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1. Ideas and Intentions
I am staging Murder in the Cathedral, a verse play by T. S. Eliot, describing the 

death of Archbishop Thomas Becket of Canterbury, on the orders of King Henry 11 of 
England. Leading up to his death, Becket is confronted by four tempters, each offering a 
different temptation. The first tempter entices Becket with youthful memories of joy, 
mirth and gaiety back when he was 'Old Tom, gay Tom, Becket of London' (p. 24), 
before he turned to asceticism. The second tempts him with the power and glory of 
serving under the King. The third offers the opportunity of allying with the rebellious 
barons. Unlike the first three tempters, the fourth offers spiritual power, 'eternal 
grandeur' (p. 42), the power of being martyred. In the end, Becket rejects all four 
temptations and humbly resigns to his fate. The play is divided into two parts, the first 
showing the temptations Becket faces and the second his assassination, with a sermon 
in between. Though culminating in his assassination, the emotional climax occurs in the 
first half when the tempters try to sway 
Becket away from God and towards 
selfish ambitions. Overcoming the 
fourth temptation is Becket's greatest 
obstacle, as he craves to be a martyr 
for selfish reasons. Therefore, in 
t r iumph ing  o v e r  th is  u rge ,  he 
completely triumphs over the worst 
evil. After the fourth tempter leaves, I 
intend for Becket to be calm and 
certain for the rest of the play, even in 
the face of death. 

A key theme in Eliot's play is the 
distinction between spiritual and 
temporal authority. King Henry II 
makes a law forcing priests to be tried 
in secular, rather than ecclesiastical 
courts, which infringes upon the 
spiritual authority Becket champions. 
When the murderous knights proclaim 
their loyalty to the King, Becket says, 
'There is higher than I or the King' (p. 70). 

I: Becket (middle) in the 1951 film. Father 
John Graser plays Becket with calmness 
and sturdiness in his posture. 

Another theme is the danger of pride. Pride is Becket's greatest flaw. The first 
three temptations he faces are of temporal nature, offering pleasure, power with the 
King and power with the Barons, but the fourth offers martyrdom, which plays on 
Becket's pride and his desire to die for his faith. He confusingly admits, 'Who are you, 
tempting with my own desires? / Others have come, temporal tempters, / With pleasure 
and power at palpable price. / What do you offer? what do you ask?' (p. 42) In the end, 
Becket rejects the temptation of martyrdom and renounces pride. Nonetheless, the play 
still ends in his martyrdom, which leads into the final themes: the distinction between 
actions and intentions, and the importance of patience. Initially, Becket desires to be 
martyred based on prideful reasons, but rejects them in favour of serving God. He 
states, 'The last temptation is the greatest treason: / To do the right deed for the wrong 
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reason.' (p. 47). Instead of pridefully running to God, he chooses patience, waiting for 
God to come to him. 

Another theme is the free will of humanity. After they kill Becket but before they 
depart, the four knights address the audience, pleading their case. Their direct plea 
welcomes the audience into the play, forcing them to judge their murderous actions, 
showing the theme of humanity's free will. 

II: View of the chapel from outside. 

Il l: Windows and pews inside the 
chapel. 

A final theme is the dangers of 
totalitarianism. During the 1930s, when Eliot 
wrote the play, Europe was witnessing an 
emergence of authoritarian regimes, namely 
in Germany and  Russia. In  El iot 's 
traditionalist view, these nations sought to 
replace a higher unchanging morality, 
endowed by God, with allegiance to 
temporal authorities, such as the state, the 
proletariat or the military. The knights' 
devotion to the king parallels fanatical cults 
of personalities for figures like Hitler and 
Stalin. When Becket asks to whom they are 
loyal, they triumphantly declare thrice, 'To 
the King!' (p. 65). 

