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Please note: This is the final accepted version of an article accepted for publication in The 

T.S. Eliot Studies Annual, 2022.  

 

‘Eliot’s anxious multilingualism’ 

 

In his preamble to “Edgar Poe et la France” in 1948, Eliot highlights the absurdity of giving a 

talk in French on an American writer to an audience in Oxford: 

 

Venir à Oxford pour faire une conférence en français, voilà qui me parait assez 

paradoxale; et qui serait bien audacieux si je le faisais de mon plein gré. Mais je 

n’agis que sous l’ordre [les ordres] de M. Henri Fluchère - homme autoritaire, avec 

qui on ne discute pas. Il m’a imposé sa volonté, je n’avais qu’à m’y incliner. J’ai 

voulu d’ailleurs lui témoigner ma reconnaissance: c’est lui qui a fait ma réputation en 

France, il va le perdre ici. Quant à vous les auditeurs, il m’est difficile de me figurer 

comment vous pouvez en profiter. Pour ceux qui sont français, il est peut-être un 

exercice utile, de tâcher de comprendre le français qu’on parle en Angleterre; mais 

pour ceux qui sont anglais, il n’y a que le besoin de se distraire qui a pu les amener de 

venir ce soir. Que l’heure [votre soirée] passe vite.’1 

 

Eliot’s relationship to French here is awkward, anxious: Fluchère will lose his reputation for 

making Eliot do this; all the Francophone audience will get out of it is a knowledge of how 

French is spoken in England; all the Anglophone audience will get out of it is a futile attempt 

to fill their time. Some of this is disingenuous: we know that Fluchère himself translated the 

talk from Eliot’s original English, and this sort of self-deprecating introduction is a 

convention in certain types of speech-making.2 It could be dismissed as superfluous to the 
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text of the essay itself; indeed, the editors of the Complete Prose do not reference it in their 

notes to the published version of “Edgar Poe et la France” and it remains unpublished. But 

for me, Eliot’s introduction is revealing and fascinating: it mirrors the anxieties and liminality 

of Eliot’s own voice in English as well as his sense of being “a metic – a foreigner”.3 More 

specifically, it signals an anxiety about his proficiency in French and is thematically relevant 

to the essay itself, which engages directly with the distortions and translations of interlingual 

and intercultural reception: T.S. Eliot, an “English writer of American origin”, is speaking in 

French to an audience in an English university about the reception in France by another 

American writer, Poe, who is himself, as Eliot later described him, “a kind of displaced 

European”: “a wanderer with no fixed abode” who sets a number of his tales in Paris and 

makes extensive use of French despite barely having travelled beyond the confines of 

Richmond and Boston.4  

  Eliot’s position on intercultural and interlingual exchange is far from simple, 

however, and at times seems to critique the very forms of production that his own essay on 

Poe celebrates and performs. In another talk given in the very same month, “Speech at Aix-

en-Provence” (1948), Eliot states that “The crisis of our time may […] be viewed in the 

aspect of a crisis of language”5 and argues that “the preservation of ‘the purity of the 

language’ is a matter of vital importance” for Europeans, without which “our civilisation will 

surely decline”: 

 

The dangers to language are less like the attack of human enemies than like the 

invasion of some microscopic parasite which corrupts that upon which it feeds. Surely 

in France we may expect to find the longest resistance to such invasion; for it is in 

France that the purity of language has been most consciously cultivated and most 

jealously guarded in the past.6 
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Although Eliot’s speech does not explicitly name interlingual mixing as the cause of 

linguistic decline, he celebrates linguistic “purity” as something to be protected and draws on 

discourses of cultural invasion, infiltration, and corruption to bolster his argument. Indeed, in 

praising the work of the Académie Française in “guarding” the French language, Eliot is 

alluding here to its overt aim (still prominent today) to “protect” French from undue 

“foreign” influence, and especially that of American English after World War 2.7 “Edgar Poe 

et la France” and “Speech at Aix en Provence”, both from the same year – and indeed from 

the very same trip to Provence – appear in marked contrast, then: one celebrates interlingual 

exchange and translation in the development of language and culture; the other invokes ideas 

of linguistic “purity” and the dangers of linguistic “invasion”. How can we reconcile these 

two perspectives, and how do they relate to Eliot’s own multilingual practice as a writer? 

