to be used in
performances. Altogether, liturgical hymns play a significant role in the play, making it
possible for the women of Canterbury, for the priests, but not least also for the audience to
participate in what they do not understand. The use of liturgical hymns provides a voice
with which to participate in the divine world, even without understanding what is going
on. In addition to this, the women of Canterbury sense a divine world that concerns them,
regardless of their lack of insight, and are able to express this sensory appreciation.

This comes to the fore when the women of Canterbury speak in counterpoint to sung
medieval hymns as in the final Te Deum. Another similar situation occurs before the actual
murder, between the two scenes in which the knights confront Thomas. After the first
of these scenes, the chorus opens at the point where the priests force Thomas into the
cathedral with the aim of protecting him by closing the doors of the church during vespers.
The stage directions indicate a Dies Irae to be sung simultaneously by a choir in the distance
(Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 68). The beginning and end of the women’s chorus are written in
three-line stanzas of four trochees, just like the originally Franciscan, thirteenth-century
Dies Irae, except that the last line mostly abbreviates the last trochee into only one (stressed)
syllable. However, after three stanzas in this traditional poetic meter, the chorus continues
in its usual, less regular meter, before they conclude the chorus, at a point where the women
paraphrase one of the stanzas of the Dies Irae, with two more three-line stanzas of four
trochees:
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Numb the hand and dry the eyelid,
Still the horror, but more horror
Than when tearing in the belly.

Still the horror, but more horror
Than when twisting in the fingers,
Than when splitting in the skull.

More than footfall in the passage,
More than shadow in the doorway,
More than fury in the hall.

The agents of hell disappear, the human, they shrink and dissolve
Into dust on the wind, forgotten, unmemorable; only is here
The white flat face of Death, God’s silent servant,
And behind the face of Death the Judgement
And behind the Judgement the Void, more horrid than active shapes of hell;
Emptiness, absence, separation from God;
The horror of the effortless journey, to the empty land
Which is no land, only emptiness, absence, the Void,
Where those who were men can no longer turn the mind
To distraction, delusion, escape into dream, pretence
[. . . ]
Not what we call death, but what beyond death is not death,
We fear, we fear. Who shall then plead for me,
Who intercede for me, in my most need?

Dead upon the tree, my Saviour,
Let not be in vain Thy labour;
Help me, Lord, in my last fear.

Dust I am, to dust am bending,
From the final doom impending
Help me, Lord, for death is near. (Eliot [1935] 1937, pp. 68–69)11

In this way, the words of the women of Canterbury reflect or resonate with the voice
and prayers of a medieval congregation; however, they also reflect a modern consciousness,
a modern feeling of emptiness, the futility of human efforts, and, not least, God’s absence.
As much as the play gives voice to a divine authority through Thomas’s lines, an authority,
which seeks no human affirmation but is self-contained, the play also gives voice to a
human search for meaning and the human experiences of the lack of meaning, of the
absence of God.

The knights return with anger and heated lines, brutally killing Thomas, who com-
mends his cause to Almighty God, the blessed Mary and a host of saints (Eliot [1935] 1937,
pp. 72–74). The women of Canterbury, in a highly dramatic, emotional chorus, express
their experience of the presence of evil, the overwhelming presence (in theological terms)
of sin in the world.

Clear the air! clean the sky! wash the wind! take stone from stone and wash them.

The land is foul, the water is foul, our beasts and ourselves defiled with blood.

[. . . ]

We are soiled by a filth that we cannot clean, united to supernatural vermin,

It is not we alone, it is not the house, it is not the city that is defiled,

But the world that is wholly foul.
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Clear the air! clean the sky! wash the wind! take the stone from the stone [. . . ] Wash

the stone, wash the bone, wash the brain, wash the soul, wash them wash them!
(Eliot [1935] 1937, pp. 74–75)

Right at this moment, radically different new voices appear. The knights “advance to
the front of the stage and address the audience” (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 75) in modern prose
language, and, as James E. Robinson has argued,

Eliot’s own consciousness of the play as play is emphasized when he boldly brings
forth the Knights, the murderers of Thomas, out of the intense interior space of
the play’s spiritual and poetic experience, to have them address the audience in
“platform prose”, as he called their speeches [. . . ]. This is Metatheatre. This is the
play drawing attention to itself as play, as illusion. (Robinson 1986, p. 40)

