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CHAPTER I 

WHAT MANNER OF MAN? 

There are certain moments in the past to which 
writers are drai-Tn over and over again, because 
they recognize a turning-point in history; and 
certain characters vrhom they cannot forbear to 
depict because they embody so much of the es
sence of humanity. King Henry II of England is 
such a character, and the killing of Thomas 
Becket is such a moment.1 

Volumes, both historical and literary, have been 

written about Thomas Becket in the almost eight hundred 

years since his murder, but the fascination with the sub

ject does not seem to lessen with time. Nor do the authors' 

interpretations of the man Becket seem to reach any closer 

agreement. /Just what kind of man was Thomas Becket—playboy 

or celibate, opportunist or -dedicated servant, absolutist or 

saint? / Most literature agrees on the basic pattern of the 

life of this commoner who, during the reign of Henry II, 

became confidante of the King and Chancellor and Archbishop 

of Canterbury, but who finally vras murdered for his unyield

ing stand for the church in that age-old confrontation 

between church and the state. However, although Becket has 

been the subject of much literature, few authors agree as 

to his character and motivation. 

Perhaps a portion of the blame for the confusing con

flicts lies with the disagreements of recorded history 



itself. Wit?iin a very short period, five or ten years, im

mediately after Becket's murder, a number of eye-witness 

accounts of the life of this martyr began to appear. By 

the end of the twelfth century, only thirty years after the 

murder, as many as ten accounts existed, very reliable 

memoirs by men who had lived and worked with Becket through 

much of his life. Hov7ever, because of this proximity to 

the events, because of the medieval tendency to hero wor

ship, and because most of these early biographers were 

themselves ecclesiastics, and thereby predisposed to see 

events from the church's vievjpoint, we must weigh these 

eye-witness accounts extremely carefully. 

After the Pope had officially sanctified the martyr 

shortly after his death, accounts of all sorts of miracles 

were reported, and legends erupted about his life, death, 

and resurrection. Indeed, word of miracles, mostly among 

the common people, started immediately after his miirder, 

even before he was officially made a saint. Three days 

after the atrocity, Emma, a woman from Sussex, wept for him 

as a martyr, and, while weeping and praying, recovered from 

a temporary attack of blindness. On the next Sunday, 

Huelina of Gloucestershire, who had terrible headaches which 

at times paralyzed her for days, recovered after her mother 

in London had declared her faith in Thomas as a martyr and 

promised that her daughter would make a pilgrima,r;e to 
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Canterbury. Reported miracles such as these were quite 

commonplace, but one of the most spectacular ones, and 

probably one of the most famous, concerns Eilward, a falsely 

accused thief. He suffered the traditional Norman punish

ment for thievery: his eyes were gouged out and his tes

ticles hacked off. However, blind and almost dead, he some

how made his way toward the tomb of St, Thomas, the martyr 

of Canterbury. On the way, as he spent the night in Bedford 

in the home of some kindhearted man, Eilward had a vision 

in which St. Thomas promised him his restored sight. The 

next day, as his eyes itched, he accidentally scratched off 

the scabs, and he suddenly realized that he could see. The 

to-vTOspeople took him to the church to test his sight. There 

he described the altar cloth and various other objects vrhich-

he had never seen before. On looking deep into his eye 

sockets, the people discovered two very small pupils.3 

These are only three examples of miracles accredited 

to St. Thomas, but thousands of others have been recorded. 

Benedict, who had been a monk at Canterbury while Becket 

was Archbishop, vras assigned the duty of recording and com

piling all miracles accredited to the martyr. Such accounts 

were so great that E. A. A.bbott devotes the entirety of 

Volume Two of his St. Thomas of Canterbury to his miracles. 

Sceptics of our day explain these visions and miracles as 

coincidents and as neuro-psychological phenomena v:hich can 



happen as a result of sudden emotional shock, but Becket 

lived in a day v̂ hen such things vjere not only commonplace 

and taken for granted, but even anticipated. "Some people 

even said that the other saints had been given a year's 
h 

holiday so that St. Thomas could have a clear field." 

The medieval temper was also conducive to the spring

ing up of legends concerning the family background and birth 

of Becket, several of which have been used in the literature 

about him. One legend centers around the love story of his 

mother and father, telling how his father, Gilbert Becket, 

was captured and sold as a slave by the Saracens during a 

crusade, and how Becket's mother, a Saracen daughter, fell 

in love with the captive, helped him to escape, and later, 

already pregnant, joined him in London, v/here they were 

married and x-̂ here Thomas Becket was born. Actually, Becket's 

parents came to London from Normandy, Gilbert from Rouen, 

where he had been a rather well-to-do merchant, and his 

wife, Matilda, from Caen. But such is the influence of 

saints on history. Another legend tells of how, before 

Becket's birth, his mother had a vision of twelve stars 

falling from heaven into her bosom, signifying the Twelve 

Apostles' approval of the birth. But as has been previ

ously stated, accounts of such visions were commonplace 

in that time. Yet none of these legends came to light until 

Thomas' influence as a saint vras vjoll established, and it 



can be assumed that the accounts of iidracles and the legends 

are highly colored by the emotional attachment of the people 

to the martyrdom of one they loved. Yet, despite their folk 

quality, these have influenced the history and literature 

surrounding St. Thomas. 

Of the biographers who were Becket's contemporaries, 

six are considered by most authorities to be the most re

liable: Edward Grim, a secular clerk who had only recently 

come to Canterbury especially to see this Archbishop after 

the latter's return from his seven-year exile resulting from 

his stand for the church (Grim nearly lost an arm trying to 

protect Becket when he was murdered) ; VJilliara Fitzstephen, 

one of Becket's clerks, sub-deacon in the chapel, occasional 

advocate in the archiepiscopal court, and inmate of the 

Archbishop's household; John of Salisbury, Becket's clerk 

and longtime confidante and advisor, who had kno'/m him since 

their training period under Theobald, the late Archbishop, 

and had been with him during his exile in France; William, 

a monk at Canterbury; Benedict, also a monk at Canterbury; 

and Herbert of Bosham, Becket's instructor in the Scriptures 

and also his friend and advisor in exile. These six vrere 

very closely involved vrith Becket and his martyrdom, but, 

like all eye-witness accounts, their works disagree on many 

factors in their biographies. Two other fairly reliable 

sources vrhich are contemporary V7ith the action are Garnier, 



a clerk of Pont Sainte Maxence in Picardj'-, vrho went to 

Canterbury specifically to study the events and to hear of 

the happenings from those who witnessed them; and the 

Icelandic Sagas, which were issued around the close of the 

twelfth century, approximately thirty years after the 

martyrdom. 

To illustrate their differences, one may cite just one 

small example in the memoirs, the accoujits of the conveyance 

of the Archbishop from the archiepiscopal palace to the 

cathedral after the four knights had come to charge Becket 

with treason and had departed, to return later. Terrified 

for themselves as well as for their beloved Archbishop, 

clerks, servants, and monks urged him to flee, to hide--

anything to escape sure death at the hands of the drunken 
3 

knights. But Becket had told the knights that they would 

find him in the palace, and he was determined not to do 

anything to upset the pattern of what he knew was to come. 

He feared only that the sacredness of the cathedral itself 

could deter the knights. Hence, he refused to leave the 

room. Edward Grim, Garnier, and an anonymous vrriter (pos

sibly Robert of Merton) tell us that the monks dragged, 

pushed, and carried him from the palace to the cathedral, 

although he vigorously protested all the way. Fitzstephen, 

William, Benedict, and the Sap:as report that some tried to 

force him, but that others of the menage persuaded him that 



it was his duty to attend vespers. Then he finally or.lered 

his cross to be carried before him by a clerk, Henry of 

Auxerre, although several traditions assign the duty to 

Grim. Slowly, calmly, and without fear he went to the 

cathedral, while others, in their haste to reach safety, 

preceded him. Fitzstephen adds, "For indeed fear was so 

cast out of him by love of God that there was no trace of 
< / 

it in his gesture of gait."-^ ' The Sap:as add that Becket 

admonished the monks that there was nothing to fear from 

the knights: "They may do naught more than God permitteth." j 

Thus it may be seen that even those vrho viere closest to 

the events could not always agree on what actually happened. 

But all these sources previously mentioned are eccle

siastical and obviously pro-Becket, almost deifying every

thing he did, even deeds he had accomplished while he was 

Chancellor. Fitzstephen was so enraptured by the Arch

bishop that he included such passages in his biography as 

the following: 

He V7as like one of God's angels on the ladder, 
vrhose top reached to heaven, noi-j descending to 
lighten, the vrants of man, now ascending to the 
gate of Divine majesty, and the Heavenly Splen
dor. . . . His prime counsellor was Reason, vrhich 
ever ruled his evil passions and mental impulses.' 

Becket is raised almost to the level of Christ, Intercessor 

between man and God, by this devotee. And he seems to 

ignore Becket's refusal to compromise and reason with the 

king. Other contemporaries, such as Becket's enemy Gilbert 
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Foliot, V7ho, in his position of Bishop of London, had prob

ably hoped to be appointed to the archbishopric instead of 

the upstart Becket, give us memoirs which are completely 

opposed in their interpretation of Becket's motivation. 

Letters and papers of noblemen whom Becket had antagonized 

by excommunication also contribute to the other side of the 

story. -

Even more contemporary secular history is usually either 

pro- or anti-Becket and--correlatively—pro-Church or pro-

State. An example of the strongly pro-Becket biographers 

of the tvrentieth century is seen in Robert Speaight, whose 

biography carries the clerical vievjpoint throughout, that 

Becket was indeed a saint.( Speaight emphasizes the influence 

of the church upon Becket's younger life, his tvrelve-year 

apprenticeship under Theobald, Archbishop of Canterbury, 

as well as his study of canon lavr at Bologne. Becket even 

served as a deacon under Theobald. YAccording to Speaight, 

during these influential periods in his education, Thomas 

formed an opinion which remained the backbone for his later 

stand against the king and the state: ^ 

God's ministers are they that have been called by 
the divine governance to procure the salvation of 
themselves and others by rooting out and correct
ing vices, or by implanting and increasing the 
virtues. But those viho minister to Him in the 
sphere of human law are as inferior to those vrho 
minister in divine law as things human are belov? 
things divine. 



Speaight's interpretation of the martyrdom of Becket is 

probably colored by the fact that he V7as the actor v7ho 

played the role of the martyr in T. S. Eliot's Canterbury 

Festival drama. Murder in the Cathedral. Eliot's Becket 

is the same man vrhich Speaight sees—the martyr whose self-

pride has been completely erased by submission to God's 

will—hence, a true saint. 