The play's esotericism, and its historical, 
theological and philosophical concepts 
appealed to me, which is why I chose it-but 
I recognize that it won't appeal to all 
audiences. This presents me with a choice: 
I can either stage the play to appeal to a 
larger audience, or I can embrace the 
esotericism and stage it for a specific 
audience. I choose the latter. My intended 
audience is people who are already familiar 
with Becket's murder. If they don't have to 
focus on trying to understand the basic plot, 
they will better appreciate my theatre
making decisions. I don't, however, want to 
stage it specifically for a Christian audience. 
As a nonreligious person myself, I think the 

themes of pride and the limits of human authority prevalent in the play can still resonate 
with an atheist audience. Therefore, I need to show how these religious values are still 
relevant in a secular society. 

Murder in the Cathedral is not the most conventional play, so there have been no 
mainstream performances of it, but there are still some adaptations of it, namely a 1951 
film, which I watched for inspiration. I didn't want to appropriate its entire staging, but 
there were a couple of things I liked. Firstly, I liked the eerie atmosphere created by the 
Chorus speaking in unison. And secondly, I liked the calm and sturdy demeanour 
displayed by Becket, particularly in the latter half of the play when he is confronted with 
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his death (Image I). The 
eerie atmosphere, and the 
calm and sturdy expression 
of Becket worked well, so I 
intend to emulate them in my 
staging of the play. 

I intend for the play to 
be authentic and intimate. 
The audience should be 
close in proximity to the 
action of the play, as well as 
close in emotion. Everything 
i n  the  p lay  shou ld  be 
directed towards them: the 
priests explaining Becket's 
h o m e c o m i n g ,  B e c k e t ' s  
sermons, and the knights' 
attempting persuade the 
a u d i e n c e  o f  t h e
r i g h t e o u s n e s s  o f  t h e i r  
murder. The audience should 
feel as if they are watching 
the murder unfold in real 
t ime,  a llowing them to 
sympathize with Becket's 
moral predicament of how to 
face his death. 

-
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IV: Layout of the chapel with dimensions. Yellow
represents windows, white rectangles represent pews.

By involving the audience intimately in the play, the themes will be authentically 
conveyed. I chose my performance space based on this intention. Rather than an actual 
theatre, I decided to use my school's chapel (with a length and width of 44'9" x 17'1 0") 
(Images II, Ill, IV and V). It is small and intimate-thus creating a greater connection 
between the audience and the play. The audience can sit in the pews as if they are 
taking part of the Catholic mass themselves, rather than observing a play. The Chorus 

V: The altar. 

will join them there (Image VI). Dating back to 
ancient Athens, the Chorus represented the 
people of the city and were meant to be 
sympathized with. This holds true in Eliot's play. 
Composed of the women of Canterbury, the 
Chorus suffers regardless of whether the 'King 
rules or barons rules' (p. 12). They fear that 
Becket's return will lead to further oppression, and 
grieve his inevitable death. Unlike the other 
characters, who are either saintly (like Becket 
and the priests) or demonic (like the tempters and 
the knights, the Chorus is mundane, worrying 
about the impact on their daily life. 'Forgive us, 0 
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VI: Layout of the chapel with Chorus 
represented by C1, C2 and C3, priests by P1, 
P2 and P3, and Becket by TB. 

Lord,' they say following Becket's 
assassination. 'We acknowledge 
ourselves as type of the common 
man, I Of the men and women who 
shut the door and sit by the fire.' (p. 
94). Their inactivity and desire to 
hide from the oppression and the 
violence relates to the position of 
the audience, who watches the 
play, but is unable to act. The 
Chorus joining the audience will 
make this link clearer, and increase 
the intimacy of the play so that all 
lines addressed to the Chorus 
(from the priests, Becket and the 
knights) are addressed to the 
audience too. I have addressed my 
intention to place the Chorus 
amongst the audience in this 
section because it is important for 
my proposed design for the rest of 
the play. 

2. Proposed Design
The chapel is not meant to be a

space for theatre, so there are a 
few problems I will have to work 
out .  The solut ions to these
problems wi l l  factor  into my
production design.