Indeed, the voices of the knights form a sharp break with the style as well as the
contents of the play, stylistically even with the previous lines of the knights, which have so
far conformed to the play’s metric poetry. The stylistic break corresponds to the contents.
Whereas everything up to this point (and again after the knights’ scene) takes place in
a high, sublime style far from everyday speech, we are now in a modern recognizable
world with rational argumentation and an appeal to common sense. However, I do not
agree that “their obtrusive apologia creates counterpointing ironies” (Robinson 1986, p. 31)
or “disturbs our trust in the sanity of the imagination” (Robinson 1986, p. 41). Rather,
it seems here that dissenting voices that have been raised time and again since Becket’s
own time as well as by modern historians (see note 12 below and Appendix A) are given
a place in the play along with the other—main—voices of Thomas and the women of
Canterbury. These are one-sided (to the point of being manipulative) voices, which point
out the unaccountability of the gap between the divine and human realms in Thomas’s
actions and words. They are allowed a place among all the other, and as it seems from the
focus of the play, more important voices, but they are allowed a place, and I think they may
also function as a point of identification for many in a modern audience, for instance when
the Second Knight points out how Thomas as archbishop

abandoned every policy that he had heretofore supported; he affirmed imme-
diately that there was a higher order than that which our King, and he as the
King’s servant, had for so many years striven to establish; and that—God knows
why—the two orders were incompatible. (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 79)

The murder itself might—not least at the time in which it was written—give asso-
ciations to the violence and brutality of the Nazi and fascist regimes, and the Second
Knight shrewdly takes this into consideration when he points to the political changes of
the centuries since the time of Thomas and Henry II, pointing out that,

At another time, you would condemn an Archbishop by vote of parliament and
execute him formally as a traitor, and no one would have to bear the burden of
being called a murderer. And at a later time still, even such temperate measures
as these would become unnecessary. (Eliot [1935] 1937, pp. 79–80)

The Second Knight thus calls attention to the unexplained opposition between the
order of the king and the order of the Church, i.e., the lack of actual explanation in human
terms of what exactly Thomas dies for. Thus, The Second Knight puts his finger on the
apparent dissociation between human experience and the postulated knowledge of God’s
will. For a modern audience, both the chorus of Canterbury women and the voices of
the knights in their speeches of self-justification form potential points of identification,
depending on the individual member of the audience.

In the historical context of the Becket conflict, ‘Gregorian’ ideals of universal papal and
ecclesiastical supremacy were expressed in John of Salisbury’s Policraticus (The Statesman,
1159), dedicated to Thomas Becket, at the time still the king’s chancellor (Guy 2012, pp. 39,
124, 171; Dickinson 1926, p. 336; see also Barlow 1986, pp. 91–92). John of Salisbury
remained a close advisor and friend of Thomas Becket to the very end, and was the first
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to write about the murder of Thomas in a letter, Ex insperato (Unexpectedly, 1171), later
expanded into the very first of the Lives of Thomas Becket (Staunton 2006, pp. 19–27; cf.
Appendix A). As the conflict with Henry II developed, Thomas Becket began “to draw
heavily” on ideas formulated in Policraticus, not least about resistance to tyrants, his own
“presentation copy” of Policraticus containing what seems to be “Thomas’s own marginal
notes” (Guy 2012, p. 174). Learned men such as John of Salisbury and Herbert of Bosham
were his advisors and among his supporters, and both expressed the theological rationale
behind the struggle before as well as after Becket’s death. Whereas the presentation in
Murder in the Cathedral condenses Thomas’s rational theological (albeit not undisputed)12

position to an abstract spiritual, otherworldly position, his voice stands as only one among
several in the play.