E. A. Abbott vras himself an ecclesiastic vfithin Canter

bury Church, and his I898 biography of Beclcet shovrs the 

strong influence of the ever present aura of St. Thomas which 

still remains at Canterbury, although Henry VIII in 1538 

ordered Thomas Cromwell to oversee the complete destruction 

of the shrine of St. Thomas and the cremation of his bones 

so that his ashes might be scattered to the winds, leaving 
3 

nothing for the people to vzorship. Of course, the later 

Henry was experiencing his oxm opposition from his Arch

bishop of Canterbury; hence, he attempted to remove some 

of the church's influence by destroying the shrine. Yet 

the power of the saint is still very evident three hundred 

and sixty years after the destruction of the shrine in 

Abbott's biography. He based his study of Becket mainly 

on the memoirs of the church-connected friends of the 

martyr; consequently, he reflects the same romantic hero 

vrorship vrith V7hich they had placed the man on a dais, above 

reproach, almost vrithout the human qualities of pride and 

stubbornness. 
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A later viriter, V/illiri-.i H. Hutton, a Doctcr of Divinity 

in the Church of England, shows more objectivity than Abbott 

does, although most of his opinions on the situation are 

very much in favor of Becket for the latter's stand against 

the state. /Hutton makes a more believable character of 

Becket as Chancellor than Abbott does, shov7ing the fact that 

he was completely the king's man during this period of ser

vice. /An example which Hutton uses to show this character

istic is his description of Becket's part in the Battle of 

Toulouse, during which King Henry V7as trying to regain lands 

in France V7hich he felt rightfully belonged to his Queen, 

Eleanor of Aquitaine, divorced V7ife of King Louis of France. 

Hutton says , 

The Chancellor certainly threw himself into the 
war with a most unclerical enthusiasm. . . . He 
led 700 knights of his ovm, and fought V7ith the 
best of them. He pressed on to Toulouse with 
the utmost vigour, and V7hen there, urged the king 
to attack and capture the city, for Louis was 
within the V7alls. Henry had scruples. Becket 
had none; nor indeed V7as there any occasion for 
them. . . . Becket continued the campaign V7hen 
Henry abandoned it, stormed castles and subju
gated districts to the Angevin lord.9 

Abbott had glossed over Becket's activities as Chan

cellor, citing one or tvro insignificant events at vrhich he 

had upheld the views of the church, but overlooking the 

many times when heAipheld the king in his struggle for 
V 

church taxes and church support for his plans to establish 

a system of law and order in a country which had been ruled 

by tyranny and chaos. 
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j One of the latest biographers of Becket, Nesta Pain, 

in his 196^ publication, probably gives us the most unbiased 

concept of the tv70 primary characters in this historical 

conflict. \ He sees the ambition of Becket and the obstinacy 

of both men as the principal causes of the imresolvability 

of their quarrel. [Pain characterizes Becket, prior to his 

elevation to the archbishopric, as "secular and even arro

gant." )"Christian humility," he continues, "V7as never a 

feature of Becket's character. Re nov7 sav7 himself in the 

center of the stage, playing the star, and playing it su

perbly.""'-̂  

He also gives us an insight into the--at times—almost 

uncontrollable temper of Henry II and the petty stubbornness 

V7hich he showed in his unfounded charges against Becket 

after the Archbishop had refused to honor the povier of the 

king over certain church affairs as set forth in the Con

stitutions of Clarendon. When Becket realized that the king 

was V7illing to go beyond reason to get him, he knev7 he had 

to leave England. Thus began his seven-year exile during 

V7hich his inactivity wore his patience thin, embittered his 

temper, and fomented the irreconcilability of the situation. 

During this time his unmovable conviction of rightness 

"turned him more and more to the thought of martyrdom as 

the crovTn and climax of his career." He subjected his 

body to deliberate torture and mortification, wearing 
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lice-infested hair cloth next to his body, sleeping on the 

bare ground with a stone for a pillov7. Showing again the 

characteristic of doing to the utmost vihatever he did, he 

spent his exile living the life of a monk in the extremist 

austerity. He spent much of his time seeking out passages 

in canon law and papal rules which he could use in his bat

tle against the king. 

This obstinacy may be seen by the many letters V7ritten 

by Becket during his exile which are also tragic. 

They reveal Becket as a man pushed out of his 
proper mould by the circumstances of his time 
and perhaps by his ovTn mistaken ambition. He 
was a man of affairs forced to sustain a life 
of pious contemplation.12 

One thing concerning Becket about which most biogra

phers do agree is his chastity, although one of his con-

temporaries, an obvious enerRy^ recorded that he vras a 

homosexual, but there is no evidence to support this alle

gation. -̂  Leading the gay life of London, as a young man 

he had many opportunities for feminine relationships, but 

most writers agree that he never did have anything to do 

with women. According to Pain, he may have been chaste 

from principle, or because he had no desire to be anything 

else. The reason vras probably the latter because he had 

no qualms about disobeying strict church rules in other 

areas. He lived during a time when parish priests could 

marry, and bishops quite openly admitted fatherhood to 
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bastards. / Pain believes that Thomas vras emotionally in

capable of a close relationship vrith anyone, that even the 

legendary friendship with Henry was one-sided, and that 

V7hen the friendship was broken, the grief was more on Henry's 

side than Becket's.Nit seems that Becket could quite easily 

abandon his Henry vrhen it served his purposes, just as he 

had earlier abandoned the old Archbishop Theobald in order 

to serve the King. 

With so many variant historical viewpoints about this 

man Becket, it is no wonder that literature follovrs the same 

varying pattern. Conflicts betvreen the state and gods, or 

God, with resultant martyrdom, have been the subject of 

literature for centuries. The martyrdom of Becket, for 

example, has been a very popular subject in literature for 

several hundred years. It goes back as far as the Canter

bury Tales vrhere it forms the backdrop against vrhich 

Chaucer's thirty pilgrims unfold their stories as they make 

their springtime pilgrimage to the martyr's shrine. Since 

Chaucer began his Canterbury Tales in I3S9, evidently pil

grimages of this type had been quite commonplace for the 

entire two hundred years after the murder of Becket in II70. 

More recent examples of conflicting points of vievr about 

Becket may be seen in Sir Arthur Bryant's essay entitled 

"The Holy Blissful Martyr" and Shelley Mydan's I965 novel, 

Thomas. 
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Nor has Becket been neglected in the draraa of our ov:n 

times, particularly during the last eighty years. Four 

plays, illustrating various interpretations of the char

acter of Thomas Becket, have been selected for examination 

in this thesis: Becket: or The Honor of God (I96O) by the 

French dramatist Jean Anouilh, Curtmantle (I96I) by the 

British playr-rright Christopher Fry, Becket (188^) by the 

Victorian poet laureate, Alfred Lord Tennyson, and Murder 

in the Cathedral (1935) by the American poet and critic 

T. S, Eliot. Each of the four has capitalized on historical 

disagreements to produce a wide variety of character inter

pretations, vrhich will be considered under tvro main cate

gories: (1) hovr the playwrights see several of Becket's 

personal characteristics such as family background, the 

concept of his age, his ability to relate to others, his 

sexual relationships, and his intellect; (2) vrhat they feel 

to be Becket's motivation for martyrdom—the real reason 

behind his vrillingness to accept death for his cause. VJas 

he such a povrer-hungry absolutist that he simply refused to 

compromise? Was.he a true saint, completely surrendered 

to God's vrill? In the last analysis, no standard version 

of the Archbishop evolves from the four studies of his 

character in the four plays, for each dramatist presents 

his OTw, different Becket. 



CHAPTER II 

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

The four modem playi^rights v7hose Becket interpreta

tions are under the microscope have taken advantage of the 

fact that throughout the eight centuries since the man V7as 

martyred, historians have given us a wide range of analyses. 

Thus, having so much historical variation for reference, the 

dramatists have also given us a wide variety of interpre

tations. It is not our purpose to compare—precisely— 

historical variation with analogous literary variation, but 

merely to show that the deviations in history have led to 

freedom of exposition in literature. 

The first area of variance concerns Becket's family 

background. Most recent historians agree that his father, 

Gilbert Becket and his mother, Matilda, came to London from 

Normandy, he from Rouen and she from Caen. In Normandy, 

he had been a v7ell-to-do merchant. Anouilh bases his idea 

that Becket was a Saxon on the older early nineteenth cen

tury history of Augustin Thierry, The Conquest of England 

by the Norman, which relies on a theory prevalent at that 

time but disproved later, Anouilh builds much of the under

lying conflict of his play on Thierry's interpretation. 

The hatred of the conquered Saxons for the conquering Nor

mans plays a vital part in the drama. > Anouilh uses the 

15 
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Saxon version to point up the living conditions of the 

peasant class of England when he has Becket and the King 

seek refuge from a storm in the hovel of a Saxon family. 
r 

This incident shows the ignorance of Henry II concerning 

the living conditions of the people he ruled. Demanding 

that a fire be built so that he can get vrarm, the King is 

not even aware of a lavr which forbids peasants to gather 

more than two measures of wood, though they live in a 

forest, on penalty of hanging. Henry's interpretation that 

the peasants' fear of him is a good thing reveals his lack 

of feeling, his typically royal lack of empathy for his 

people: 

And a good thing, too. The populace must live 
in fear; it's essential. The moment they stop 
being afraid they have only one thought in mind— 
to frighten other people instead.1 

Henry does not even condescend to personify the members of 

the peasant family, choosing.to refer to each one as "it" 

rather than "he" or "she." 

By contrast, Becket shovrs his understanding of the 

Saxons by allovring the brother, who vrould have killed to 

vent his hatred, to escape, and by giving the father a bag 

of coins and promising him that the daughter will not be 

taken to become a palace whore. The father manages to re

tain some shovr of dignity, however, by spitting venomously 

in the face of the turncoat Saxon with the words, "God rot 

2 
your guts! Pig!" 
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The hatred which the bishops feel for this upstart-

made -Archbishop has some basis in his Saxon heritage also 

as revealed by Gilbert Folliot, Bishop of London, vrhen he 

finally lets the full steam of his venom go, calling Becket 

"that mitered pig, that impostor, that Saxon bastard, that 

little guttersnipe!"^ 

Speaight, however, tells us that to be a citizen of 

London, as Gilbert Becket was, in the tvrelfth century was 

not to be sneezed at. The laws of the city recognized no 

difference of inherited status among citizens, vrhich gave 

them an equality resulting in a great deal of power and 

self-government. The elder Becket at one time held the 

high position of sheriff of London. Jean Anouilh attrib

utes the affluence of the Becket family to the fact that, 

although he was a Saxon, Gilbert had no qualms about making 

money from the Normans, and he had managed to amass a con

siderable fortune by collaborating with Henry I. 