Firstly, the chapel's small size is 
restricting. At the end of the first part (p. 45), there are at least eleven actors on stage 
(Becket, 3 priests, 4 tempters and at least 3 Chorus members). There is no feasible way 
this amount of people can stand on the tiny chancel (the small platform in front of the 
altar). I have already explained that the Chorus will sit with the audience, but that does 
not completely resolve the problem. The tempters will also need to find a place other 
than the chancel to stand during their scene with Becket. It would be best for them to 
enter one-by-one and occupy the far-left corner of the chapel behind the pews (Image 
VII). From there, they will address Becket (who will stand on the chancel). Placing these 
two opposing forces on either side of the room, with the audience in between, will create 
a physical representation of the dichotomy between the righteous path (Becket on the 
chancel) and the path of sin (the tempters). The audience and the Chorus will be in a 
purgatory-like area, between good and evil. This will fulfill my desire to engage the 
audience and make the performance intimate, as well as affirm the audience's and 
Chorus's inability to act. During the scene between Becket and the second tempter, they 
shout back and forth at each other in a stichomythic manner: Becket demands, 'Why 
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should we give it?', the tempter 
responds, 'For the power and the 
glory', Becket counters, 'No!', 
and the tempter shouts back, 
'Yes!' (p. 30). This back and forth 
will elevate the audience's status 
as inactivity spectators, trapping 
them in the middle of action. 

The aisle can also be 
used to show the effect of the 
temptations on Becket. The first 
three tempters are largely 
ineffective in their mission and 
fail to persuade the Archbishop
but the last one comes close. 
Proposing not earthy powers or 
pleasures, but rather spiritual 
pride, he nearly tempts Becket. I 
will show this near success by 
having the fourth tempter creep 
up the aisle towards Becket 
while speaking, showing the 
seductive power he possesses. 
At the end of the first part of the 
play when the Chorus, priests 
and tempters ponder death 
whilst Becket considers his 
course of action (p. 45), the 
other tempters will join the fourth 
tempter in the aisle, the priests 
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VII: Same as Figure \I, but with tempters, T1, T2,
T3 and T 4. T 4 creeps up aisle.

will dismount from the chancel to oppose them, and the Chorus will emerge from the 
audience for the first time, forming a cluster of people in the aisle (Image VIII). This use 
of the aisle will create an effective representation of the path to salvation-with good on 
one side (Becket's) and evil on the other (the tempters'). Cluttering the aisle while 
Becket is uncertain will show that Becket's path to salvation is blurred. 

During the second half of the play, when the knights enter, they will station 
themselves in the same location as the tempters, the far-left corner. Like the tempters, 
this will show their wicked opposition to Becket at the chancel. When they finally murder 
him, they will creep down the aisle to the front, showing their physical defeat of the 
Archbishop. I will discuss the knights' scene more in the third section, but once again, 
using the entire room for the play, no matter the direction the audience is facing, will 
create an authentic show. Furthermore, placing the audience between two opposing 
forces will fulfill my desired intimacy. In summary, I will not confine my performance to 
the chancel alone, but rather use the entire chapel for my performance. This utilization 
of the entire chapel-not just the chancel at the front-as a performance space will fulfill 
both of my intentions: authenticity and intimacy. 
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Another issue that arises as a result of using the chapel is the lack of flexibility. 
Murder in the Cathedrafs setting alternates between two locations: the Archbishop's 
Hall and the main area of the cathedral. Because it is not designed as a theatre space, 
however, I cannot make quick scene changes easily. Nonetheless, I found a solution. 
The altar is an essential part of a cathedral, and distinguishes between the main area 
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T1 

Stairwell 

VIII: Everyone but Becket clustering in the 
aisle, showing the obscured path to 
Heaven. 