Together, the polyphony of the voices contributes to a complex web of human expe-
rience. In the play, Thomas’s self-assertive divine authority, the ordinary human voices
represented by the women of Canterbury, open to the divine as well as the worldly, capable
of sensing but not of comprehending, the voices of the prosaic as well as manipulatively
one-sided knights, and, finally, the various voices of priests and tempters, all stand side by
side. Clearly, the play prioritizes Thomas’s divine authority, without, however, diminishing
the effect of the other voices, which makes it possible for anyone in the audience to find
a point of identification from which to experience the play. Through the final acceptance
of Thomas’s sainthood by the all too human women, the message is no longer that of the
unapproachability of this divinity. It may not be possible to understand it from a human
perspective, but it is at least possible to acknowledge it and thereby come to peace with life
in its impenetrable complexity.

4. Conclusions

Overall, the polyphonic web of different voices in Murder in the Cathedral does not
represent a Barthian theological stance. The self-presentation of Thomas, especially after
he has overcome the temptations in Part I of the play, involves a Barthian gulf between
the divine and human, between transcendence and immanence. However, it equally
resembles voices heard much earlier in the history of Christianity, all the way back to the
New Testament, especially in the Gospel of John. Moreover, in the play, human attempts at
grasping what is going on counterbalance Thomas’s voice. This is primarily seen in the
intuitive approaches of the women of Canterbury and their sensory appreciation of what
happens, which does not bring them to understand, but, in the end, to accept and even
praise a divine message they cannot understand. Thomas’s self-assertive statements, on
the other hand, are directly contradicted by the knights’ one-sided, worldly and prosaic
justifications, which present a completely reversed understanding of Thomas’s postulated
sainthood and divinity as human pride and, in Thomas’s own words, “senseless self-
slaughter of a lunatic, arrogant passion of a fanatic” (Eliot [1935] 1937, p. 45).

Barth’s separation of the divine from the worldly did not prevent him from drawing
political consequences of his Christian belief. Similarly, Thomas’s martyrdom can be seen as
a political act against tyranny. Altogether, no human logic prevents it from being viewed in
the very different lights shed on it during the play, even though the play clearly prioritizes
an acceptance of martyrdom as real and divine. Reading the play through the lens of a
Barthian gulf between the divine and the human does not tell us if the play was inspired by
Barth. It discloses that the play promotes several voices. One of these propagates the idea
of the divine as totally different from the human. Other voices, however, express differing
experiences of the human condition, different ways of coming to terms with meaning,
suffering and politics.
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Appendix A. The Historical Conflict between Archbishop Thomas Becket and King
Henry II

The circumstances around the murder of Thomas Becket are known in great detail
through an unequaled number of contemporary testimonials, which in some cases were
written by eyewitnesses to the murder and by people who had followed Thomas Becket
through at least part of the conflict. Whereas the hagiographic intentions behind much of
this corpus call for caution, this early layer of Lives of Thomas Becket has been deemed to
consist of “broadly accurate and trustworthy testimonies” (Staunton 2006, p. 2).

The murder was the dramatic culmination of a long and complex conflict with King
Henry II, whom Becket had first served as a competent and valued chancellor (1155–1162).
The royal office of chancellor became exceptionally influential and powerful during Becket’s
office because of his developing friendship with the king (Barlow 1986, pp. 42–43), although
this friendship was far from “being a friendship of near equals” (Guy 2012, p. 121). The
successful collaboration, however, led Henry to convince the probably at least somewhat
reluctant Becket (Guy 2012, pp. 145–46) to accept the vacant Canterbury archbishopric in
1161, and then to ensure that Becket was, in fact, elected in 1162. Henry’s intention was to
secure peace between the Crown and the Church and maybe even royal dominance over the
Church in England at a time when the Gregorian movement (which refers to Pope Gregory
VII and his followers) since late in the eleventh century generally made relations between
royal and ecclesiastical governance difficult. However, Becket’s ecclesiastical position as
archdeacon of Canterbury, not yet ordained as a priest, made the election controversial.
Royal interference in an episcopal election was not unusual in England at this time, and
Henry may even have secured support for his plan from Pope Alexander III (at the time in
exile in France and in strong need of Henry’s support against his counter-pope Victor IV,
who was supported by Emperor Friedrich Barbarossa). A papal legate, Henry of Pisa, was
present at the council at Westminster Abbey on 23 May 1162 where the election of Becket
was announced and approved by (almost) all present (Barlow 1986, pp. 66–71; Guy 2012,
pp. 146–49).

