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Elsewhere l I have had opportunities to consider the language

and structure of T.S. Eliot's five Plays2 and have concluded that

at least four of them are extraordinarily satisfying works of art.

I am certain that the plays are neither doctrine nor propaganda,

despite the fact that the bestknown of them, Murder in the Cathedral,

was commissioned for a church festival. Nonetheless, the plays are

decidedly Christian, and they make a number of significant state

ments on salvation. If I read them correctly, T.S. Eliot's plays

may be said to have as their subject the necessary and saving

interrelatedness of human beings.

Eliot's first play, Murder in the Cathedral, tells of the death

of Thomas Becket, but it is not a biographical play; it is a play

about martyrdom. Thomas himself defines the nature of martyrdom

in the Christmas sermon which comprises the Interlude between Parts

One and Two. "A martyrdom," he savs.

is always the design of God, for His love of men, to warn
them and to lead them, to bring them back to His ways.

He goes on to say that a martyrdom

is never the design of man, for the true martyr is he
who has become the instrument of God, who has lost his
will in the will of God, not lost it but found it, for
he has found freedom in submission to God. The martyr
no longer desires anything for himself, not even the glory
of being a martyr. (33)

Structurally, dramatically, and thematically, this speech is the

pivotal speech in Murder in the Cathedral. Occurring in the very

middle of the play, everything that has happened in Part One leads

up to it, and everything that is to happen in Part Two follows from

it. In Part One, Archbishop Thomas Becket returns to England from

France, determined to become a martyr. Immediately he is confronted
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by four tempters, the last of whom leads him to see that, all

along, he has wanted "to do the right deed for the wrong reason"

(30). That is, he has desired to become a martyr for the glory

of Thomas Becket rather than for the glory of God. By the time of

the Christmas sermon he has learned to describe this motivation as

his "soul's sickness" and to realize that action based on it would

"lead to damnation in pride" (27). Thus when he speaks the rather

orthodox words of the Christmas sermon--"A martyrdom is always the

design of God"--he is in fact announcing an understanding that he

has only recently and painfully acquired.

If the play were simply about Thomas Becket, it could end

with Part One, for his will has been made perfect and thus no

further development--dramatic or otherwise--is possible for him.

But the play is, as I have said, about martyrdom. By Thomas' defi

nition, God makes martyrs "for His love of men, to warn them and to

lead them, to bring them back to His ways." Thomas' martyrdom, then,

will not be fully accomplished merely by his dying: someone must

be "brought back." Significantly, every action of Thomas' in Part

One has been "witnessed"--the word haunts the play--by the Women

of Canterbury, a group of quite ordinary mortals who "do not wish

anything to happen." These women are present when the play opens,

and they never leave the stage. Moreover, Thomas' martyrdom is

accomplished in them. They are apprehensive, without understanding

why, about his return to England, and they beg him to leave. At

first they disclaim any involvement with him. As the play progresses,

they come somehow (a Christian would say "by the grace of God") to

realize that they are involved in his death and that he is involved

in their salvation. The series of choruses in which their under

standing is perfected comprise, I think, one of the most glorious

bodies of poetry in the language. The proposition on which this

play is based ("martyrdom is always ... ") demands that the Women

of Canterbury should have the last words. The concluding chorus of

the play both describes and is the result of Thomas' martyrdom.

Built on allusions to, and transformations of, the other choruses

in the play, it provides a record of the Women's "witnessing" Thomas'

martyrdom and of its effect upon their lives. (53-54) until it
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changes men's lives, a "martyrdom" is only a killing: the "murder"

requires the "cathedral." Eliot says, in effect, that the saint

exists "for God' s love of men," and that he would not exist without

them. That the Women of Canterbury can acknowledge Thomas' martyr

dom is in part the effect of that martyrdom, and their coming to

make such an acknowledgment is what this play is about.