Both Anouilh and Tennyson incorporate the legends 

concerning Becket's birth into their plays, Anouilh using 

the romantic Saracen legend because it suits the mood he 

produces in his play and because an illicit romance and 

subsequent illegitimate child seems to have appeal to our 

audiences of today. Then Tennyson adds the twelve stars 

legend to underscore the idea that Becket was divinely 

appointed.to be Archbishop and martyr. Anouilh brings in 
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the Saracen legend by having Henry request that G',i£ndol;;,'Ti, 

Becket's mistress, sing the legend for the entertainment 

of Becket's dinner guests. The King is always moved to tears 

when he hears the tale because he cannot comprehend such an 

exciting and lasting love between two people. But when 

Becket affirms that such vras true of his parents, Henry says 

that it must be wonderful to be a love child, that when he 

looks at his "august parents' faces, I shudder to think V7hat 

must have gone on."^ 

Tennyson introduces the legend of the twelve stars in 

the conversation between Becket and his friend and advisor, 

Herbert of Bosham, concerning V7hether he is really the one 

to be Archbishop, thus giving Becket a hint of divine ap

proval to his birth. 

Becket: Am I the man? My mother, ere she bore me. 
Dream'd that tvrelve stars fell glittering 

out of heaven 
Into her bosom. 

Herbert: Ay, the fire, the light. 
The spirit of the twelve Apostles enter'd 
Into thy making.^ 

Tennyson, hovrever, along with Eliot and Fry, accredits 

Becket with a very lovrly birth. In Tennyson's play, the 

hatred of the barons is shotm early in the action vrhen 

Becket is made Chancellor. They resent his base background, 

and the fact that when he becomes Chancellor, he lives 

lavishly and is elevated to a position higher than their 

ovni. "Hovr should a baron love a beggar on horseback, V7ith 
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the retinue of three kings, out royalling royalty?"' After 

Becket as Archbishop has refused to honor the Constitutions 
I 

of Clarendon and Henry realizes that the break in their 

friendship has come, he bemoans Becket's ingratitude: "I 

raised him from the puddle of the gutter, / I made him 

porcelain from the clay of the city."^ Thus, according to 

Tennyson, Becket had been born to a rather low station in 

life. 

Also using the hatred of the knights against this 

usurper, Eliot, in the final confrontation between the 

antagonists, has one of the noblemen vilify Becket's family 

background thus: 

This is the man v7ho vras the tradesman's son: 
the backstairs brat vrho was bom in Cheapside: 

Creeping out of the London dirt.9 
3 

In this manner, Eliot gives the impression that Becket came 

from the London gutters, the slums, the very lovrest back

ground. Jealousy and hatred on the part of the knights 

probably vridened the gap which they felt separated noble

men from commoners. 

Fry likevrise adheres to the idea of Becket's lovr family 

heritage when he has Henry berate Becket's change of loyal

ties by saying that Becket's "breeding / V/asn't prepared for 

the full extent of your talents, / Not to serve this world, 

or God either. "-̂ ^ 
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Historically, although Becket was a commoner, he was hy 

no means a peasant, and vras probably as vrell educated as, 

if not better than, any of the noblemen. But the dramatists 

choose to give Becket a lower birth in order to heighten the 

separation betvreen the two factions. 

Another area of disagreement to be considered is the 

concept of the ages of Becket and Henry. Anouilh gives the 

reader the overall impression that the two men are very 

near the same age when actually Becket vras approximately 

fifteen years older than the young King. Henry II was not 

quite tx̂ renty-tvro years old vrhen he assumed the throne in 

115^, whereas Becket was thirty-six or thirty-seven. (There 

is some historical doubt as to vrhether Becket vras bom in 

1117 or 1118.) Speaight describes Thomas Becket at the time 

when he became Chancellor as a man with vride experience in 

the world and with considerable knowledge of men because of 

his education in France and his business experience as 

secretary to Robert L'Aigle, a nobleman. He vras mature and 

astute whereas the young King was rash and volatile, vrith 

the "brilliance, audacity, and instability of youth." 

Henry vras dravm to this man because he felt that Becket 

could fill a void in his life caused by his lack of maturity, 

and could act as a counsellor, yet could also be a companion 

to him. Thomas responded to the relationship which gave 

him a wide field in which to use his abilities. But Anouilh 
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makes no excuses for his disagreement vrith fact; as a matter 

of fact, he admits that he wrote the play for entertainment, 

not as a documentary, and hence felt literary license was 

permissible. He establishes a camaraderie between the two 

men vrhich seems unlikely between friends so widely separated 

by years. As the King submits to the lashes of the Saxon 

monks at the tomb of Becket and reminisces over their life 

together, he recalls the times when they had spent the 

entire night drinking and whoring. The two enjoy their 

hawking together, their fierce horseback rides through the 

forests. Vfhen Henry announces that the office of Chancellor, 

keeper of the Three Lion Seal, is to be revived and en

trusted to Becket, the much surprised recipient protests, 

12 

"I am very young, frivolous perhaps--" Perhaps Anouilh 

feels that by making the two friends approximately the same 

age, it vrould make their ties of friendship seem stronger, 

their relationship in all areas much closer, and the break, 

when it came, much more shattering. 

This renovmed friendship between Henry and Becket leads 

to another area of character analysis by the dramatists, 

that of Becket's ability to relate to other people. Most — 

of the plays delegate to Henry the stronger feeling in the 

relationship betvreen the tvro men, and the greater severity 

of loss when the friendship is severed. Tennyson's Henry, 

early in the play, says. 
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State secrets should be patent to the statecnen 
Who serves and loves his king, and vrhom the king 
Loves not as stateman, but true lover and friend,^ 

The author has vrorded these lines to shovr the difference 

between the feelings of the tvro men: Becket serves and 

loves Henry as a subject should serve and love his king. 

But Henry loves Becket as a "true lover and friend." 

Because Eliot's drama begins when Becket is returning 

from his seven-year exile in France, just a few vreeks be

fore his murder, all that V7e learn of Becket's former life 

is revealed through speeches of the priests, the knights, 

and the tempters. In the first act, as the priests av7ait 

and prepare for their archbishop's return, the first priest 

refers to Becket's isolation from other people: "Despised 

and despising, alv7ays isolated, / Never one among them, 

1^ always ins e cure." 

Anouilh affirms this isolation of the character. His 

Becket is "marked off from the others, different and un-

15 / 

attainable." -^ f Even his captured Welsh mistress is not 

misled about his love. She sees through his surface posture 

and, after he refuses to go back on his "favor for favor" 

promise in order to save her from the King's pleasure, she 

concludes that he loves nothing in the v7hole world.) On 

several occasions the King questions Becket about whether 

he loves Gvrendolyn, the King, and even God, and Becket is 

never able to give a direct ansv7er. I He aclcnovrledges only 
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that Gvrendolyn is his mistress, that he is the King's ser

vant, and that he loves, not God, but the honor of God. ) 

Henry loves Becket deeply, as does Gvrendolyn. Even the 

common people of Canterbury love their Archbishop, and his 

monks are devoted to him, but the vrhole situation seems to 

be a one-way street because Becket never allovrs himself to 

become involved in a really close personal relationship 

with anyone. Dierickx believes that Anouilh's Becket 

choses isolation because of some mysterious election for 

purity /perfection/ in everything he does. 

This apparent difficulty of forming close personal 

ties directs us to another phase of his character analysis, 

his sexual relationships. As has been stated in the first 

chapter, most historians, vrith one exception, agree that 

Becket was a virgin so far as sexual affairs are concerned. 

However, only tvro of our dramatists, Fry and Tennyson, 

assume this attitude. Fry, who is basically more histori

cally accurate in the areas where historians are able to 

agree, affirms his celibacy early in his play in a speech 

by Henry vrhile Becket is his Chancellor: 

, . , I knovr you to be 
An incorruptible virgin: your virginity's 
As crass extravagant as the rest of your ways 

of living.1? 

Tennyson shovrs that Becket's virginity is a m.atter of 

principle and complete self-control. 



2^4-

Becket: Tien are God's trees, and women are God's 
flowers; 

And when the Gascon vrine mounts to my 
head, 

The trees are all the statelier and 
the flowers 

Are all the fairer. 
Henry: And thy thoughts, thy fancies? 

Becket: Good dogs, my liege, well train'd and 
easily call'd 

Off from the game. 

Henry: Save fo r some once or tvrice, 
When t h e y ran dovm the game and worr ied 

i t . 

Becke t : No, my l i e g e , no!—Not once—in God's 
name, no! 

My good liege, if a man 
Wastes himself among vromen, hovr should 

he love 
A woman, as a vroman should be loved? 

Henry: Hovr shouldst thou know that never has 
loved one?18 

Taking the contrasting vievrpoint, in Murder in the 

Cathedral. Eliot has Thomas revie7r his life at the end of 

Part I after the Fourth Tempter has made him realize that 

he has been seeking martyrdom for pride's sake./ He says 

that thirty years ago he had searched all the vrays that led 

to pleasure, advancement and praise: the beauty of the 

purple bullfinch blending into the softer lavender of a 

lilac tree, the skills of tournament tilting and chess, 

singing to an instrument, and even love in the garden. All 

these things had been desirable to him. So Eliot hints 
y 
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that, along vrith all the other pleasurable things which he 

partook of in younger days, he had also experienced love. 

Anouilh's Becket strays much farther from the histori

cal path than does Eliot's gentle, romantic youth. Here we 

find a lusty, drinking, whoring, "love-'em-and-leave-'em" 

man. The queen accuses Becket of being the one vrho lured 

the King away from her bed into the vrhorehouses. The King 

denies it, saying he needed nobody to lead him from her 

cold bed; nevertheless, vre know that Becket is Henry's 

frequent companion in their nighttime revelries. The King 

even confesses that Becket vras better at drinking and vrhor-

ing than he was and that the tvro of them vrere sometimes in 

the same girl's bed. The affair vrith his mistress, Gwendolyn, 

was very one-sided: she loved him, but he said, "The only 

IQ thing I love is coming to you." ^ He did not love her, but 

he loved sexual pleasure. And vrhen he had to give her up 

to the King, he would not take her back because he could not 

tolerate the possessiveness of her love. But he vrould not 

refuse to give her to Henry because earlier he had promised 

the King a favor, and his v7ord of honor was more important 

than Gwendolyn, even though he despised the method the King 

had used to obtain her. Of course, Anouilh admittedly V7as 

vrriting his play to entertain and to please the contemporary 

audience, which seems to require sex in all its entertainment 

media. So Anouilh has bent history considerably in order to 

give his audience a man instead of a saint. 
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Coning to the final area of analysis, that of the in

tellect, we find most of the T̂ r̂iters basically in agreement 

vjith history, that Thomas Becket was a very well-educated, 

personable man. For example. Fry and Anouilh both use Henry 

as the foil against vrhich Becket's intellect is exhibited 

because Henry is as important a character in the story as 

Becket is. In Curtmantle^ Becket acknowledges that "There 

20 vrould be no Becket, without the King." The dramatists' 

differences in attitude may be supported by the fact that 

Fry is British and sees Henry II from a loyal British viex-r-

point of admiration, whereas Anouilh is French and sees 

Henry as an English king, naturally inferior simply because 

he is English. 