The new archbishop soon resigned as chancellor, thereby upsetting the king and his
plans. Furthermore, in addition to (gradually) taking up a life fitting for his new religious
position, Becket also soon began to show a strict ecclesiastical attitude, defending the rights
of the Church as stated in contemporary canon law, insisting on the libertas ecclesiae (the
freedom of the Church) from the demands of the king (and the secular world). All this
soon led to a destructive conflict with King Henry, a conflict that mainly (but not only)
revolved around the Church’s reservations to Henry’s plans for reviving what he referred
to as “ancestral customs” (e.g., Guy 2012, pp. 121, 143, 164; see also Barlow 1986, pp. 90–92).
This especially concerned Henry’s wish to change the legal status of clerks, deacons and
those in minor orders but also priests, so that they would no longer be exempt from the
royal courts. The exemptions meant that clerks were only to be tried by ecclesiastical courts
and sentenced according to canon law.

The early biographers generally described the changes in Becket’s life and lifestyle
from the moment he became archbishop as a conversion (Staunton 2006, pp. 75–96). Modern
historians have rather tended to understand the radical break with his earlier life as a secular,
courtly man, who even enjoyed military ventures, in more psychological terms. They
have variously emphasized spiritual, political, and other influences, including his need to
show himself as a competent and ‘proper’ archbishop in the eyes of his contemporaries.
Altogether, Becket’s uncompromising attitude in his struggle with the king has been a
highly contentious matter of discussion in modern historiography (Slocum 2019, chapters
10 and 11, and see, for instance, the very sober and balanced, but very different discussions
in Barlow 1986, pp. 74–87; and Guy 2012, pp. 166–75). The historical events led to ever
harsher retaliation against Becket from Henry’s side, causing his flight to exile in France
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in 1164. Many futile negotiations between the king and the archbishop followed until a
(short-lived) formal agreement was made in 1170 so that Becket could return to Canterbury
in early December. However, the conflict immediately broke out again, and four royal
knights, possibly misunderstanding the king’s intentions, murdered Becket in his cathedral
on 29 December, causing shock and dismay throughout most of Christendom.

What followed were individual experiences of miracles at Becket’s grave, which soon
led to the establishment of a cult of St Thomas. The cult was officially recognized by Pope
Alexander III, issuing his bull of canonization on 21 February 1173, only two years after
Becket’s martyrdom. The twelfth-century cathedral in which Becket was murdered had to
be rebuilt in order to house a shrine worthy of the new saint and to accommodate pilgrims
coming to his grave. For various reasons, the rebuilding was only finished in 1220. Thomas
Becket’s earthly remains were moved into a magnificent new stone shrine placed in the
newly built spacious Trinity Chapel east of the main altar at a translation ceremony on 7
July presided over by Archbishop Stephen Langton and attended by Henry II’s grandson,
the twelve-year-old King Henry III (Butler 1995, pp. 17–25; Barlow 1986, p. 269; Guy 2012,
p. 340; Bartlett 2013, pp. 59, 253).

A little over 300 years later, the shrine was completely demolished in the English
Reformation during the reign of Henry VIII. In 1538, he initiated, in the words of Kay
Brainard Slocum, “not only the destruction of visual and liturgical evidence of the Canter-
bury martyr, but also a complete revision of the history of the saint and his cult” (Slocum
2019, chap. 6, p. 155). Today, nothing of the shrine remains (Butler 1995, p. 25).

Appendix B. Representations of the Becket Story in Theatre and (Music) Drama

In her 2019 volume, Kay Brainard Slocum points out that radically different dramatic
presentations of the conflict between Henry II and his Canterbury archbishop have been
performed, up to the present time. Although none has been preserved, at least some
English saint’s plays about Thomas Becket are known to have been performed during the
Middle Ages, maybe even many (Davidson 1986, pp. 52–60; Griffin 1999, pp. 223–27; see
also Slocum 2019, chapters 3 and 6). During the English Reformation, John Bale’s now lost
De Traditione Thomae Becketi (or De Thomae Becketi Imposturis; written sometime between
1536 and 1539) staged a reversed hagiographic presentation of a false martyr (Houliston
1993, pp. 44–45; Griffin 1999, p. 227). Conversely, a counter-reformation play produced
among exiled English Catholics at the Jesuit Stonyhurst College (in St Omer) celebrating St
Thomas was produced in 1599 (Houliston 1993, esp. pp. 54–57).

