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Becket

Places Discussed

*Canterbury Cathedral. Medieval cathedral located in Canterbury, a city southeast of London. The play both
opens and closes at Canterbury Cathedral. The stage directions locate Henry II of England at Becket’s tomb
at the beginning of the play. The year is 1170. Henry is naked, except for his crown and cloak, and is about to
be scourged by monks as punishment for the murder of Becket. That this punishment takes place in the
cathedral is particularly important because it symbolizes the power of the Church. Henry’s attempt to control
not only the state but also the Church through his friend Becket is what has led Henry to this ignominious
moment.

The bulk of the play is told in flashbacks and traces the friendship and later the enmity between Henry and
Becket. When Henry names Becket Archbishop of Canterbury, Becket turns from being thoroughly the
king’s man to being God’s man.

When the struggles between Henry and Becket reach their peak, Henry asks of his four henchmen if any of
them can rid him of Becket. The men take this as a command and go to murder Becket at Canterbury
Cathedral, where he is about to celebrate mass.

Because churches are traditionally places of sanctuary, the murder in the cathedral is particularly horrific and
leads to serious repercussions for Henry. Within two years, Becket becomes a saint and his tomb in
Canterbury Cathedral becomes the site of miracles and pilgrimages. In killing Becket, Henry creates a martyr,
and the holiest site in England.
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