V/ith this in mind we see that Fry gives us a King vrho 

is a complete man, shovring all facets of personality, 

. . . royal, direct and paradoxical, compassion
ate and hard, a man of intellect, a man of action. 
God-fearing, superstitious, blasphemous, far-
seeing, short-sighted, affectionate, lustful, 
patient, volcanic, hiimble, overriding. 21 

Everything that he does diiring his thirty-five-year reign 

is vrhat must be done for the good of England, "to make a 

fair and governable England," and "to erect an incorruptible 

22 

scaffolding of lavr." Fry presents a Henry rather in keep

ing vrith historical record. Becket, by contrast, is a 

shadovr of his master, an intellectual, but a scheming, stub

born one, intent on povrer. 
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Pollovring the traditional French disdain for English 

kings, Anouilh presents Becket as the brains behind the ^ 

King, Henry emerges as a rather stupid, immature, inade

quate ruler, enjoying the fun of life, the hunt, and women. 

Anouilh uses several incidents to paint this kind of por

trait. For instance, when the King's retinue is entering 

the French city to occupy it, and they are making their way 

through the crowds vrho have been bribed to cheer, Henry has 
-I 

just left one French girl in his bed and wants to stop every Ĵj 

time he sees a pretty girl along the way. The author shows 1̂ 

the King's immaturity several times in scenes representing ''\ 

uncontrolled emotions. In one episode, the King is even 

playing the child's game of cup-and-ball and very irritably 

throvrs it dovm when he is unable to put the ball in the cup.' 

In the end, vrhen he finally realizes that he is surrounded 

by idiots and that the only intelligent man is against him, 

he gives way completely to his emotions and irrationally 

begins to tear up and eat the mattress. 

So against this kind of king, Becket is revealed as the 

only one in the kingdom capable of sane, intellectual deci

sions. While he is Chancellor, he logically and success

fully parries the arguments of the bishops as they attempt 

to evade the King's taxes. Later, as Archbishop, he uses 

his background in canon law to back up his stand for the 

Church. 
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Although Fry and Anouilh do not contradict history so 

far'as Becket's intellect is concerned, by presenting him 

against different Henries, they picture a different type 

of Becket in each case, with Anouilh's man the victor, pos

sessing superior gifts and extraordinary skills. 

Four dramatists have thus given us four Beckets, each 

from a different heritage and a different social class; of 

a different age, vrith a different moral conviction, and a 

different mental image. These diversified interpretations H 
:̂  

of personal traits, resulting from the vrriters' freedoms (> 
of historical analysis, lead us to a man who also has dif

ferent motives for becoming a martyr. 

4 



CHAPTER III 

MOTIVATION FOR MARTYRDOM 

Although Anouilh, Fry, Tennyson, and Eliot disagree on 

various personal characteristics of Thomas Becket, we find, 

on the other hand, general agreement with respect to his 

motivation for martyrdom, though there are points in vrhich 

some disagreement exists even here. Each of the plaŷ r̂rights 

presents a Becket who lives under a compulsion to be the very 

best of whatever he was: Chancellor, Archbishop, or martyr. 

"There's one thing I do love, my prince, and that I'm sure 

of. Doing vrhat I have to do and going it vrell." Kovrever, 

this same compulsion the dramatists interpret in different 

vrays, resulting in a Becket differing in each case about 

the reasons for his willingness to die for a cause. 

VJhen Henry II appointed Becket as his Chancellor, he 

gave him a position which, though not officially the highest 

position, was the most povrerful because every official de

cision and all accounts of spending passed through his hands 

as holder of the. Seal of the Three Lions, and nothing vras 

official without that seal. The Chancellor was the personal 

advisor to the King and his official representative. When 

Theobald, Archbishop of Canterbury, had recommended his 

protege to the King, he had thought that here would be a man 

who vrould stand for the rights of the Church vrhile serving 

29 
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the King. But Theobald evidently was not aware of the com

pelling force behind his man—to be the best of vrhatever he 

was. Becket became completely the King's man. Anouilh 

especially stresses this characteristic early in the play 

during the council meeting vrhen Henry is pressuring the 

Church for taxes to support his war in France to regain 

lands which he believes rightfully belong to his wife, 

Eleanor. Becket, instead of upholding the Church's claim 

that it did not ovre the King any taxes, immediately champions 

the position of the King, saying that since the law and cus

tom give the latter the means of coercion, he vrould use them. 

Folliot, Bishop of London, is considerably incensed by 

Becket's reversal and charges, "V/ould you dare—you vrhom she 

raised from obscurity of your base origins—to plunge a 

dagger in the bosom of your Mother Church?" Becket affirms 

emphatically his allegiance to the King and his ptirposes by 

replying, "My Lord and King has given me his Seal with the 
2 

Three Lions to guard. My mother is England novr." 

According to Anouilh, Becket loved the privileges and 

luxuries appertaining to the job of Chancellor; he gave 

lavish feasts almost every night, importing gold-plated 

dishes and forks to shovr his refinement. Tennyson also 

emphasizes Becket's love of feasts by describing him a s — 

A doter on white pheasant-flesh at feasts 
A sauce-deviser for thy days of fish, 
A dish-designer, and most amorous 
Of good old red sound liberal Gascon wine.-̂  



31 

In Eliot's account, the First Tempter hints at Becket's 

former gay life, tempting him to join him in recapturing 

the gaiety and mirth of those days when Becket and the King 

were leading the gay court life. Also in Murder in the 

Cathedral. Becket himself reviev7s his life as he contemplates 

his approaching death, indicating his complete dedication to 

whatever task he is engaged in: 

When I imposed the King's lavr 
In England, and vraged war vrith him against 

Toulouse, I, 

1 beat the barons at their ovrn game. 

Each of the dramatists gives a picture of Becket's com

plete loyalty to the King's cause in war. In Anouilh's ver

sion, Becket is the leading general, so to speak, carrying 

the battles on long after the King is ready to go home. Fry 

had Henry summarize the abilities of the man as Chancellor 

and warrior: 
Henry; I should like to knov7 if there's anything 

Our dear friend here of the ten talents 
Can fail at. Put him in command of the 

field. 
You can see the horse under him grow tv70 

hands taller 
Ship him to the continent as Chancellor 
To vrork a delicate diplomacy, . . . 
Every mouth in Paris drops too wide open 
To shut again in time to deny us 
Anything vre cane to ask. 
But then you see him here, dispensing 

charity, /The King makes him give his 
cloak to a poor beggar^J^ 

There's the deacon in him. V/hat are you, 
Becket?3 
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Becket's abrupt change after the King made him Arch

bishop of Canterbury in ll62 at the age of forty-four sug-
» 

gests that there may have been more than some "deacon" in 

him. Ecclesiastical history obviously maintains that the 

change vras brought about because of his love for the Church 

and God. Hovrever, Pain, a secular historian, sees it as the 

result of ambition. His opinion is that Becket was able to 

make over his character to suit his job. The dramatists 
attribute his reversal to different reasons: pride, ambi- ^ 

•1 

tion, love of God; but they all agree that when he became ^ 

Archbishop, he was completely devoted to the job. He gave 

up all the luxuries, the hunts, the fine dishes, the rich 

clothing, to live the life of a priest. He did not give up 

the lavish meals; he continued them in Canterbury, for he 

often invited guests—sometimes noblemen, sometimes bishops, 

and sometimes beggars. But he seldom partook of the ban

quets himself, preferring simple foods. 

As Becket had devoted himself completely to the way of 

life of the Church, he also devoted himself completely to 

its cause. And in the cause of the Church is found the 

main area of conflict which vras to separate forever Thomas 

Becket and Henry II. Looking briefly into the background 

of the conflict, vre find that at the time Henry II became 

king, England vras in a decaying state, with rundovm houses, 

farms vrith nobody living on them or tending them, overgrovm 
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and untended forests, and very fevr livestock on the hill

sides. Thieves and robbers vrere rampant and unpunished. 

Many of the magistrates were greedy and corrupt. Under the 

tyranny of the feudal system, torture vras commonplace. 

Henry II vras determined that this kingdom vrhich he ruled 

would not deteriorate further, that he vrould establish a 

system of justice and lavr based on the common lavrs which 

had been practiced from the time of his ancestor, VJilliam 

the Conqueror. In an effort to clarify and make applicable 

these laws, the King had drawn up sixteen clauses, called 

the Constitutions of Clarendon, based on feudal customs 

representing practices of VJilliam I and Henry I, during 

whose reigns some semblance of order had been maintained 

in contrast to the decay of law during the reign of Stephen, 

who immediately preceded Henry II. The clauses arousing 

the most hostility from the Church, led by Archbishop Becket, 

concerned the treatment of clerks accused of crimes, excom

munication, the right of the clergy to leave England, and 

appeals to the Pope in Rome. Henry felt that the Church 

should have its place, but not one in conflict vrith the 

authority of the state. But in order not to contradict 

Church authority, he carefully consulted canon law before 

drawing up the Constitutions. 

Regarding the clause dealing with church men vrho com

mitted crimes against laity, Henry asserted that canon law 



stated that if ecclesiastical courts vrere lax in proper 

punishment (vrhich vras very often the case), then the .clerk 

being tried could be demoted and handed over to secular 

courts for judgment in order that he not go unpunished. 

But according to medieval doctrine, Christ lived in the 

person of any man in holy orders, and turning over clerks, 

even though they might be guilty, to laymen for punishment, 

according to Becket, "vras no better than giving up Christ 

to be crucified by the heathen." Becket was finally per

suaded to sign the Constitutions of Clarendon, but before 

taking the oath and applying his seal, he reconsidered this 

part of the ceremony and refused to seal it, declaring that 

his signature vras sufficient. Although it could probably 

be argued that Henry had reason on his side, putting require: 

ments dovm in vrriting left no room for negotiation and 

friendly understanding. With the statement on paper, the 

Church felt that its povrer vras being threatened, and Becket, 

as Primate of the Church in England, V7as novr determined to 

defend that povrer to the utmost. 