In the nineteenth century, a number of historical dramas about Henry II and Becket
were written, as a result of the rising interest in medieval history and medievalism (Jones;
see also Singh: 89). Among these were the Irish Catholic author Aubrey Thomas de Vere’s
verse drama St. Thomas of Canterbury (1876; Jones 1978–1979, p. 318) and Alfred Tennyson’s
Shakespeare-inspired play Becket, published in 1884 but only staged after his death, by
his friend, the actor and director Henry Irving in 1893, in a revised version (Singh 2005,
89–91; Jones 1978–1979, pp. 316–17). In the twentieth century, the Canterbury Festival
increased the theatrical reception of Thomas Becket, instigated by the former Dean of
Canterbury, George Bell, bishop of Chichester. Tennyson’s Becket was staged in 1932–1933
(Davidson [1985] 1988, p. 123), Laurence Binyon was commissioned to write The Young
King, which was staged in 1934 (Tolley 1985, p. 184; Davidson [1985] 1988, p. 123), and,
not least, T.S. Eliot was invited to write for the festival (Chandler 2007, p. 304), choosing
Thomas Becket as the theme for his Murder in the Cathedral (1935). Eliot’s play became a
huge success and was staged after the Canterbury premiere in theatres in London and New
York. In 1951, the play was turned into a film, directed by George Hoellering, for which
Eliot wrote the manuscript, having to add scenes preceding the ones in the play (Eliot 1951).
In 1958, Eliot’s play was set as an opera in Italian by Ildebrando Pizetti, the libretto an
abbreviated version of Alberto Castelli’s Italian translation of Eliot’s play (1958; Bruhn 2003,
pp. 100–3; Pizetti and Castelli [1958] 2009).
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A year later, Jean Anouilh wrote his play Becket ou l’honneur de Dieu (1959), transformed
into a Hollywood film Becket in 1964, focusing on the psychology of the protagonists, Henry
and Thomas and their ruined friendship. Christopher Fry’s play Curtmantle (1961) has
Henry as the main protagonist, but the Becket conflict looms large in the first part of the
play (Fry 1961). Two operas on Thomas Becket were written around 2000: my own A
Vigil for Thomas Becket (1989; Petersen 1998; Bruhn 2003, pp. 103–16; Slocum 2019, chap. 12,
pp. 312–13), and Stephen Barlow’s King (to a libretto by Philip Wells), which was performed
in Canterbury Cathedral in 2006 (Slocum 2019, chap. 12, p. 312).

Notes
1 I thank the anonymous peer reviewers of a former version of this article for pointing me to recent scholarship on T.S. Eliot and

Karl Barth. I also thank Fran Hopenwasser and Leif Stubbe Teglbjærg for helpful language improvements.
2 I refer to an electronic version of Domestico’s 2017 volume; seemingly, page numbers do not correspond to those of the printed

book; for that reason I also add chapter numbers.
3 For a broader discussion of the British reception of Karl Barth in the mid-1930s, after the English translation of (the second edition

of) Barth’s Epistle to the Romans had appeared in 1933 (it was published in German in 1922), see Morgan (2010, pp. 119–48). In
1933–1934, Chaning-Pearce emphasized Barth’s faithfulness to classical Christianity in an article (Morgan 2010, pp. 122–23).

4 I refer to the Adobe Digital edition of The Complete Prose of T.S. Eliot with its particular numbering of pages.
5 My translation. Original German text: “Wie klar und wie ernst Barth zu der Zeit die ganze Lage sah, zeigte auch ein Artikel

im Dezember 1931 im Zofinger Zentralblatt, in dem er den Faschismus—‘in seinem dogmatisch fixierten Wissen um diese eine,
die nationale Wirklichkeit, in seinem Appell an Gründe, die gar keine Gründe sind, in seinem Auftreten als unqualifizierte
Macht’—als eine ‘Religion’ charakterisierte: und zwar als eine Religion, von der das Christentum ‘nur Gegnerschaft’ zu erwarten
habe und der gegenüber das Christentum doch zugleich in gröβter Versuchung stehe, sich ihr anzupassen.

