The Most-Watched Speech in Human History

Sometimes, under the right circumstances, the “rules” of public speaking may be broken. One such rule—never use a eulogy to attack anyone or to vent rage—was broken by Earl Spencer in his eulogy to his sister on September 6, 1997. The speech was watched by a worldwide TV viewership of 2.5 billion people, making it the largest audience for any speech in human history.

The author and editors of this book were unable to receive permission to print the speech, but the full text of the funeral oration can be found in many places on the Internet, including these Websites:

· www.internet-esq.com/diana

· www.britannia.com/diana/article4.html

(If these Websites cease publishing the text, go to a search engine such as Google, type “Earl Spencer eulogy,” and you should be able to find the transcript.)

The speech is first and foremost a moving tribute to Princess Diana, who had been killed in a car crash as she tried to flee from the celebrity-stalking photographers known as paparazzi. The speech is also famous for its controlled anger. A dispatch from London by Sarah Lyall in the New York Times the next day conveys how explosive the speech was at the time of its delivery:

Amid the soothing pomp and ceremony of the funeral of Diana, Princess of Wales, the eulogy of her younger brother, Earl Spencer, burst forth yesterday as an undiluted cry of pain and anger.

His tone was respectful and his demeanor composed. But Lord Spencer's searing address at Westminster Abbey represented an enormous break with tradition and a stunning indictment of the way his sister had been treated by the two forces that had most influenced the way she lived her final years: the royal family and the news media.

The Earl's remarks were all the more remarkable because, in a sense, he was attacking the royal family in their own church at a service they had helped plan and were attending as the most distinguished guests…

The Earl was angry at the royal family for their harsh treatment of Diana, especially their decision shortly before her death to strip her of her royal title (Diana and Prince Charles had divorced in 1996). He was angry at the news media for invasive, sometimes cruel, coverage of every aspect of her personal life. While his indictment of the news media was blunt and direct, his scorn for the royals was subtle and indirect. (Can you spot the instances?)

Though some observers labeled the eulogy “appalling” and “in bad taste,” most people said that the speech was a fitting expression of their own grief and anger. In a stunning break with tradition, the mourners in the Abbey and the thousands outside listening to loudspeakers burst into applause at the end of the eulogy. (Applause at Anglican services is rare; in the 900-year-old church, it is unheard of.) Diana's sons joined in the applause, but adult members of the royal family did not.

Public opinion polls showed over 90 percent of those surveyed in both Britain and the U.S. approved of the speech. One wise observer gave an apt summary: “His criticisms were inappropriate for a funeral —but they had to be voiced.” 
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