This article takes these two apparently opposing statements as a starting point for thinking 

about the tensions around Eliot’s own use of European languages, and particularly French, in 

his work. I want to argue that although these two positions are in tension with each other, 

they are not mutually exclusive; indeed, they can be seen as two sides of the same coin, 

particularly in relation to Eliot’s conception of productive intercultural European exchange, 

articulated as a form of “unity in diversity”.8 Ultimately, I will demonstrate, Eliot’s anxious 

multilingualism reflects an ideological position on language that Yasemin Yildiz has defined 

as the “monolingual paradigm”.9  

  In Europe, ideas around linguistic “purity” are inextricably linked to notions of 

national language and to the connection of language and state. Yildiz’s Beyond the Mother 

Tongue: The Postmonolingual Condition details the emergence of a “monolingual paradigm” 

in late eighteenth-century Europe under which “individuals and social formations are 

imagined to possess one ‘true’ language only, their ‘mother tongue,’ and through this 
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possession to be organically linked to an exclusive, clearly demarcated ethnicity, culture, and 

nation.”10 The “mother tongue” is frequently thus perceived as being the only effective 

language of literary composition. The idea of a “natural” connection between bounded, 

distinct languages and their nation states, still pervasive today, is an ideological construction 

of – and understanding of – language that Yildiz traces back to German Romanticism, and 

that, for David Gramling, is an “invention” dating back to the seventeenth century.11 Eliot, 

clearly, is not a monolingual writer – far from it. However, as Yildiz helps us to understand, 

“even forms that appear to be highly multilingual may ultimately follow a monolingual 

paradigm”, and indeed multilingual modernist writers can be found across the spectrum, from 

those such as Eliot who essentially uphold the monolingual paradigm, through to writers such 

as Jean Rhys or James Joyce who move beyond linguistic and cultural essentialism.12 In this 

sense, Yildiz helps us to understand some of the tensions around Eliot’s celebration of 

interlingual and intercultural exchange, but desire to maintain languages as nationally-

bounded entities.  

  In his critical and editorial essays, Eliot frequently returns to the idea of a shared 

European cultural tradition and, to the idea of the “unity” of European Culture.13 In 1919, he 

is already calling upon the writer’s responsibility to know a vast European literary tradition in 

“Tradition and the Individual Talent”, where he conflates “the mind of Europe” with “the 

mind of his [the writer’s] own country”.14 As Tepper points out, this argument relates to 

Eliot’s own peculiarly liminal national status: Eliot, as “an American on the outside of the 

tradition seeking to work his way in” is able to work towards “the assimilation of the English 

back into the mainstream of European culture”.15 By the interwar period, The Criterion had 

become a crucial aspect of Eliot’s commitment to European intercultural exchange. As 

Patrick Query writes, “Eliot devoted his energy and attention” in this period “to the 

exploration and elucidation of an idea of Europe, and specifically to the question of European 
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unity in diversity”, an ambition for “European cultural cohesion” that was merely intensified 

by the impact of the Second World War.16 By the 1940s and 1950s, in essays and lectures 

such as “The Classics and the Man of Letters” (1942), “Die Einheit der europäischen Kultur” 

(1946), “Die Idee einer europäischen Gesellschaft” (1949), and “The Unity of European 

Literature” (1953), Eliot responds to global crisis by writing regularly about the importance 

of European cross cultural and literary exchange, celebrating the “tissue of influences woven 

to and fro” in “the history of poetry in Europe”, and arguing that the process of literary 

renewal is dependent on the ability of a national literature “to receive and assimilate 

influences from abroad” as well as in “its ability to go back and learn from its own 

sources.”17 This intercultural exchange is dependent on the preservation of individual local 

cultures, of the distinctiveness and cultural variety within Europe – what Eliot summarises in 

1950 as “[t]he problem of international unity in diversity” and in 1953 as a Europe defined by 

“unity, not uniformity”.18 

  For Eliot, diversity in Europe depends in no small part on linguistic diversity. Eliot 

reflects the “monolingual paradigm” when, in “The Social Function of Poetry” (1943), he 

emphasises “the impalpable differences of feeling between one people and another, 

differences which are affirmed in, and developed by, their different languages.” Poetry, as the 

“vehicle of feeling” of a “people”, is particularly “national and local” and therefore to some 

extent “untranslatable”. The poet’s “direct duty” then, is to “his language, first to preserve, 

and second to extend and improve”.19 This last statement is underpinned by assumptions of 

linguistic “ownership”: that the writer has a language which is inextricably bound to his 

national culture, that he will write in that language, and finally, that in writing in “his” 

language, he is fulfilling a cultural duty to the preservation and renovation of that language. 