Of the four plays, only Fry's sees the struggle from 

Henry II's viewpoint. At one time Henry is discussing the 

Church's acquittal of a priest charged with rape and murder: 

They can pass him over 
To the secular arm, where a man is knovm by 

his crimes 
And not his credentials—God's seat, 
I mean to make a fair and governable England; 
One justice, not tvro."̂  
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Fry's Henry argues that the place of the Church is to bap

tize, reprove, absolve, and bury; but inasmuch as it is 

composed of human beings, it ovres obedience also to the King. 

Becket counters that, in a universe of powers outside the 

government, the King ovres his obedience to the Church. When 

Henry reasons that, according to the custom of generations, 

clerics must answer to the King's court for crimes against 

the common law, Becket ansvrers that the bishops' courts made 

their judgment more severe—heavier fines or terms in prison. 

By not exacting the punishment of hanging for murder, the 

Church saved a life and possibly rehabilitated a priest. 

Henry feels that pimishment against men of God should be 

more severe because their calling should make the sin more 

•unforgivable. 

Eliot elicits sympathy for Becket and his stand for 

the Church by having his enemies shovr their hatred for him. 

The knights describe their abhorrence by saying, 

This is the creature that cravrled upon the 
King; swollen with blood and svrollen 
with pride. 

Crawling up like a louse on youT shirt, 
The man vrho cheated, swindled, lied; broke 

his oath and betrayed the King.° 

After they have killed the Archbishop, the Fourth Knight, 

Richard Brito, tries to justify the murder by explaining 

why Becket had to be done away vrith. As Chancellor, the 

knights said, no one did more to weld the country together. 

But--
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From the moment he became Archbishop, he com
pletely reversed his policy; he sho-./cd hinself 
to be utterly indifferent to the fate of the 
country, to be, in fact, a monster of egotism, 
a menace to society. This egotism grevr upon him, 
until it became at last an undoubted mania.9 

But Eliot has already assured the fact that our sympathy is 

with the martyr because his resistance to temptation and the 

dedication of his life as seen in his Christmas sermon tes

tify to us that he did what he had to do to save the Church. 

The conflict betvreen the tvro men seems to have been 

irreconcilable. As Henry says, in Anouilh's Becket. as he 

does penance before the saint's tomb, "We vrere like two deaf 

men talking." They each had a cause, a good cause, and 

neither, because of temperament and conviction, could recant. 

Hence, we find ourselves vrith two immovable forces, a situa

tion which could end in one vray only—death. 

But x̂ rhat made Becket so firm in his stand that he vras 

willing to become a"martyr? It is in this area of inter

pretation that our dramatists present us vrith differently 

motivated Beckets. 

A. Anouilh's Power-hungry Absolutist 

It is also in this area that Jean Anouilh uses his 

privilege of literary license and freedom of historical 

interpretation to give us a cold, stubborn, self-righteous, 

power-hungry absolutist. Anouilh, using the flashback 

method for the primary portion of his play, begins the story 
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of the relationship betvreen Becket and Henry II vrith Becket's 

appointment to the Chancellorship. At the very start, we 

are given a clue as to the kind of person this Chancellor is. 

In a conversation with Henry about Becket's Saxon background, 

the new adviser to the King indicates that his principles can 

be compromised if it means some benefit to him. He tells 

the King that he, like his father, has learned to collaborate 

with the Norman conquerors in order to gain the things in 

life which he vrants. 

I adore himting, and only the Normans and their 
proteges had the right to hunt. I adore luxury 
and luxury vras Norman. I adore life and the 
Saxon's only birthright vras slaughter. H 

This idea of collaboration is verified in Anouilh's use 

of the vrord "honor" in the title and in the repetition of 

the vrord numerous times throughout the play. To Becket, and' 

to many of the other characters, such as King Louis of 

France, Gilbert Folliot, the Pope, and Henry II, the vrord 

"honor" represents only a public image to be sacrificed or 

12 

salvaged as the occasion warrants. Becket's final quest 

is prompted by the fact that he came to love the honor of — 

God, But this too falls far short of true sainthood, for 

there is a vast difference between loving the honor of God 

and loving God. Loving the honor of God indicates that 

even to his very death, Becket vras motivated by pride and 

the desire to be the best of vrhatever he vras, even as martyr. 

Harold Clurman supports this theory in his book The Naked 
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Imap:e. saying that there is hardly a trace of religioi.is 

sen'timent in Anouilh's drama. Instead of speaking of the 

"honor of God," he might have more appropriately spoken of 

the honor of one's job. ^ Becket defends Henry vrhile he is 

Chancellor because that is what a Chancellor is supposed to -

do; so, as Archbishop, Becket does vrhat a leader of the 

Church is supposed to do and fights for the Church, even to 

the death. 

Thus Anouilh's Becket is far from the saint vrhich much 

ecclesiastical history has led us to envision, VJhy would 

a man vrho had reveled in the pleasures of the vrorld, lavish 

living, and vromen (according to Anouilh), accept the appoint

ment of Archbishop, so obviously opposite to his character, 

unless he was tempted by the added povrer vrhich vrent with the 

job? He vras ambitious, and also he may have grovm vreary of 

the burden of gratitude vrhich had become necessary to show 

the King for all his generosities. As Archbishop he vrould 

be independent of the King; indeed, he could novr regard him

self as the King's rival in povrer, possibly even his superior. 

Once Becket has taken this position, vre know that he 

vrill never surrender. And he is a fighter all the vray. In 

fact, he seems to be exhilarated by the challenge of a 

fight. He carries over into his battle for the principles 

of the Church those qualities he had exhibited as a leader 

of his troops in the battles in France. It is ironic that 



39 

Becket, as Chancellor, could alnost foresee the coT̂ ing strug

gle, but misinterprets the outcome. While the King and his 

retinue are still in France, following his victories there, 

Becket, vrarning Henry of the growing power of the Church in 

England, suggests that if he does not crush that threat now, 

within five years, there vrill be tvro Kings of England, the 

Archbishop of Canterbury and Henry; and within ten years, 

only one-'-and that one, not Henry. 

Shortly after this episode, the word comes that the old 

Archbishop Theobald has died. And on a spur of the moment 

impulse (an act contrary to historical fact: he actually 

left the position vacant for over a year), Henry appoints 

Becket as his new Archbishop of Canterbury, hoping to carry 

out his plans to get the Church on his side. After first 

hesitating tentatively, he accepts the job, revealing a com

plete change in positions. He warns the King that he cannot 

serve both the King and God at the same time, and novr becomes 

as absolute and single-purposed a God's servant as he had 

been the King's. 

Becket immediately goes about getting rid of the old 

life and putting on the ne\j. He sells all of his clothing, 

his furs, his lavish furnishings, his gold plates—every

thing, and gives the money to the poor. He even gives his 

jewelled crucifix to a poor church. Yet indicative of that 

persistent characteristic of his, he thoroughly enjoys it 
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all. He even takes pride in getting rid of all the things 

which pertained to his old vray of life, as if he were flaunt

ing his new-found austerity. His exhilaration is evidenced 

in the words, 

It's like leaving for a holiday. Forgive me, 
Lord, but I never enjoyed myself so much in my 
whole life. . . . Lord, are you sure you're not 
tempting me? It all seems far too easy.l^ 

To illustrate the complete reversal of Becket's think

ing, Anouilh gives an argument of Becket's in which he is 

defending his right as Archbishop to excommunicate several 

nobles who had done crimes against clerics of the Church. 

As Chancellor, Becket had championed the King's cause for 

Church taxes; novr he says that the Kingdom of God must be 

defended as fiercely as any other kingdom. His single-

mindedness is quite evident .when he claims the right to ex

communicate nobles vrho commit crimes against churchmen while 

at the same time arguing for protection of clerics vrho com

mit crimes against laymen. 

This evidence of conflict vrhich evolved from his stand 

on the Constitutions of Clarendon shovrs hovr he used the 

Constitutions to widen the gap betvreen the two factions. 

His obstinacy in turn evokes reprisal from Anouilh's im

mature king, who flails back at his former friend with 

unfounded charges, indictments, and claims vrhich Becket 

cannot possibly answer. Thus, the only road open to Becket 

is exile. 



• 1^1 

During his exile, vrhen the Pope sends Becket to the 

bleak Cistercian monastery at Pontigny, hoping that the 

austerity of the simple monk's life will calm him down 

somewhat, the action instead has the reverse effect. Al

though he dons the haircloth and eats the meager food, he 

cannot adjust to the simple life of prayers and contempla

tion. Instead of spending time in prayer, his agile mind 

is constantly at work seeking methods to enforce his cause. 

The unaccustomed inactivity shortens his patience, and, 

finally, the fighter in him vrins. He says that it would 

be too easy to remain in France as a simple monk, spending 

his time in prayer; he cannot give up. He must go back to 

England to fight—and to fight vrith pride. 

I shall take up the miter and the golden cope 
again, and the great silver cross, and I shall 
go back and fight in the place and viith the 
weapons it has pleased You to give me. It has 
pleased You to make me Archbishop /vrhich shovrs 
that Becket could forget what it pleased him to 
forget because actually the King had bribed the 
bishop_s to elect Becket, against their ovm de-
sires_j_/ and to set me, like a solitary pavm, ^^ 
face to face with the King, upon the chessboard. -̂  

He reveals his arrogance in contemplating the possi

bility of martyrdom as he tells the King of France of his 

decision to return to England: 

The honor of God and commonsense . . . dictate 
that . . . I should go aiid have myself killed— 
if killed I must be—clad in my golden cope, with 
my miter on my head and my silver cross in my 
hand . . . in my ovm cathedral. That place alone 
befits me.lo 
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Ee seems to sense that he cannot vrin, but if ho cannot win, 

he still vrants a magnanimous death in battle, a death that 

would assure martyrdom and sainthood. This prideful, cold 

inhumanity is especially exemplified as he actually pre

pares for his approaching encounter vrith death. His antici

pation is seen as he instructs the little Saxon monk to 

dress him very carefully in his full regalia with all the 

little laces properly tied for "I must look my best today." '̂  

Again he is determined to be the best--even the best martyr. 

It almost seems as if he aspires to rival the martyrdom of 

Christ himself. 

Anouilh carries the absolutism of Becket even beyond 

the grave. As the King speaks to the unseen Becket at his 

tomb as he x̂ raits to be flogged, he says, "Don't you think 

that it would have been better for us to get along together?" 