Altar 

Chancel 

IX: Chancel and altar. Thick black zigzag line 
represents the curtain. 
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and the Archbishop's office. Therefore, I 
decided that when a scene takes place 
in the Archbishop's Hall, there should be 
no altar, and when scene takes place in 
the main area of the cathedral, there 
should be. I cannot move the altar on 
and off stage, but I can hide and reveal 
it. In front of the altar, I will set up a 
black curtain (Image IX). When the 
s c e n e  i s  t a k i n g  p l a c e  i n  t h e  
Archbishop's Hall, the curtain will be 
closed, and when the scene is taking 
place in the main part of the cathedral, 
the curtain will be open. 

There are very  few props 
mentioned in the play. The only specific 
props needed are the banners brought 
in by the priests-the banners of St. 
Stephen (Image X), St. John the Apostle 
(Image XI) and the Holy Innocents 
(Image XII). I found signs related to 
these religious figures, and will print 
them on polyester and attach them to 
flagpoles. I will use these as the 
banners brought in by the priests. 
The only other props are four weapons 

for the knights. Because the performance 
area is so small, large swords 
will look out of place. Hand-and
a-half swords will do (Image 
XIII). 

Costumes are important 
since they will feed into how the 
characters will be portrayed. The 
priests will be dressed simply, 
with green robes tied at the waist 
(Image XIV). Becket will be 
dressed similar, but with a white 
robe instead and a mitre (Bishop 
hat) (Image XV). The first  
tempter will be dressed unkept 
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and sloppy, like Shakespeare's 
Falstaff, showing his hedonistic 
view of life. The second and third 
tempters, both representing the 
power of the king and the barons, 
will be dressed more fancily. The 
final tempter will be clothed in 
simple robes, similar Becket and 
the priest, showing that he 
represents spiritual power rather 
than physical power. The knights 
will don chainmail, and King X: Symbol of St.
Henry l l's Lion coat-of-arms Stephen.
(Image XVI), showing their  
allegiance to him. The Chorus of 
women will dress in simple black 
robes. Since they are sitting among 
the audience, I don't want them to 
be dressed too elaborately or 
stereotypically medieval; I want 
them to blend in. Hence, when they 
stand up and address Becket or the 
priests, they will be representing the 
audience. This will  fulfill the 
authenticity and intimacy I desire. 

There are several mentions 
of background singing throughout 
the play. For example, while the 
priests drag Becket out of the XII: Cross of the 
Archbishop's Hall, 'a Dies lrae is Holy Innocents. 
sung in Latin by a choir in the 
distance' (p. 76). The school chapel 
is connected to a narrow stairway with great 
reverberation, so I will recruit my school's choir, the 
Blue Notes, to sing. The door to the chapel will be left 
slightly open, causing the audience to hear the choir 
in the background while the Chorus warns of 
separation from God, creating the eerie effect from 
the 1951 film adaptation I intend to emulate. This use 
of live music will fulfill my intention to create an 
authentic production. 

Finally, I will address lighting. One side of the 
chapel-the eastern wall-has arch-shaped windows 
(Image XVII), while the other-the western wall-does 
not. Since Becket's sermon (p. 49) takes place in the 
morning, I considered coordinating the play so that 
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XV: Mitre. 

XVI: Arms of Henry II of England. 
the sermon happens 
as the sun rises. This 
will create an awesome effect, symbolizing the clarity Becket has now gained and his 
certainty of his destiny, transforming him into the humble servant of God from the 1951 
film. I could use fixtures in the first part when all is uncertain, and transfer to natural light 
in the second when Becket's path becomes clear. This would contribute to the fulfillment 
of my intended authenticity, using natural light rather than stage lighting, but this 
presents several problems. Firstly, in order to use 
an actual sunrise to light the play, I would have to 
stage it in the morning, so the audience will have 
to wake up early, the actors even earlier. 
Secondly, it would be difficult to coordinate the 
show so that the sun rises exactly when Becket 
gives his sermon. Finally, on some days, it might 
be cloudy or stormy, and that would destroy my 
entire lighting plan. 