As the title of Eliot's first play brings together both Thomas

and the Women of Canterbury, so the title of his next play, The

Family Reunion, indicates that the focus is not solely (as some

readers have thought) on a single character.
3

After an absence of

eight years, Harry, Lord Monchensey, returns to Wishwood, his

family home, at his mother's insistence and for a family reunion on

her birthday. It is clear from his first entrance that Harry is a

disturbed man. He is deeply, even desperately, concerned with

beings that he can't identify (Eliot calls them "the Eumenides," but

Harry calls them only "them"), questions that he cannot answer,

worries that he cannot communicate, and insights that he cannot

express ("The sudden solitude in a crowded desert ... but it is

unspeakable, / Untranslatable. . ."--66). Whatever is the cause

of his disturbance, he "had not expected" it to have anything to do

with Wishwood. He is astonished that, immediately upon his arrival

at Wishwood, he sees "them" for the first time; it is as if he had

expected the visit" to Wishwood to be an interlude, a time apart from

his real concerns. He is quick to tell the assembled members of his

family that they cannot possibly understand him--they are all, as he

later tells one of them, too "obtuse." On the other hand, although

he has seen no one in his family for eight years, he is quite sure

that he understands them. There is, of course, considerable reason

for Harry to think his insights superior to those of his family.

They are persons who worry about gardeners and wine cellars and who

believe what they read in the papers. He, on the other hand, is

concerned about guilt, spectres, moral cancers--and the question of

whether or not he has murdered his wife. The play makes clear,

however, that it is a great mistake for him to think himself as com

pletely separatE from the people of Wishwood, and it makes equally

clear that, in spiritual matters, his differences from them are
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differences of degree rather than of kind. Though Harry makes no

exception among members of his family when he says that he cannot

explain to them the things that are important to him, he is not

equally distant from all of them; it is largely in encounters with

Mary, his cousin, and with Agatha, his aunt, that he comes to

identify "them" and to "discover his spiritual election."

The events of The Family Reunion are largely literal; that is,

the drama is accomplished in what the characters say. Therefore,

one may know the events only by knowing the words of the play. For

the purposes of this paper, however, one may interpret the events

as follows: in his encounter with Mary, Harry takes hope from the

discovery that there is someone at wishwood with whom he has some

thing in common, experiences a luminous moment of communion which

Eliot indicates by having the two of them literally speak the same

language, and falls off into despair as the Eumenides intrude upon

that moment and he realizes that he is not yet free of them. (77-83)

Eliot gives clear advance notice that the encounter between Harry

and Agatha is to be even more productive than that between Harry

and Mary, for from the beginning of the play he indicates their

spiritual closeness by having them share some of the same images and

metaphors. Agatha tells Harry that "the future can only be built /

upon the real past," and she helps him to know what his own past,

and that of his father, have been. One of the things that Harry

learns in this scene is that he and Agatha share "a common pursuit

of liberation." (102-104) Later in the play he says he is sure

what he must do (leave Wishwood, etc.) "is the best thing for every

body." These remarks, attesting to the interdependence of human

beings, are something new for Harry, and though they are less striking

than Agatha's comment to him--"It is possible / You are the conscious

ness of your unhappy family, / Its bird sent flying through the

purgatorial flame" (105)--they are no less significant. Harry, who

thinks no one understands him, learns from Agatha that he himself has

"more to understand" and says to her very late in the play, "I only

now begin to have some understanding / Of you, and of all of us." (106)

Numerous other speeches echo the "I-only-now-begin" idea and

suggest that salvation is achieved through a continuing process rather
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than in a blinding flash of light. Furthermore, Harry is far from

being the only character in the last scene of The Fanilly Reunion

who senses, to some degree or other, a turning point, a time of

beginning in his life. When Harry says that "this is like an end,"

his aunt replies, "And a beginning. I feel very tired, as

only the old feel. / The young feel tired at the end of an action-

I The old, at the beginning." (106) Harry's mother says, "At my

age, I only just begin to apprehend the truth." (117) And his

cousin and his uncle make similar positive observations. Such

statements, in fact, appear to be the reason for the last scene.

In part they are the effect of, the meaning of, Harry's "election."

In other words, Harry and his family are bound up with one another;

they do not have the same talents, the same insights, but they do

make a difference in one another's lives. Harry talks about his

isolation, but he talks to other people, not merely to himself.

His great discoveries come not in hours of lonely meditation, but

in moments of intense and intimate communication with other people.

