
“Where will the word resound?” 

T. S. Eliot and the Ownership of the Voice 

 

In the last of his Charles Eliot Norton Lectures, delivered at Harvard in March 1933, Eliot at once 

endorses the idea that all poets wish to write for a socially diverse community of readers whilst 

issuing caution over the dictum on ‘a little learning’. ‘I myself,’ he remarks, ‘should like an 

audience which could neither read nor write’ (UP 152). Such a confession, made all the more 

startling by the occasion on which it was uttered, is significant not merely for its seeming 

embrace of illiteracy: it serves to highlight the privileging by Eliot of oral and auditory methods 

of learning and exchange between poet and audience. 

 But behind Eliot’s remark, I will argue, lurks a greater anxiety and ambivalence over the 

proprietorship of the voice. By drawing on materials from the BBC Archives and research 

conducted at the New York Public Library, my paper will chart Eliot’s struggle to retain control 

over the “bandwidth” of his broadcast voice. Indeed, I will explore the extent to which Eliot 

sought to situate his voice, which, when released on the air threatened to resist any claim to 

ownership, outside of radio’s inherent predisposition to reproduction by inscribing it into a 

system of regulation reserved for the printed word. Finally, I will argue that the content of Eliot’s 

early broadcasts themselves lay bare his attempts to historicize the concept of authorship at a time 

when the voice as “authored” had only recently become a legislative concept. 
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