(Contrast this with Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, for example, where 

Stephen Dedalus’s complex relationship to English as a colonial language, “so familiar and 
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so foreign”, reveals the fissures, instabilities and power dynamics that underlie the 

monolingual paradigm.20) Eliot’s own cultural liminality – as American, English and 

European – already unsettles this position, although even in his writings about American 

literature and language of the same period, the two literary (and linguistic) traditions are 

presented as a form of “kinship” which cannot – and should not – “be merged into one 

common international type”.21 Coming back to Europe, Eliot is very clear, in “The Social 

Function of Poetry”, that “unification” must never mean “uniformity”: the “cultures of the 

several peoples of Europe” cannot “flourish in isolation from each other”, and “[t]he variety 

is as essential as the unity”.22 Just as that variety is crucial to the healthy development of 

individual national cultures, so Eliot, in “Einheit”, also celebrates the heterogeneity of 

linguistic influences on the English language: “the reason why English is such a good 

language for poetry is that it is a composite from so many European sources”.23 At what 

point, however, does the productive mixing of languages (as Eliot finds in English) tip over 

into problematic forms of “invasion” and “impurity” that, as we have seen, Eliot finds in 

post-war French?  

 This tension is reflected in the diverse and varied forms multilingualism that we find 

across Eliot’s career, which demonstrate intricate and sustained engagement with interlingual 

processes, including the direct interpenetration of other languages (especially French) with 

his own. Eliot credits Laforgue with having taught him “the poetic possibilities of my own 

idiom of speech” in his formative years,24 and to describe the French context more generally 

for Eliot is, as Stephen Romer puts it, to come “close to the very quick of his life and art.”25 

Eliot’s Prufrock and Other Observations is, of course, very deliberately Laforguian, but as 

Suzannah Evans demonstrates, that influence persists in later poems on a still deeper level, in 

a “submerged, aquatic” form that is crucial to his poetic voice. Eliot experimented briefly 

with composing poetry in French in 1917 in the midst of a period of writer’s block – a 
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translingual practice that goes directly against the principles of the monolingual paradigm. 

These poems, Merrill Turner has demonstrated, are not a mere experimental anomaly in his 

oeuvre: they were fundamental to Eliot’s poetic development.26 Cécile Varry brings out the 

significance of these poems still further: she demonstrates how they form the sounding board 

for the expression of a “sense of restlessness and yearning for relief” that is crucial to Eliot’s 

later work. Eliot’s experiments with composition in French were short-lived, but only five 

years later, we find the famously multilingual The Waste Land, where English is punctuated 

with untranslated passages from Latin, Greek, French, German, Sanskrit, and Italian. 

Although such overt multilingualism is confined to the earlier period, Eliot’s engagement 

with other languages continued, and his work as a translator remains a critically-neglected 

aspect of his oeuvre.27 In addition to his work translating for The Criterion, Eliot translated 

St-John Perse’s Anabase repeatedly – obsessively, even – between the late 1920s and the 

1950s, with editions published in 1930, 1938, 1949 and 1959. This challenging experience of 

translation had a direct and unsettling impact on Eliot’s relationship to English: in 1958, 

towards the end of this project, Eliot told Perse that “I think that the first requirement for a 

translator is to realise that he does not know French as well as he should and the second 

qualification is that he should realise that he does not know his own language as well as he 

should. I experienced both these realisations when translating Anabase …”.28 After thirty-odd 

years of translating a single text, Eliot expresses a productive anxiety over language rather 

than a state of competence. He realises that a form of “not knowing” is a condition of 

translating well – and, by implication, writing well, pushing the writer-translator to a fresh 

perspective on their own language. Nonetheless, the monolingual paradigm is prominent in 

how Eliot talks about his relationship to languages: retrospectively dismissing his own early 

translingual experiments, he writes in 1959 that having considered French as his primary 

language of composition, he came to the conclusion that this “would have been a foolish idea 
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even if I’d been more bilingual than I ever was, because, for one thing, I don’t think that one 

can be a bilingual poet. I don’t know of any case in which a man wrote great or even fine 

poems equally well in two languages”.29 As early as 1931, Eliot was already persuading the 

bilingual writer Edouard Roditi to give up writing poetry in two languages.30 

 The tensions that are apparent in the two 1948 talks that I referenced at the start of 

this article are reflected in tensions in Eliot’s earlier period. As Query points out, the vision of 

Europe set out in “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919) and the ongoing project of The 

Criterion present a marked contrast to “the century’s first great poetic illustration of 