But the unmovable Becket neither consoles his former friend 

nor shows any regret for what happened; he simply says, 
1 o 

"It wasn't possible." They vrere both implacable; neither 

had been able to see more than one side of a question. But 

Becket accomplished his purpose: he was an excellent Chan

cellor, a staunch defender of the honor of God, and probably 

the most popular martyr that England ever had. 

B. Fry's Impersonal Instrument 

In contrast to the inept Henry and the absolutist Pecket 

of Anouilh, the Henry of Christopher Fry's Curtmantle is 
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secondary character. But as "There would be no Becket with

out the King," likewise, no study of Henry II would be com

plete without a parallel study of Becket. Yet Fry's Henry 

is a hero, though tragic; Becket performs in the shadovrs. 

1^ Curtmantle. Thomas is never alone on the stage with Henry; 

either Eleanor is there, or we find courtiers or Bishops on 

the stage as third parties. As a result of his relegation 

to a lower position by Fry, in his effort to elevate Henry, 

Becket emerges, not as a real person, an individual, but as 

a symbol of the Church. As Becket discusses situations with 

the King, he never reveals personal feeling, but alvrays 

speaks in general terms, as if he were not personally in

volved. Eleanor refers to him as "the man who makes himself 

the Church." The impersonality of the man is even carried 

on into the way his death is presented. Fry does not enact 

the murder; instead the audience sees Henry's reaction to 

the assassination. So even Becket's death is significant 

only in its relationship to Henry. 

The Becket in Curtm,antle chooses to identify his life 

so completely with the Church that, according to Emil Roy, 

he is "little more than an instrument, its 'tongue' to be 

used 'in argument' betvreen the State and the Church."!" 

Becket's flatness is shovm against a three-dimensional Henry 

with a deep sense of personal and family loyalties, a furious 
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temper, and a passionate desire for order. He envisions a 

Utopian outcome for his England and thereby justifies his 

godlike manipulations of his wife, family. Church, and king-
t 

dom. But Thomas Becket "prefers the more intellectualized 

perspective of innumerable alternatives to Henry's perfect 

20 
conformity," However, Henry's passion for English common 

law comes to possess him. and rules him rather than coming 

from him. By contrast, Becket's passions and inner struggles, 

even his struggle betvreen pride and acquiescence, are not 

fully dramatized by Fry. But vrhether Becket actually vrills 

his death, or vrhether he is simply a pavm in the hands of 

fate, his martyrdom accomplishes its purpose, to subordinate 

human justice to divine justice. 

Fry sets the background for his exaltation of Henry as 

King, against which Becket becomes a fate-driven absolutist, 

with a description of the deplorable conditions in which 

England found herself at the beginning of the reign of this 

first Plantagenet. One man, Richard Anesty, states his faith 

in the King's ability to restore property vrhich Avesty had 

lost in civil wars: 

The King's the only ansvrer. He'll see the matter 
set right: loves the lavr, hates the grabbing 
barony. He'll see the future gives me a world of 
my proper rights.21 

A barber contrasts the conditions prior to the new reign and 

praises the King for the reforms he is attempting: 
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r) Haven't you got a :rem-ory for the smoke and ruir 
this land vras? Mad, and murderous, and lavrless, 
bleeding avray like raw meat! Good men can sleep 
now, under the wisdom of King Henry.22 

Against this "vrisdom" of a great King and his deter

mination to bring law and order to a ravaged kingdom, Becket 

is cast as the instrument of the Church who, by his in

ability to compromise, is destined to lose his life, yet 

with the hope that his death vrill benefit the struggle of 

the Church against the State. The play becomes a struggle 

betvreen two absolutists, neither of which vrill vrithdraw. 

The foreshadowing of the conflict comes vrhen Henry appoints 

Becket as his ne^^i Archbishop, and Becket warns Henry that, 

although as Chancellor his whole mind had been able to speak 

for the King because he knevr that the Church had an able 

defender in Theobald, novr he would become that defender, 

23 "that tongue to be used in argument betvreen you and me." -̂  

Their relationship could hence no longer be the same. Henry 

tries to pacify Becket, saying that if the King and Arch

bishop can work together, then the Church vrill be calm, but 

if not, that a great waste of time, energy, and opportunity 

would result, as well as the loss of the time needed to give 

24 
England "an incorruptible scaffolding of law." Hovrever, 

William Marshal as narrator informs the reader that the rift 

25 
has come, "VJhat was one has become two." 

Henry complains of Becket's complete seclusion as Arch

bishop. He fumes that he has given Becket enough time to 
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get used to being "cock of tha cloistral -.-L.lk" ; "T/iere's a 

child in him; he loves himself / In a nevr frock. "'̂ ^ Later 

Henry again frets at Becket's isolation, grumbling that even 

in his consecration the Archbishop has turned his back on 

the King, "crouching doim in Canterbury / As though he had 

conquered a rock, stuck his cross on it, / And meant to keep 

27 

a sulking stretch of water / Between him and me." A 

cleric, hovrever, praises Becket's actions, who has now put 

aside all pomp, feeds the poor, visits the sick, and every 

day vrashes the feet of thirteen beggars. This last evidence 

of Becket's supposed h"umility seems somevrhat strained, rather 

a ritual or exhibit so that all might see his "humility." 

Showing the completeness of the break betvreen the tvro 

immovables, as Becket tells Henry that he as King ovres 

obedience to the Church in religious affairs, Henry replies 

emphatically that he ovres no obedience to a man vrho came up 

on the shoulders of the Kingdom only to kick it away, once 

he was up. He says that Becket's breeding had not prepared 

him to serve this world or God's either. As Henry decides 

to remove young Henry from the tutelage of the Archbishop, 

he laments in pain, "Tell me hovr a man who has seen eye to 
po 

eye with me / Can suddenly look at me as if he were blind?" 

Becket refuses to see the possibility that the tvro systems 

could run parallel, rather than overlapping. 

As Henry tries to enforce his clauses about the 
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pimishnent of clerics, the battle reaches a climax vrith 

Becket's firm stand that they will obey the King in every

thing only if it does not threaten the laws and dignity of 

the Church. As Henry pleads for obedience to the laws of 

custom, Becket resolutely stands firm vrith "God said 'I am 

Truth,' not 'I am custom.'" ° Henry accuses Becket of un

controllable ambition and astuteness in attaching himself 

to a power—the Church—which goes forth to speak through 

him only since he is the highest churchman in the land. As 

the tvro forces draw their battlelines, the Bishops encourage 

Becket to moderation; the courtiers vrarn him that the King 

is in dead earnest. Becket obstinately replies, "As I 

am."30 

Fry has little to add about Becket's seven-year exile, 

telescoping the time and action, as he does the entire situa

tion. But as the Archbishop returns to Canterbury, adored 

by the common people, Foliot, Bishop of London, relates that 

Becket is still the uncompromising instrument of the Church 

who does what he must do. Foliot tells of Becket's first 

action to uphold the right of the Archbishop of Canterbury 

to crovm kings. During Becket's exile Henry had deliberately 

defied custom by having the Bishop of York crox-m the young 

Henry to assure the succession of his line. But Foliot re

lates the Archbishop's reaction, 

As soon as a roof vras over him, he struck 
His note, in his most uncompromising key. 
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Excommunication for all vrho took part 
In the crovming.^1 

He loses no time in excommunicating even Bishops in his 

Church who had defied him, to take their places alongside 

the many noblemen vrho had gone against his wishes as head 

of the Church in England. 

But one day, in his anger, Henry utters those fatal 

words, "Who will get rid of this turbulent priest for me?"^2 

and the four barons take him at his vrord. After learning 

the dire effects of this angry outburst, Henry is overcome 

with remorse, svrearing before God that he had not really 

meant Becket's death. Three years later, as Henry submits 

to the flogging by the monks, we are given a picture of a 

truly penitent King, seeking to rid himself of the perpetual 

guilt with which he lives each day. Comparing this repen

tant Henry and unremitting Becket with Anouilh's King and 

Archbishop, vre find tvro entirely different Henries, as vrell 

as tvro different kinds of martyrs, both absolutists to the 

end, but one because of his ovm stubborn pride, the other 

because, as an instrument of the Church, he had no choice. 

C, Tennyson's Divinely Called Absolutist 

Alfred Lord Tennyson's Becket is another absolutist, 

but for still another reason—he had been divinely called 

of God, not only to be Archbishop, but also to be a martyr 

for the cause of the Church. This play of Tennyson's, much 
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older than the other three plays, is colored by Tennyson's 

proximity to the romantic era of literature as he surrounds 

the tragic hero with the historical legendary material and 

with visions which the people of his time felt belonged in 

drama. Carrying the romantic feeling further, Tennyson 

nses the story of the King's mistress, Rosamund, as a major 

plot within the play, Tennyson's story uses the conflict 

between Rosamund and the Queen to make Rosamund a more 

lovable character than Eleanor, The wronged wife shows her 

fangs, centering her whole life in an effort to rid herself 

of the detestable Rosamund, who is hidden in a secluded 

bower in the middle of a forest maze. When she finally does 

seek out her rival through devious methods, Eleanor tries to 

kill her with a dagger and when that fails, tries to poison 

her. But Becket arrives in time to save Rosamund's life, 

not because he approves of the King's illicit relationshiip 

with her (she bears Henry's son, who later becomes Chan

cellor) , but because he does not want her to be killed. In 

fact, it is the King's belief that Rosamund has turned her 

love from him to Becket that becomes a major cause behind 

Becket's murder, as well as his stand for the Church, And, 

in the final scene, Rosamund, disguised as a monk, kneels 

by the body of Becket, giving some credence to the King's 

suspicions, A final romantic note closes the play as a 

storm breaks over the scene to show God's anger at the crime. 
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Such a scene is typical of the tendency to compare the m.ar-

tyred Becket with Christ, whose crucifixion was followed by 

a storm and earthquake. 

Though this Becket seems to have a closer relationship 

with God that the tvro already discussed, he is, nevertheless, 

an unbending absolutist, vrho pridefully bases his firm stand 

on his divine call vrhich predestined him, even before birth, 

for the archbishopric and his martyrdom. V/hen the King 

tells Becket that he vrants him to replace the late Theobald 

as Archbishop, Becket meditates long over the proposition. 