Instead, I will simulate a sunrise. I will set 
up fresnels (Image XVIII) with yellow gel outdoors 
in front of each of the four windows, which will 
create the effect of an authentic sunrise, without 
relying on unpredictable weather and early call
times. During Becket's sermon between the two 
parts of the play, the fresnels will slowly and 
gradually alight so that by the end of it, they are at 
their highest level of brightness. This plan of using 
lights to create an artificial sunrise will be most 
effective since it will seem authentic and natural, 
while also being possible. XVII: Arch-shaped window, through 

As for indoor lighting, I was initially thinking which light will shine. 
about setting up lights on the ceiling of the chapel, 
but it is quite low, and the fixtures would definitely 
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XVIII: Fresnel. 

Stairwell 

XIX: Locations of candles shown by 
stars. 

sense of fear. This will create tension, 
danger, waiting for the knights to come. 

be noticed by the audience, ruining my 
intended authenticity. I therefore came to the 
conclusion that battery operated candles (as 
opposed to real candles, for safety reasons) 
would be the best way to light the play in the 
first half. It will create my intended eerie 
atmosphere as well as replicate an actual 
place of worship. Furthermore, it would 
reinforce the idea of spiritual authority being 
hindered by the King. Darkness will create a 
sense of secrecy-implying that Becket is 
involved in illegal activity (in the eyes of the 
King). Each priest will carry a candle, and 
more will be set up around the perimeter of 
the chapel (Image XIX). In the second part, 
when Becket has gained spiritual stability, 
the candles will be extinguished and the 
sunrise will light the room. 

So, to summarize my lighting plan: the 
first part will be lit by candles held by the 
priests and dispersed throughout the chapel, 
and the second part will be lit by an artificially 
engineered sunrise. There will be one 
exception, but I will address that in the next 
part. 

3. Proposed Staging for One Moment of
the Play

I will specifically discuss how I will stage 
Becket's death, from the priests' line 'Bar the 
door. Bar the door,' on page 78 to the 
beginning of the first knight's speech on 
page 84. I will start by addressing the 
performance aspects of this excerpt. 

The priests are distressed and fearful, 
but determined to protect their leader from 
the knights. They are in a state of high 
emotion. The priest who says, 'Bar the 
doors. Bar the doors,' will therefore shout 
loudly and frantically. The priest who 
responds with 'The door is barred. We are 
safe. We are safe,' is also terrified. His 
excessive repetition of 'we are safe', 
indicates this. Therefore, he will speak with a 
as the audience anticipates the impending 
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There will be no tension in Becket's lines however. 'Unbar the doors! throw open 
the doors!' he says. Though it may be tempting for Becket's actor to say these lines with 
anger and excitement because of the exclamation marks and because his death is near, 
I will make sure he does the opposite. Becket's emotional climax has already happened 
in the first part. His rejection of the fourth tempter and subsequent sermon shows that 
he has found spiritual stability and is ready to die on God's command. Therefore, Becket 
will say his lines utterly calm. This will relieve the tension created by the priests. In my 
opinion, the exclamation marks do not indicate loudness, but rather certainty. Therefore, 
Becket will speak calmly but with absolute certainty. In addition to speaking with 
calmness and certainty, the actor's posture must reaffirm this. Becket will move slowly 
and relaxed with a tall posture. 

When the first priest attempts to dissuade Becket from facing the knights, he will 
speak with desperation and dread, pleading with the Archbishop, 'My Lord! My Lord!'. 
His emotion should be a mixture of fear, anger, and most importantly sadness, since he 

C1 
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C3 
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K3 

XX: Knights (K) creeping u p  the aisle towards Becket 
at the altar. 
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a l r e a d y  k n o w s  t h a t  the  
Archbishop will accept his fate 
based on his earlier sermon. 