European incoherence”, The Waste Land – a poem which presents “European linguistic 

disunity, Europe’s voices – including those not of European origin – clanging against one 

another in a frustrated attempt to be heard and to find a place in the whole.”31 Jason Harding 

relates The Waste Land’s “anguished commentary on the fractures of polyglot, post-war 

Europe” to Eliot’s multilingual duties at Lloyd’s Bank in the early 1920s, demonstrating how 

Eliot makes use of Russian Formalist techniques of non-translation to reflect the political 

turbulence of the time.32 The Waste Land thus implicitly reflects a desire for unity, a 

nostalgia “for the Edenic time before the Fall of Adamic language into a thousand Babylonish 

dialects.”33 Query argues that The Waste Land is in keeping with Eliot’s work towards 

European unity: it represents the need for such projects, and its “structures of harmony […] 

beckon from behind the surface chaos, hinting at the unifying orthodoxy that would come 

increasingly to define Eliot’s views in ensuing years, when European unity became 

concretized in his mind as a Christian unity.”34 Following on from this argument, I argue that 

we can see in The Waste Land the specific linguistic ideologies of Romantic cultural 

nationalism that also underpin that later ethos of “unity in diversity”. Essentially, the poem 

illustrates which types of interlingual mixing and exchange, for Eliot, are to be avoided.  

 As I have argued elsewhere, different languages in The Waste Land are represented in 
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such a way as to emphasise their distinctness from each other and their mutual 

incomprehensibility. Languages are juxtaposed in a citational style rather than being 

explicitly mixed or blended, and in this respect, Eliot’s multilingualism is very different from 

that of other multilingual modernist writers such as James Joyce or Eugene Jolas, who draw 

on creolising forms of language as well as producing their own synthetic combinations of 

languages. Where interlingual mixing and ethnic ambiguity are alluded to in The Waste Land 

(in the sleazy Mr Eugenides’s “demotic French”, for example), the connotations are 

negative.35 Indeed, some passages from The Waste Land that were cut by Pound make this 

even more explicit. Eliot describes the “can-can salonnière” Fresca’s multilingual reading and 

writing practices:  

 

The Scandinavians bemused her wits, 

The Russians thrilled her to hysteric fits. 

From such chaotic misch-masch potpourri 

What are we to expect but poetry?36  

 

Fresca’s reading here is presented as a correlative to her sexual promiscuity: “chaotic”, 

disordered, ridiculous, and ultimately unproductive. Fresca’s reading is associated with her 

consumption of food, as well as demonstrating the sort of marketized cosmopolitanism that 

Eliot, in “Autour d’une traduction d’Euripide”, describes as “une espèce de foire une vile 

marchandise où chacune des nations apporte à vendre des nouveautés peu durables” [“a kind 

of market of vile wares to which each nation brings short-lived novelties to trade”].37 Her 

poetry is, as a result, mere “misch-masch potpourri”, and Eliot, by choosing the German 

“misch-masch” rather than the English “mishmash”, subtly performs interlingual mixing 

while presenting that mixing in a negative light. This representation is misogynistic, and it is 
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personal: Eliot’s abject female multilingual intellectual is probably based on Nancy Cunard, 

with whom he may have had a brief affair.38 It reveals the gendered principles of Eliot’s 

ideals of “Tradition” and of who has access to “the mind of Europe” – an important question 

that I don’t have space to explore here. It also, however, tells us a lot about Eliot’s own 

anxieties about interlingual mixing, and about avoiding multilingual “misch-masch” in his 

own writings.  

  We might use this idea of “misch-masch” to distinguish between productive forms of 

interlingual exchange – as set out in and performed by the “Edgar Poe et la France” speech – 

and the fears of linguistic “invasion” articulated in the “Speech at Aix en Provence”. The 

former sets out an “authorised” form of intercultural exchange directed by established “great” 

writers, and therefore ordered and organised by an elite aesthetic consciousness; the latter 

refers to a form of linguistic disintegration in popular speech through the “invasion” of 

foreign elements, and implicitly in relation to the impact of American linguistic and cultural 

forms in France, which produces a disordered mixing of languages and discourses. Eliot’s 

cultural elitism comes through here, but I do think that the situation is more complex, and that 

texts like “Edgar Poe et la France” – and Eliot’s multilingual practices more generally – 

undermine the troubling certainty of Eliot’s elitist cultural nationalism in “Speech at Aix en 

Provence”.  