He asks himself several times, "Am I the man?" He tells 

hovr the twelve stars fell on his mother's bosom before his 

birth, signifying the approval of the twelve Apostles. Then 

he expands his feeling of divine appointment by telling of 

a childhood vision of his in vrhich the Virgin gave him the 

keys of Paradise. He asks again, "Am I the man?" and re

lates a dream he has had the night before: 

Methought I stood in Canterbury minster. 
And spoke to the Lord God, and said, "0 Lord, 
I have been a lover of vrines, and delicate meats. 
And secular splendour, and a favourer 
Of players, and a courtier, and a feeder 
Of dogs and havrks, and apes, and lions, and lynxes. 
Am I the man?" And the Lord answer'd me, 
"Thou are the man, and all the more the man." 
And then I asked again, "0 Lord, my God, 
Henry the King hath been my friend, my brother, 
And mine uplifter in this vrorld, and chosen me 
For this thy great Archbishoprick, believing 
That I should go against the Church with him. 
And I shall go against him with the Church," 
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And the Lord ansvrer'd me. 
Thou are the man, and all the more the man." 

A_nd thereupon, methought, He drew tov/ard me. 
And smote me down upon the minster floor.33 

So with this povrer to back him, Becket abruptly and 

completely changes masters, having served each former master 

well, first Theobald as a young apprentice, then the King as 

Chancellor; now he must serve the Church. 

And all the puissance of the warrior. 
And all the vrisdom of the Chancellor, 
And all the heap'd experiences of life, 
I cast upon the side of Canterbury.34 

He would henceforth devote his entire talents to his ne\j 

cause. According to Tennyson's son, Hallam, Becket was not 

merely advanced to a higher position under the same lord, 

but he had changed his former lord and had become a povrer 

himself, distinct from, and possibly antagonistic to, the 

King.^^ 

During the arguments over the Constitutions of Clarendon, 

Becket feels that he has right and God on the side of the 

Church. He says, "Customs and traditions—clouds that come 

and go; / The customs of the Church are Peter's rock! "-̂  

So he stands as firm as Peter's rock. 

Henry laments Becket's adamant position, saying that 

he had hoped when he made Becket Archbishop that they could 

work together for the good of England: 

, , , Church and crovm. 
Two sisters gliding in an equal dance, 
Two rivers gently flowing side by side--
But no! 



52 

The bird that moults sings the same song again. 
The snake that sloughs comes out a snake again. 
Snake—ay, but he that looks a fangless one, 
Issues a venomous adder.37 

Evidence of the lack of any Christian humility in 

Becket is seen in his rage when his retainers desert him 

as they discover that his life is endangered because of 

his stand against the Constitutions of Clarendon. He 

curses them: 

God redden your pale blood! 
But mine is human-red; and 
When ye shall hear it is poured out upon earth. 
And see it mounting to Heaven, may God bless you, 
That seems sweet to you novr will blast and 

blind you like a curse.38 

His pride in the possibility of death for a cause is clear. 

His anger again comes to the fore as he curses John of 

Oxford, Roger of York, and Gilbert Foliot, all Bishops, 

for their yielding to the King, and the Barons De Erocs and 

Fitzurse for seizing unoccupied church property, and "all 

the rest of them / That sovr this seed of hate betvreen my 

lord and me ! "-̂ ° 

Tennyson shows the stubborn, unbending character of 

Becket on numerous occasions, such as that after Henry, 

fearing an interdiction from Rome because the Bishop of 

York had crowned young Henry, has given Becket permission 

to return to England so that he can crô m̂ the young king 

again, Becket still doesn't fully trust the King. Walter 

Map, a cleric, remonstrates his Primate for not bending, 
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"There again / When the full fruit of the royal promise 

might have dropt into thy mouth hadst thou but opened it to 

thank him." Becket replies that the King fenced in his prom

ise with an "if," to which Map answered, 

And is the King's 'if too high a stile for your 
lordship to overstep and come at all things in 
the next field? . . . You wrong the King: he 
meant vrhat he said.^0 

Later Becket affirms his reason for not bending, stating 

that the State will die, but the Church will never die, and 

that he must die for that which never dies. Becket's close 

friend since his youth, John of Salisbury, advises him after 

his return to England, still unwilling to compromise, that 

he wishes that Becket had returned vrith more olive branch 

and amnesty for his foes. Instead he had raised the world 

against him. This same wise John, just before the Knights 

come to the cathedral, again admonishes Becket for his lack 

of moderation, "My Lord, I marvel vrhy you never lean / On 

4l 

any man's advising but your ovm." 

Possibly the ansvrer to this query can be found in 

Becket's firm belief that he was not only divinely called 

to be Archbishop, but also divinely called to be a martyr 

for the Church, a fact which does have a tendency to give 

one a sense of unsurpassable rightness. The pattern of his 

life to Becket verifies divine inter^/ention. Everything 

important had happened on a Tuesday: his birth, his baptism, 

his exile, his vision of martyrdom while living in the 
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monastery in exile, his return from exile, and on a Tuesday, 

the'knights enter the cathedral as he revievrs the fated 

Tuesdays of his life. He tells the knights that though 

all the swords of England flashed above him, he would stand 

armed with the authority of Rome and faith, first in the 

ranks of those who die for God, "to people heaven in the 

great day / When God makes his jewels."^2 ^g ^^ knows that 

his death is imminent, he says that it matters not where 

he is murdered, here or there, that his dream had foretold 

his martyrdom in his ovm Church. "It is God's will." -̂  

Then as Fitzurse tries to hold him, Becket says, "Touch me 

not!" De Brito replies, "Hovr the good priest gods himself! 

He is not yet ascended to the Father." 

Hallam Tennyson gives us an analysis of his father's 

view of Becket. Becket— 

was a great and impulsive man, vrith a firm sense 
of duty, and, when he renounced the vrorld, looked 
upon himself as the head of the Church, which was 
the people's "tovrer of strength, their bulvrark 
against the throne and baronage." This idea so 
far vrrought in his dominant nature as to betray him 
into many rash acts; and later he lost himself in 
the idea. His enthusiasm reached a spiritual . 
ecstasy which carries historians along vrith it.^^ 

D. Eliot's Saint 

Like Tennyson, T. S. Eliot emphasizes the spiritual 

attitude of Becket. However, whereas Tennyson's Becket is 

engrossed in the pride which surrounds his feeling of divine 

appointment, Eliot's Becket loses his pride in complete 
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submission to divine vrill. This sut mission is a conplete 

purgation of self, of everything, so that Becket may be 

filled by God's will. This type of purgation is the same 

as that found in Eliot's "Ash Wednesday" and "The Four 

Quartets," based on the Negative Way of St, John of the 

Cross, Another familiar treatment in Murder in the Cathedral 

centers in the circular imagery of the wheel with God as the 

Unmoved Mover, Emil Roy theorizes that— 

In Thomas's mind the wheel implies theological 
patterns of rise and fall: into grace from life, 
into heavenly glory from vrorldly disgrace, into 
divine vindication from earthly injustice. The 
alternating rise and fall of the seasons, em
pires, and individual destinies are assimilated 
by Becket's wheel, visually formed at the end 
by the knights' swords with Thomas at the still 
point,^o 

This central position of Becket is demonstrated by the atti

tude of the priests, who see him as the steersman and as the 

firm rock in the midst of the political tempest. 

According to Gerald Weales, when Eliot vrrote Murder in 

the Cathedral for the 1935 Canterbury Festival, he chose to 

focus his attention on Becket's spiritual preparations for 

martyrdom rather than on the political and social situation 

47 

which produced his murder. ' As has already been mentioned, 

Eliot does touch briefly on the political background through 

the speeches of the priests and the knights, but the princi

pal focus is on the evolution of the Archbishop from a 

strong-vrilled opponent of the King to a true saint, completely 

divested of all vrhich vrould interfere with the will of God. 
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Eliot's play covers approximately the last four vreeks 

of Becket's life, beginning with his return from exile on 

December 2, II70, and ending with his murder and immediate 

sainthood at the end of that same month, December 29. In 

this short period, Eliot not only gives enough historical 

fact to familiarize the audience with the backgroimd, but 

he also involves the viewers in the evolution of a saint by 

having the Chorus of VJomen, as representatives of the people, 

also evolve from fear and avoidance to an acceptance of 

their guilt in the situation and to submission to God's will. 

The underlying thread throughout Eliot's poetic drama 

is the likeness of Becket's martyrdom to Christ's. Tennyson 

touches briefly on this theme, but it is full blovrn in Murder 

in the Cathedral. The Becket-Christ theme comes forth in 

Becket's triumphal return from exile, in his confrontation 

with the four tempters, in the martyrdom itself, and in the 

storm upon his death. The Archbishop's Christmas sermon, 

which forms the interlude betvreen Part I and Part II, makes 

a definite parallel betvreen Christ's passion and Becket's 

death. 

The triumphal return of Becket to Canterbury is re

ported to the priests as they avrait the reappearance of 

their Archbishop. They are told of the joy and acclaim of 

the people as he made the six-mile journey from the landing 

at Sandwich to Canterbury, vrhere the people threw their 
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garments in his path, strewing the vray with flowerr, shô ;.t-

ing out their blessing on their champion, the nearest thing 

to God that they have knovm. His journey recalls Christ's 

triumphal entry into Jerusalem just prior to his crucifixion. 

Moreover, the Second Priest refers to Becket in Messianic 

terms, "Yet our Lord is returned. Our Lord has come back 

to his o\m. again. / VJe have had enough of waiting from Decem-

48 ber to dismal December." His return in December is thus 

likened to the birth of Christ in December. The Chorus makes 

another parallel, avowing that they vrill not deny their 

Master as Peter denied Christ: "and vrho shall / Stretch out 

his hand to the fire, and deny his Master? VJho shall be 

warm / By the fire, and deny his Master?" ° 

After Becket returns to his Cathedral, he faces four 

tempters, symbolic of Christ's temptation by Satan in the 

wilderness. Becket's First Tempter confronts him vrith the 

pleasures of his former life. The Tempter addresses him as 

"Old Tom, Gay Tom," cajoling Becket to recapture the gaiety 

and mirth of his former court life. But this temptation is 

not difficult to resist. Because its appeal rests upon 

lusty, sensual urges, the temptation comes twenty years too 

late. For a man of Becket's maturity (he is in his early 

50's), it is deceitful for the Tempter to suppose that the 

pleasures of the past could come again. Using the circular 

symbolism so prominent in the play, Becket points out that. 
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although the repetition of generations of men is similar to 

the circularity of the seasons, the life of one man is not 

such a circle; a man cannot relive his former life. Another 

reason Becket finds resistance to the First Tempter not too 

difficult is the fact that much of the attractiveness of the 

form of pleasure mentioned comes from its novelty; hence, 

because he has already fully experienced all vrhich the 

Tempter offers, it is really no temptation at all. 