When the Archbishop 
orders the priests again to 
unbar the door, he says, 'You 
think me reckless, desperate 
and mad.' This line might 
seem like it should be said 
with anger in an accusatory 
tone, but Becket has found his 
peace. Once again, though 
Becket is facing his death, he 
will remain absolutely calm 
and certain. In the interchange 
between the priests and 
Becket, a conflict is presented 
between the priests' tension 
and Becket's calmness. 

When the knights enter 
'slightly tipsy', however, an 
atmospher e  of  fear  w i l l  
dominate the chapel. The 
knights chant three verses 
alluding to Daniel in the lions' 
den. 'Come down Daniel to 
the lions' den,' they taunt. 
'Come down Daniel for the 
mark of the beast.' In order for 
Becket 's  sacr i fice to  be 
admired by the audience, they 
must feel the fear that Becket 
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must fight. Therefore, the 
knights will chant these lines 
i n  un ison  w i th  enraged  
emotion and hunched over 
postures, creeping up the 
aisle of the chapel, creating a 
monstrous image, invoking 
fear in the audience (Image 
XX). When Becket responds, 
'I am here. No traitor to the 
King,' he should remain calm, 
accepting his martyrdom, 
posture remaining relaxed yet 

XX/: Knights surrounding Becket, preparing to kill. 

upright, further earning respect from the audience, the Chorus and the priests for his 
courage. As the knights harass and belittle him before killing him, Becket will turn and 
face the altar, kneeling down before it, to pray. This will show that he is accepting his 
death and relinquishing his soul to God. As the knights make their demands of him to 
'absolve all those [he] excommunicated', 'resign the powers [he] arrogated', 'restore the 
King the money [he] appropriated' and 'renew the obedience [he] violated,' they will 
surround him in front of the altar, preparing to kill (Image XXI). Becket's calmness will 
reaffirm that he has spiritual power on his side, trumping the power of kings, invoking 
the meaning of the play. 

Finally, the knights will kill Becket. They will bring their swords over Beckets neck 
and slice him across his chest. Since Becket's back will be turned, the audience won't 
be able to see the blades, creating the illusion that he is actually being sliced to death. 

When the Chorus responds to the death, saying 'Clear the air! Clean the sky!', 
they will speak softly and in unison to create my intended eerie atmosphere. Though it 
may seem logical for them to cry historically, the emotional climax has already been 
reached, which is when Becket resists the temptations. Afterwards, he is unwavering in 
his his devotion to God, and humbly and selflessly submits to martyrdom. His death is 
expected by all, so it should feel more calm and solemn than shocking. Softly spoken 
unison lines will deliver this meaning. 

I will also use production elements to stage this moment. As stated in the 
previous section, for the first half of the play, the windows will be dark, and the chapel 
will be lit by nothing but candles. When the sun rises in the second half, fresnels set up 
outside the chapel and pointing through the windows will shine into the room. My 
intentions in doing this was to create a more bright atmosphere, symbolizing Becket's 
spiritual stability, but this bright atmosphere will damage the fear I intend to invoke 
during this moment. Therefore, as the knights creep up the aisle, the fresnels will slowly 
dim, so that the room is only lit by candles. The darkness will enhance the monstrous 
image I intend for the knights to assume, creating a tense and fearful emotion. As soon 
as Becket is stabbed, the lights will return, relieving the tension. 

When the knights stab Becket, in order to fulfill my intention to create authenticity, 
Becket's actor will carry a pouch of fake blood. When making the fake blood, corn syrup 
will be used as the base, while chocolate syrup and red food colouring will be added 
until it is a blood red colour. Becket will carry this under his cloak, and as he is praying 
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with his back turned to the audience, he will pour the blood on his face and cloak. After 
the knights kill him, they will turn over his body revealing the bloody mess. This will 
increase the authenticity of the play, creating a jarring image that will invoke a 
sympathetic emotion towards Becket, allowing the audience to appreciate his sacrifice. 
The red blood on Becket's pure white robes will also create meaning, showing the 
corruption of the English government. 

These performance and production elements will effectively create tension, 
emotion, atmosphere and meaning. 
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