  “Edgar Poe et la France” (and its later published incarnation From Poe to Valéry) 

illustrate a number of ways in which, for Eliot, the foreigner’s perspective on literature and 

language can be productive. The bilingual and bicultural production, performance and 

reception of the speech directly reflects the sorts of intercultural and interlingual 

complications that interest Eliot in relation to Poe’s reception. The speech aims to put in 

place “a kind of co-operative examination, by English, American and European critics, to 

resolve the contradictions between the reputation and the influence of Poe in the several 
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countries.” For Eliot, the French responses to Poe illustrate the limitations of reading 

literature in one’s own language: “I have, by meditating on what Baudelaire, Mallarmé and 

Valéry have said about Poe, come to the conclusion that there are aspects of Poe to which 

English and American critics have been blind.” Eliot’s own complex national and cultural 

status enables him to unify diverse cultural, linguistic and literary perceptions of Poe: as “an 

English poet of American origin” heavily influenced by Baudelaire and his successors, “I 

respond to Poe partly as these poets did, partly as an Englishman does, and partly as an 

American does: and it is primarily for my own relief that I want to arrive at seeing, not three 

images, but one image of Poe in which all these aspects shall be reconciled.”39 Eliot thus 

recognises his own privileged position: he can combine the distinct “images” of Poe that each 

national culture perceives, unifying them into a coherent whole that combines the best of 

English, French and American readings.  

  Eliot’s argument depends not only on a form of cultural communion, then, but on a 

productive relationship of difference that is very much in keeping with his notion of “unity in 

diversity” in his writings on Europe. He is careful, for example, to emphasise the differences 

between Poe and his French readers and argues that it is precisely because of these 

differences that the French can see something in Poe that the Anglophone reader cannot. 

Eliot’s position on Poe was unusual for an Anglophone: in 1929, Woolf was able to declare 

with confidence that “The French, we think, are wrong to attribute such importance to Byron 

and Poe.”40 Woolf’s essay, “On Not Knowing French”, examines the impossibility of 

“knowing” writers in another language, highlighting her own partiality to the exotic 

“glamour” of French literature and affirming that it is merely “novelty, and the strangeness, 

and the very fact that we are conscious and not unconscious […] that make French literature 

so stimulating, so refreshing, so new to our minds.”41 The Anglophone reader’s “verdicts” on 

French literature, “have been arrived at, perhaps, by the same misunderstandings, and are just 
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as false” as French readings of Byron or Poe.42 Woolf’s perspective is not quite so clear cut: 

“On not knowing French” does reveal a productive fascination with the effects of reading in 

another language.43 Eliot nonetheless appears in marked contrast, however, demonstrating a 

number of ways in which the foreigner’s perspective on Poe can be productive, even if that 

perspective is partially in “error”. This comes through even more clearly in From Poe to 

Valéry, where Eliot makes a point of noting Baudelaire’s probable inability to speak English 

“at all well”, the eccentricity of Mallarmé’s Les Mots anglaise, and the fact that Eliot “never 

heard [Valéry] speak a word of English, even in England.”44 For Eliot, any 

“misunderstanding” that ensues holds powerful potential. “It is certainly possible,” he admits, 

“in reading something in another language imperfectly understood, for the reader to find what 

is not there”; however, even such error can serve a further purpose, for “when the reader is 

himself a man of genius, the foreign poem which he reads may, by a happy accident, elicit 

something important from the depths of his own mind, which he attributes to what he 

reads”.45 The foreign reader’s perspective, then, enables them to produce a valid and 

insightful reading of the text, to see an aspect of the text to which the native reader is blind.46 

This in turn can produce further art: advocating translation as a productive mode of 

composition, Eliot affirms that “both Baudelaire and Mallarmé effected a striking 

improvement” in their translations of Poe’s work.47 

  The theoretical notion of la poésie pure is central to Eliot’s analysis of Poe, 

Baudelaire, Mallarmé and Valéry. In From Poe to Valéry, Eliot defines it as an “increasing 

consciousness of language” which in its furthest stage of development produces poetry where 

style is foregrounded to such an extent that “the reader or listener may become as nearly 

indifferent to the subject matter”.48 Eliot finds this tendency manifest in Poe’s 

unscrupulousness about the meanings of words in favour of “the right sound”.49 The 

Anglophone Eliot is fairly scathing about this “irresponsibility towards the meaning of 
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words” in Poe, but he tempers his critique when he acknowledges the powerful “incantatory 

element” of Poe’s verse – an “immediate and undeveloping” effect “which, because of its 

very crudity, stirs the feelings at a deep and almost primitive level.”50 Here, I would argue, 

Eliot is demonstrating his ability to step out of a purely Anglophone critique of Poe towards 

the perspective of a French reader or listener who, by being less attuned to the precise 

meanings and connotations of words, can apprehend the musicality of the English text so 

much more effectively. In that sense, Eliot implicitly links the development of la poésie pure 

by these French poets to their foreigners’ perspectives on Poe.  

