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                PHILIP LARKIN admired and read for pleasure T. S. Eliot’s 1935 verse drama Murder in the Cathedral.1 He included two passages from the play in his 1973 Oxford Book of Twentieth Century English Verse, and made at least two attempts at the verse drama form in his lifetime.2 It is surprising, therefore, that no critic has noted Murder in the Cathedral as a source for ‘Church Going’, one of the major poems of Larkin’s oeuvre. Both Raphaël Ingelbien and Archie Burnett detect echoes of Eliot in the poem; however, both point to Eliot’s Four Quartets as a potential influence, whilst Ingelbien constructs Larkin’s narrator as a kind of hapless Prufrockian figure.3 The debt to Eliot’s play remains unnoticed, despite sharing characteristics at the levels of language and theme.
Both texts are ‘about’ the Church in crisis, though the contexts differ. Eliot’s crises are historical and immediate: they are the assassination of Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury (the subject of his play), and the role of the Church in the early twentieth century (arguably the real subject of his play). For Larkin, it is the decline of the Church in both a spiritual and material sense: his poem is as much about the decline in church-going as it is literally about the church going. It is interesting to note that Larkin was partly prompted to write his poem after reading an appeal by a later Archbishop of Canterbury to save Britain’s church buildings from decay.4
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