The language of The Fanilly Reunion indicates that such moments result

in changed behavior for everyone who has been a party to them--and

even to some who do not participate in them first-hand. It appears,

consequently, that the election of Harry, Lord Monchensey, cannot

be accomplished, or comprehended, without his family, any more than

the martyrdom of Thomas Becket can be accomplished without the

Women of Canterbury. There are differences between Harry and the

other characters, but these differences, though they are great and

painful, are not absolute. Harry and the other members of his

family do touch, upon occasion, and The Family Reunion is about the

significance of their touching.

The Cocktail Party, like the two earlier plays, is very much

a drama about lives in the process of changing, and of changing each

other. In it Eliot makes explicit his idea that the way of the saint

is not for everyone, nor should it be. Celia, one guest at the

play's opening cocktail party, responds to a vocation to become a

sort of missionary and dies a horrible death at the hands of natives

whom the Word has not reached. Edward and Lavinia would have hosted

that first cocktail party, but Lavinia had left Edward and he was
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unable to entertain his guests without her. Through the combined

ministrations of Henry Harcourt-Reilly, a psychiatrist (who has

also attended Celia), and of several apparently bumbling and light

headed acquaintances, Edward and Lavinia are reconciled. Speaking

of the ways chosen by Celia and Edward and Lavinia, Reilly makes

sure to tell us, "Neither way is better." (190) Though no choice

is described in overtly Christian terms, the surface action rests

upon a rich sub-structure of language that is clearly Christian-

there are references to sin, salvation, Christians, heathen, cruci

fixion, and paying the highest price in suffering--and there is no

doubt that we are intended to understand the play in Christian terms.

At the end of the play, we have almost the same situation with which

the play opened--a cocktail party is about to begin. But Edward

and Lavinia, reconciled, are hosting it together, not just happening

but choosing to be together--and all that has gone before in this

play makes us recognize the saving differences in their lives.

A remark of Reilly's to Edward and Lavinia might well have been

made to all of the characters in The Confidential Clerk and The Elder

Statesman: "You begin to see, I hope, / How much you have in common.

The same isolation." (182) Near the end of The Confidential Clerk

Sir Claude Mulhammer says to Colby Simpkins, "We have undergone the

same disillusionment: / I want us to make the best of it, together"

(288), and the curtain falls with the several characters resolved

to try to understand one another. Similarly, in The Elder Statesman

the principal characters are enabled to transform the idea that they

have been "alone together" (354) into the idea that one person is

inextricably a part of another (355). At the moment Monica realizes

this, she is able to say, "Now take me to my father." (355)

I understand T.S. Eliot to say in his plays that human beings

are involved in each other's salvation--that they help one another

whether they mean to or not, whether they want to or not, and, often,

whether they even know it or not. I believe this may be another way

of saying that the Incarnation happens over and over--happens perpet

ually, one might well say. In Eliot's plays, common liberation is

the central fact.
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NOTES

I" 'Where the Words are Valid': A Study of the Language of
T.S. Eliot's Plays," Diss. George Peabody College for Teachers
1972; "Murder in the Cathedral: The Plot of Diction," Modern
Drama, XIX (June 1976), 135-45.

2Th e Complete Plays of T.S. Eliot (New York: Harcourt, Brace
& World, 1967). All subsequent references to this edition shall
appear in the text.

3Fo r instance, Grover Smith, in T.S. Eliot's Poetry and Plays
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1956), labels Harry's
family (with the exception of Agatha) "the 'normal' world," says of
Agatha only that she has "looked within" the "spiritual" world,
and notices no change whatsoever in any member of the family through
out the play. Denis Donoghue, in The Third Voice: Modern Bri tish
and American Verse Drama (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1959), identifies two "groups"--the "morally sensitive" and the
"morally inert," names the members of the former (Harry, Agatha,
and Mary) only in parentheses, and asserts, significantly, that the
two "do not even make a pretense of coming to grips. One group
does not control or modify the activity of the other; the two
simply stand apart, engendering no queries, no implications" (p. Ill).

THE 27TH LETTER

is of the alphabet
but not in it

is never written
never spoken

always present

it is shaped
of the spaces within
the 26

not vowel
not consonant,
is either core
or edge

is found in the shadow
of a mute's hand
throwing syllables
into the air

--Eugene Warren
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