6 My translation. Original German text: “daβ man im Glauben an Christus, der selbst ein Jude war und der für Heiden und Juden
gestorben ist, die Miβachtung und Miβhandlung der Juden, die heute an der Tagesordnung ist, einfach nicht mitmachen darf “.
(Original emphasis).

7 My translation. Original German text: “Wir haben vielmehr anzufangen mit dem Eingeständnis, daß wir aus uns selbst nicht
wissen, was wir sagen, wenn wir ‘Gott’ sagen, d. h. daß alles, was wir zu wissen meinen, wenn wir ‘Gott’ sagen, nicht
denjenigen trifft und begreift, der im Symbol ‘Gott’ heißt, sondern immer eines von unseren selbsterdachten und selbstgemachten
Götterbildern, ob es nun der ‘Geist’ oder die ‘Natur’, das ‘Schicksal’ oder die ‘Idee’ sei, auf die wir dabei in Wahrheit hinzielen“.

8 In the film this voice was spoken by Eliot himself; see (Eliot 1951).
9 All biblical texts are quoted from the King James Bible (including emphases).

10 The idea of literary polyphony (inspired by musical practices) was famously used by Bakhtin analysing Dostoevsky, pointing to
his literary employment of characters with mutually different ideologies, see Bakhtin (1984).

11 The last two triplets as well as the two previous lines of Eliot’s chorus evidently paraphrase stanzas 7, 10, and 17 of the Latin Dies
Irae (see The Latin Library 2022: https://www.thelatinlibrary.com/hymni.html (accessed on 3 April 2022); the English translation
given here is from William Josiah Irons’ 1849 version, which, according to Matthew Britt, writing in 1922, was the most common
in liturgical uses; see Britt 1922):

Quid sum miser tum dicturus? What shall I, frail man, be pleading?
Quem patronum rogaturus? Who for me be interceding,
Cum vix justus sit securus. When the just are mercy needing?

Quaerens me, sedisti lassus: Faint and wary thou has sought me,
redemisti crucem passus: On the Cross of suffering bought me;
tantus labor non sit cassus. Shall such grace be vainly brought me?

Oro supplex et acclinis, Low I kneel, with heart submission,
cor contritum quasi cinis, Crushed to ashes in contrition;
gere curam mei finis. Help me in my last condition!

12 Opinions, however, have been divided, at Becket’s time as well as among modern scholars, as to whether Thomas could have
acted in a more cautious, diplomatic, maybe cleverer way. John of Salisbury had occasionally criticized him for some of his
actions while he was chancellor, but, conversely, also for his unbending attitude, at a later time, when Becket as archbishop
was his superior. Herbert of Bosham, originally a clerk under chancellor Thomas Becket, remained in his service when Thomas
became archbishop; Herbert was a close advisor to Thomas all the way during the conflict. He encouraged Becket to take an
uncompromising position, often in disagreement with John concerning tactics and timing, but when it came to “basic principles,
they tended to agree” (Guy 2012, p. 173, see also pp. 173–75 and 226–28). Herbert of Bosham wrote the last of the early Lives

https://www.thelatinlibrary.com/hymni.html
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of Thomas Becket, finished between 1184 and 1186. This substantial work contains a very personal, even emotional account of
Thomas’s life and death and includes lengthy discussions of the major questions involved, and also has personal comments
pertaining to the philosophy of history. See Staunton (2006, pp. 63–74) and Bainton (2018).

References
Ayers, Robert W. 1978. Murder in the Cathedral: A “Liturgy Less Divine”. Texas Studies in Literature and Language 20: 579–98. Reprinted

1988 in T.S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral. Edited by Harold Bloom. New York, New Haven and Philadelphia: Chelsea House
Publishers, pp. 105–22.

Bainton, Henry. 2018. Emotional Content and Rhetorical Form in Herbert of Bosham’s Historia of Thomas Becket. Viator 49: 111–35.
[CrossRef]

Bakhtin, Mikhail. 1984. Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics. Translated and Edited by Carol Emerson. Manchester: Manchester University
Press.