Similarly, when the Second Tempter offers him povrer, 

well disguised as justice, in the form of the Chancellor

ship, although it is a temptation vrhich vrould appeal to a 

man of his age, it is something vrhich he has already ex

perienced, and again loses much of its appeal. Besides, why 

should he, "who keeps the keys of heaven and hell, supreme 

alone in England, . , . descend to desire a punier power?"^ 

Evidence of Becket's pride is still apparent at this point 

in his purgation. 

The Third Tempter appeals to this very pride and to his 

differences with the King, offering him a strong alliance 

vrith the barons, Normans sticking together against the 

Angevin king. But Becket had already determined not to 

compromise any of his convictions, and thus refuses to be

tray the King, 

However, the Fourth Tempter offers him the very thing 

which he most desired--glory after death. This Tempter 
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shovrs Becket that, as saint and martyr, he could continue 

to i?ule even after death, from generation to generation. 

He tells Becket that even though his shrine as a martyr might 

be pillaged and destroyed, he could still win an enduring 

cro-vm through sainthood. But Thomas finally realizes that 

he has been seeking martyrdom for pride's sake and bemoans, 

"Is there no way, in my soul's sickness, / Does not lead to 

damnation in pride?"^ In terror, Becket sees that the 

Fourth Tempter is offering. him an apparent Heaven, which is 

actually a Hell of selfishness. As a result, Becket is 

faced with complete despair and disillusionment, the Dark 

Night of the Soul, from vrhich he emerges to a new avrareness. 

Now is my vray clear. . . . 
The last temptation is the greatest treason: 
To do the right deed for the wrong reason.52 

Through the temptations, Becket has done much soil-searching, 

and Part I of the play ends with his review of his life and 

the realization of the sin of self-vrill. Becket has con

quered his temptations even as did Christ. 

In his Christmas Day sermon, Becket himself parallels 

his coming death to the death of Christ as he attempts to 

prepare his congregation for the coming events. Some critics 

have voiced the opinion that such a comparison to Christ by 

Becket himself is rather self-exalting, indicating that 

catharsis has not been effected so completely as might be 

desired. But his vrords actually represent his solicitation 
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for his people; he wishes to give the people this comparison 

as a strength with which to identify when the horror of the 

approaching situation would test their faith. He hopes to 

prepare them to look beyond his death to life, hoping that 

in so doing, the Church and its purposes would be magnified. 

He tells them that just as they both mourn and rejoice in 

the Birth and Passion of Christ, so they should both mourn 

and rejoice in the death of martyrs: mourning the sins of 

the vrorld that martyred them, rejoicing that another soul is 

among the saints in Heaven, for the glory of God and the 

salvation of men. 

A martyr, a saint, is alvrays made by the design 
of God, for his love of men, to vrarn them and to 
lead them, to bring them back to his vrays. . . . 
the true martyr is he who has become the instru
ment of God, who has lost his will in the vrill of 
God, not lost it but found it. for he has found 
freedom in submission to God.53 

Becket closes his sermon by telling the people to think on 

the things he has told them vrhen the time comes that they 

will need the comfort to be found in what he has said: 

. . . it is fitting on Christ's birth day, to 
remember what is that Peace vrhich He brought; and 
becaiise, dear children, I do not think I shall 
ever preach to you again; and because it is pos
sible that in a short time you may have yet another 
martyr, . . . I would have you keep in your hearts 
these words that I say, and think of them at an
other time.54 

In Part II of the play, after the four Knights have 

accused him of treason in several forms, Becket serenely 
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and unresistinp:ly, like Christ, accepts his death at their 

hands, his last vrords paralleling the two deaths, 

His blood given to buy my life. 
My blood given to pay, for His death, 
My death for His death.55 

The final comparison to Christ may be seen in the symbolic 

storm and darkness as the Women of the Chorus cry. 

Clear the air! Clean the sky! Wash the wind! 

A rain of blood has blinded my eyes. 

Night stay vrith us, stop sun, hold season, let 
the day not come.5o 

The similarity is seen to the storm and darkness at noon

day, which signified God's anger at the crucifixion of 

Christ. 

Eliot's play ends vrith Becket's having already ascended 

to Heaven as a true saint, triumphant. And it is at this 

point that the clearest difference betvreen Eliot's play and 

the dramas of Anouilh, Fry, and Tennyson lies. The first 

three end as tragedies with Becket martyred because of stub

born pride, the last triumphant vrith self-vrill conquered and 

submitted to God, 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

Vlhat manner of man is this Becket? VJith this question 

we come full circle to our original query. In making a 

final assessment, what historical accoimts can vre rely upon? 

Ecclesiastical history, based on accounts of close follovrers 

of the man himself, written after and colored by his martyr

dom and the miracles related to that martyrdom? Later 

secular history of the events of the times vrhich sees Becket 

as a mere mortal, guided primarily by ambition and pride? 

The problem arises concretely when Eliot's version of Becket's 

Christmas sermon, for example, is contrasted with a modern 

historian's version. Pain says that it was used violently 

to condemn his enemies and to excommunicate several new vic

tims. Pain quotes the Archbishop thus, "Accursed of Jesus 

Christ let them be for sovring hatred and strife betvreen me 

and my lord! Blotted out be their memory from the company of 

the saints!" This statement was then followed by his throw

ing the candles to the ground as a symbol of their total 

extinction. Pain says further that those contemporary biog

raphers vrho attempted to twist the last hours of Becket's 

life into a similarity to the Passion of Christ were wrong, 

that Becket was not, as indicated, "gentle" or "meek and 

mild," but a natural fighter who, rather than meekly 
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submittinn: to his death, actually provoked the barons vrho 

came to the Cathedral by using violence against Fitzurse 
2 

and calling him a pimp. Which account is correct, Eliot's 

or Pain's? In the four stage adaptations of the same story 

studied in the foregoing chapters, there are four separate 

plots in which historical events, accurate or inaccurate, 

provide almost identical landmarks in a progression toward 

the same unavoidable end; yet each play varies greatly from 

each of the other three. 

Anouilh's play, for instance, is not historically cor

rect, even as far as history agrees on main facts. He de

liberately distorts accepted facts, such as showing Henry II 

as immature, dull-witted, with almost a hint of homosexuality. 

Eleanor, vrho V7as actually eleven years her husband's senior 

and of renovmed charm, is portrayed as a petulant young 

queen. He even uses such contemporary phrases as "occupa

tion troops," and the French King quotes from the seventeenth 

century dramatist Racine and the current French novelist, 

Francoise Sagan. He deliberately tal̂ es advantage of histori

cal disagreement to give us a Becket vrho is a cold, stubborn, 

povrer-hungry libertine. Anouilh's primary purpose is to 

give the tvrentieth century audience entertainment unre

stricted by old rules, a purpose which he successfully 

achieves, as evidenced by the continued acclaim given the 

movie based on Anouilh's play, starring Richard Burton as 
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Becket and Peter 0'Toole as Fenry II. But Anouilh's Becket, 

though intriguing, seems unacceptable as a real person. He 

is too cold, too perfect, too intelligent, too capable. But 

only a person of this kind could be so stubborn as to refuse 

to bend or compromise, and so absolute as to die for no 

other reason, Tennyson's Becket is likevrise an unbelievable 

character, coming from a romantic era, surrounded by legends 

and visions. However, he, at least, dies for a more admi

rable reason. Although pride is still very evident in his 

death, he feels it is justified in that he is a divinely 

called martyr. Fry's drama adheres more closely to accepted 

history than the other plays and, as a result, gives us the 

most believable Becket, a highly intelligent instrument of 

the Church, who, because of his position as head of that 

Church, feels he has no choice but to go to his death for a 

cause he believes in. The results of that death are de

scribed by the Queen: 

For vrhat part of Becket, after all, has been 
done avray vrith? 

Only his human failings. Now he is rid of them. 
His argument has become a pure statement, 
Absorbed into the persuasion which men call 

providence.3 

Becket's death, in Fry's play, serves its purpose. Fry's 

Becket approaches God with affirmation in contrast to Eliot's 

hero, who vralks the path of negation. Weales points out 

that part of the difference in the attitudes of Eliot and 

Fry may lie in the fact that Eliot found his faith across 
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a vrasteland, wlvereas Fry was born to his as the son of a 

lay preacher and mission vrorker. His search for God is 

not Eliot's "painful and harrovring quest, but a simple act 

of opening the eyes." 

Only Eliot's Becket emerges as one compelled by true 

purity of purpose, a fact which makes him the true saint 

seen in ecclesiastical histories. No saint experienced more 

popularity than St. Thomas Becket. His story is told in 

stained glass windovrs in Chartres a>id Sens; his effigy re

mains in the mosaic of Monreale and in the sculpture of 

Wells. Throughout the Kiddle Ages, until 1538 when Henry VIII 

ordered the destruction of Becket's shrine, every five years 

a jubilee was held to celebrate the translation of St. Thomas. 

Eliot supports this medieval emotion, while shovring hovr the 

man changed from a prideful man to a saint instilled with 

the will of God. Unlike the other playvrrights vrho drama

tize the influential events in Becket's life, 

Eliot concentrates on Becket's death and shows 
him, not as the gay sophisticate or brilliant 
politician, but as the man of God learning the 
final lesson of conformity to God's vrill. 5 

Perhaps Thomas Becket vras all these things. He has for 

so long been encased vrithin the aura of sainthood and legend 

that he has become more myth than reality. But he was real; 

he was a man vrith the qualities of any man. 

It is Becket's tragedy that he vras forced into a 
way of life vrhich vras alien to his temperament. 
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and he brought the spirit of a politician to a 
struggle which called for the virtues of a 
saint.^ 

Some critics say that a man could not so completely and 

abruptly change from a man of the vrorld to a man of God 

unless it was for pride or ambition. But vrho can limit vrhat 

changes God cam make in a man? 

Becket was undoubtedly vrrong here and there, but he 

vras not vrrong altogether. If he appears obstinate, it may 

have been that he was not alvrays prepared to look at tvro 

sides of the question; he may not have felt strong enough 

to do that. But then, how fevr are there vrho can honestly 

see more than one side at a tim.e? 

This man has furnished a fascinating subject for both 

history and literature for eight hundred years, and because 

of the controversy vrhich surrounds him, he vrill continue to 

be the center of various interpretations, for it is impos

sible for everyone to reach an agreement on this many-

faceted character. Indeed, he has left us a rich legacy. 

Had Thomas been a much lesser man than he vras, 
the manner of his death would have had a pro
found effect upon Christendom; for no such act 
of sacriligeous brutality lived in the mem-ory 
of that time. But he vrould not have brought the 
Wife of Bath to Canterbury.? 
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