  In From Poe to Valéry, Eliot makes a point of reminding us that the French concept of 

la poésie pure is untranslatable: “the French phrase has a connotation of discussion and 

argument which is not altogether rendered by the term ‘pure poetry.’”51 However, Eliot 

himself makes use of interlingual transformation to develop his own ideas about the “purity 

of language”. In Little Gidding, the stranger reminds Eliot that “our concern was speech, and 

speech impelled us / To purify the dialect of the tribe”.52 The phrase “purify the dialect of the 

tribe” is Eliot’s loose translation from a line of Mallarmé’s poem “Le Tombeau d’Edgar 

Poe”: “donner un sens plus pur aux mots de la tribu”, which translates literally as “giving a 

purer sense to the words of the tribe”.53 Mallarmé’s words suggest purifying the meaning of 

individual words and relate to ideas of la poésie pure; as Morag Shiach notes, however, 

“Mallarmé’s project of poetical purification is invoked but not endorsed” by Eliot, who 

transforms Mallarmé’s notion of poetic purity, through translation, into a concern for a 

“poetic language informed by the rhythms and idioms of popular speech and also capable of 

giving expression to a specifically national structure of feeling.”54 In this context, the concept 

of linguistic “purity” carries altogether different connotations: by making the object of 

desired “purification” an entire “dialect” rather than individual words, Eliot gestures towards 

the ideas on linguistic “purity” that he would invoke much more strongly a few years later in 
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the “Speech at Aix en Provence” (1948). As the editors of the Poems of T.S. Eliot show us in 

their commentary on these lines, Eliot returns repeatedly to Mallarmé’s phrase from the 

1940s to the 1960s in a number of statements that emphasise the poet’s responsibility towards 

“the preservation of his language” – statements that directly reflect Eliot’s arguments in “The 

Social Function of Poetry”.55  

  The irony is that the “mot juste” has come to Eliot via a translingual process of 

composition. Writing to William Matchett about this line in 1949, Eliot distinguishes between 

“allusion” and “borrowing”: “in the line taken from Mallarmé, for instance, my direct 

intention was merely to borrow. It seemed to me a very happy translation of his line and it 

gave me exactly the words I wanted to say.”56 Eliot transforms Mallarmé’s words in 

translation from French to English, producing a line of poetry in Little Gidding that is no 

longer merely an allusion to Mallarmé, but that uses Mallarmé to say something that Eliot 

wants to say. In that sense, Eliot embraces the transformational possibilities of translation as a 

creative process, using composition via French to invoke ideas of “purifying” language.  

  Eliot’s oeuvre as a whole provides ample examples of the impact of other languages 

(especially French) on his English style. His own position on translation also manifests a 

commitment to the productive interpenetration of languages and cultures. Thus, as John 

Morgenstern argues, Eliot’s writings on translation allow us to see how “his seemingly 

antithetical attraction to cultural roots and to transnational and linguistic reciprocity” can be 

reconciled: they provide “a framework for reading him as a global writer who regarded the 

cross-fertilization of cultures and languages as vital to the development of the literature of his 

own language, in his own place and time.”57 In place of Morgenstern’s claims for Eliot as a 

“global writer”, I think we have to insert “Eurocentric”. Moreover, while it is tempting, in 

these post-Brexit times, to celebrate Eliot’s commitment to European cross-fertilisation, it is 

also important to remember that Eliot’s conception of international exchange is based on the 
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specifically European linguistic ideology of the “monolingual paradigm”. Eliot’s statements 

on linguistic “purity” at Aix-en-Provence present the most forceful – and most troubling – 

evidence of that ideological monolingualism, but I would argue that the tensions and 

anxieties in Eliot’s engagement with European languages and culture nonetheless unsettle 

that idea of “purity” from within.  

 

 
1 ‘Coming to Oxford to present a speech in French seems to me to be paradoxical enough; it 
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here today. As for you the audience, it is hard for me to work out how you will benefit from 

this. For French listeners, it might perhaps be a useful exercise to attempt to understand how 

French is spoken in England; but for those who are English, only the need for distraction 
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