Barlow, Frank. 1986. Thomas Becket. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson.
Barth, Karl. 1948. Credo: Die Hauptprobleme der Dogmatik, Dargestellt im Anschluβ an das Apostolische Glaubensbekenntnis. 16 Vorlesungen,

Gehalten an der Universität Utrecht im Februar und März 1935. Zürich: Evangelischer Verlag.
Bartlett, Robert. 2013. Why Can the Dead Do Such Great Things? Saints and Worshippers from the Martyrs to the Reformation. Princeton and

Oxford: Princeton University Press.
Britt, Matthew. 1922. Dies Iræ, dies illa. In The Hymns of the Breviary and Missal. Edited by Matthew Britt. New York: Benziger Brothers.

Available online: http://www.cathcorn.org/hotbam/87.html (accessed on 22 October 2022).
Bruhn, Siglind. 2003. Saints in the Limelight: Representations of the Religious Quest on the Post-1945 Stage. Hillsdale: Pendragon Press.
Busch, Eberhard. 2005. Karl Barths Lebenslauf. Nach seinen Briefen und Autobiografischen Texten. Zürich: Theologischer Verlag. First

published 1975.
Butler, John. 1995. The Quest for Becket’s Bones: The Mystery of the Relics of St Thomas Becket of Canterbury. New Haven and London: Yale

University Press.
Chandler, Andrew. 2007. The Church, The Writer and the Artist in the Face of Dictatorship: Bishop Bell and his Allies in Britain during

the Middle Twentieth Century. Kirchliche Zeitgeschichte 20: 298–315. [CrossRef]
Cutts, John P. 1974. Evidence for Ambivalence of Motives in “Murder in the Cathedral”. Comparative Drama 8: 199–210. [CrossRef]
Davidson, Clifford. 1986. The Middle English Saint Play and Its Iconography. In The Saint Play in Medieval Europe. Edited by Clifford

Davidson. Early Drama, Art, and Music Monograph Series 8; Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, pp. 31–122.
Davidson, Clifford. 1988. Murder in the Cathedral and the Saint’s Play Tradition. In T.S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral. Edited by

Harold Bloom. New York, New Haven and Philadelphia: Chelsea House Publishers, pp. 123–36. First published 1985.
Dickinson, John. 1926. The Mediaeval Conception of Kingship and Some of Its Limitations, as Developed in the Policra-ticus of John of

Salisbury. Speculum 1: 308–37. [CrossRef]
Domestico, Anthony. 2012a. Editing Modernism, Editing Theology: T. S. Eliot, Karl Barth, and the Criterion. The Journal of Modern

Periodical Studies 3: 19–38. [CrossRef]
Domestico, Anthony. 2012b. The Twice-Broken World: Karl Barth, T.S. Eliot, and the Poetics of Christian Revelation. Religion &

Literature 44: 1–26.
Domestico, Anthony. 2017. Poetry and Theology in the Modernist Period. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.
Eliot, Thomas Stearns. 1937. Murder in the Cathedral. London: Faber and Faber Limited. First published 1935.
Eliot, Thomas Stearns. 1951. On the film of Murder in the Cathedral. Unpublished Essay. Available on T.S. Eliot Website. Available

online: https://tseliot.com/essays/on-the-film-of-murder-in-the-cathedral (accessed on 17 March 2022).
Eliot, Valerie, and John Haffenden, eds. 2017. The Letters of T.S. Eliot. London: Faber & Faber, vol. 7, pp. 1934–35.
Ferguson, Francis. 1988. Murder in the Cathedral: The Theological Scene. In T.S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral. Edited by Harold

Bloom. New York, New Haven and Philadelphia: Chelsea House Publishers, pp. 5–15.
Fry, Christopher. 1961. Curtmantle. A Play. London: Oxford University Press.
Gardner, Helen. 1988. The Language of Drama. In T.S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral. Edited by Harold Bloom. New York, New Haven

and Philadelphia: Chelsea House Publishers, pp. 17–22. First published 1950.
Griffin, Benjamin. 1999. The Birth of the History Play: Saint, Sacrifice, and Reformation. Studies in English Literature, 1500–1900 39:

217–37. [CrossRef]
Guy, John. 2012. Thomas Becket: Warrior, Priest, Rebel: A Nine-Hundred-Year-Old Story Retold. New York: Random House.
Heady, Chene. 2019. Worlds of Common Prayer: Liturgical Time and Poetic Re-enchantment, 1827–1935. Lanham: Fairleigh Dickinson

University Press.
Houliston, Victor. 1993. St Thomas Becket in the Propaganda of the English Counter-Reformation. Renaissance Studies 7: 43–70.

[CrossRef]
Javadi, Iman, Ronald Schuchard, and Jayme Stayer, eds. 2021. The Complete Prose of T.S. Eliot. The Critical Edition. Vol. 5: Tradition and

Orthodoxy, 1934–1939. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. London: Faber & Faber. First published 2017.
Jones, Thomas M. 1978–1979. Henry II in Drama: Changing Historical Outlooks. Comparative Drama 12: 309–25. [CrossRef]
Kornbluth, Martin L. 1959. A Twentieth-Century Everyman. College English 21: 26–29. [CrossRef]
Lapworth, Paul. 1988. Murder in the Cathedral by T.S. Eliot. London: Macmillan.

http://doi.org/10.1484/J.VIATOR.5.118205
http://www.cathcorn.org/hotbam/87.html
http://doi.org/10.13109/kize.2007.20.2.298
http://doi.org/10.1353/cdr.1974.0014
http://doi.org/10.2307/2847413
http://doi.org/10.5325/jmodeperistud.3.1.0019
https://tseliot.com/essays/on-the-film-of-murder-in-the-cathedral
http://doi.org/10.2307/1556163
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1477-4658.1993.tb00267.x
http://doi.org/10.1353/cdr.1978.0040
http://doi.org/10.2307/372438


Religions 2022, 13, 1068 17 of 17

Morgan, D. Densil. 2010. Barth Reception in Britain. London and New York: T & T Clark International.
Petersen, Nils Holger. 1998. “In Rama Sonat Gemitus. . . ”: The Becket Story in a Danish Medievalist Music Drama: A Vigil for Thomas

Becket. In Medievalism in the Modern World: Essays in Honour of Leslie Workman. Edited by Richard Utz and Tom Shippey. Turnhout:
Brepols, pp. 341–58.

Pizetti, Ildebrando, and Alberto Castelli. 2009. Libretto for Assassinio Nella Cattedrale Tragedia Musicale in Due Atti e un Intermezzo.
Available online: https://www.flaminioonline.it/Guide/Pizzetti/Pizzetti-Assassinio137-testo.html (accessed on 17 March 2022).
First published 1958.

Robinson, James E. 1986. “Murder in the Cathedral” as Theatre of the Spirit. Religion & Literature 18: 31–45.
Sharoni, Edna G. 1972. “Peace” and “Unbar the Door”: T.S. Eliot’s “Murder in the Cathedral” and Some Stoic Forebears. Comparative

Drama 6: 135–53. [CrossRef]
Sicari, Stephen. 2022. Modernist Reformations: Poetry as Theology in Eliot, Stevens, and Joyce. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press.

Clemson: Clemson University Press.
Singh, Rajni. 2005. Tennyson and T.S. Eliot: A Comparative Study. New Delhi: Sarup & Sons.
Slocum, Kay Brainard. 2019. The Cult of Thomas Becket: History and Historiography through Eight Centuries. London and New York:

Routledge.
Soud, David. 2014. “The Greedy Dialectic of Time and Eternity”: Karl Barth, T.S. Eliot, and “Four Quartets”. ELH 81: 1363–91.

[CrossRef]
Staunton, Michael. 2006. Thomas Becket and his Biographers. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press.
The Latin Library. 2022. Available online: https://www.thelatinlibrary.com/ (accessed on 3 April 2022).
Tolley, A. Trevor. 1985. The Poetry of the Forties. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

https://www.flaminioonline.it/Guide/Pizzetti/Pizzetti-Assassinio137-testo.html
http://doi.org/10.1353/cdr.1972.0012
http://doi.org/10.1353/elh.2014.0047
https://www.thelatinlibrary.com/

	Introduction 
	Murder in the Cathedral: The Divine and the Human 
	The Women of Canterbury and the Knights 
	Conclusions 
	Appendix A
	Appendix B
	References

