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The Adventure of English

Duration:

8 episodes, 60 minutes each

Program Description:

The Adventure of English (Series 1)

 

Writer and host Melvyn Bragg embarks on a remarkable journey through Britain and around the globe, investigating the spread and development of the English language. The eight-part documentary series follows the survival, astounding flexibility, and triumph of the language from its humble roots as an insignificant German dialect arriving in Britain in the 5th century, to its flowering as the language of royalty and the common man, through its voyage across the Atlantic with the Pilgrim Fathers, its transformation among slaves in the Caribbean, and its spread around the world through American culture. This compelling series investigates how vocabulary, pronunciation, and grammar vary dramatically not only between countries but also from region to region in Britain.

Episode 1

We trace the origins of English in the wetlands of Freisland in northern Holland, where the nearest relative to that language survives) in the fifth century, follow the tribes who invaded Southern England after the Romans deserted the country, and see how they wiped out the language of the existing Celtic inhabitants. We travel to Hexham and Lindisfarne in the north-east, to see how the languages of the Latin church and Viking invaders enriched English. We see how English was one battle away from becoming Danish, and how the victorious King Alfred the Great turned Winchester into the centre of a great flowering of English writing. And we see the end of the Anglo-Saxon kings at Hastings, and show how the Normans swamped the Old English tongue with new French words - thousands of them still part of our modern language.
 

 
 
 
 
 

Episode 2 
In the second programme we see how England was ruled for three centuries after the Conquest by a French-speaking king and court, who used Latin for their official business. English was the language of the peasants; the third-class tongue in its own country. The Tower of London, Westminster Abbey and Norman castles and cathedrals are our locations as we tell the story of how English slowly clawed its way back up the ladder - and see how it took two centuries of bloody war with France, and the death of a third of the population in the greatest plague in history to bring that about. And we visit the site of the Tabard Inn in Southwark, and follow the Pilgrims Route to Canterbury, to see how Geoffrey Chaucer gave England and English a vivid new literature that could stand proudly alongside the best that the continent could boast. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Episode 3 

The third programme tells the story of how English became the battleground in the fight for men's souls. We visit York to see the medieval mystery plays tell the stories of the Bible in English, and find out why the church establishment kept the Bible in Latin only. In Oxford, we find the beginnings of the Reformation in a movement to secretly translate the Bible into English, and see how the people who possessed those Bibles risked death at the stake. We see the impact of printing on the English language, and how that fixed many of the anomalies of spelling and grammar that still make English so difficult for students to learn. And we visit Hampton Court to see how Henry VIII's marriage problems finally brought the English Bible out of hiding and into every church in the land. And we look at how William Tyndale's translation brought dozens of familiar phrases - from "Let there be light" to "Ye of little faith" - into everyday use, and fixed for centuries our idea of how God speaks.
 

 
 

 
 

Episode 4 

The fourth programme visits the England of Queen Elizabeth the First, and shows how naval enterprise and foreign trade brought scores of new words into the language - anchovy from Spain, ketchup form Malay, and knapsack from Dutch are just three familiar exports from this time. We see how scholars were bringing new Latin terms into the language, and how there was a movement to stop this and keep English 'pure'; if it had succeeded, we might now say 'ungothroughsome' instead of 'impenetrable'. We visit Penshurst Place, home of the Sidney family, to see how poetry joined swordplay as a proper attribute of any up-and-coming young man. And we travel to the South Bank of the Thames and to Stratford-upon-Avon to find out how Shakespeare's English really sounded, and how he combined the languages of the common people and the aristocracy to take English to new heights and to invent so many memorable words and phrases that it seems - as a modern spectator said of Hamlet - that his plays are full of quotations. 


 
 

The Adventure of English (Series 2)
 MELVYN BRAGG continues his engrossing look at the way that an insignificant northern European language made its way - slowly at first - across the globe to become, in its various and many forms, by far the most widely spoken language in the world. This second series travels to the USA to see how America embraced and engendered the language, and at how class and accents, vocabulary and grammar can reveal an awful lot about you. 
 

 
  

America (episode 5)
Melvyn Bragg travels to Plymoth Plantation to see how English settled on the East Coast of America with the Pilgrim Fathers, but only survived after a hard winter and the deaths of half the settlers through the most unlikely coincidence; a meeting with a native American who - against all odds - already spoke English and was able to teach the newcomers how to live off their new homeland. English was barely changed by its encounter with the New World, taking in surprisingly few native words. Instead, the new settlers came to pride themselves on speaking correctly - better, they claimed, than the English themselves, because in America the language would not be allowed to change. With the Revolution, Independent America claimed the role of guardian of the language. American English would not be the King's English, but the People's English. And with the massive changes that took place through the expansion west over the next hundred years or so, the African effect on the language and the eventual domination of the globe by the USA, we watch as America - rather than England - sets the language loose on the planet in the final episode.
 

 
 
Speaking Proper (episode 6)
Follow the history of English in England through the 18th and 19th centuries showing how self-appointed experts created rules of grammar, pronunciation and vocabulary which went on to be used to define class and social status.
 

 
 
  
 

The Language of Empire (episode 7)
In this programme we see how the British Empire took English around the globe, and how different forms of the language - and different attitudes towards English - were born out of colonial expansion. In India, see how the language of the Raj developed into the florid "Babu" expression used today - and how English created a split in Indian society that still exists; from the Caribbean, we look at the strange conglomeration of a variety of European and African languages that has created a wide range of dialects on different islands; and travel to Australia to see how standard "Aussie" phrases are actually 18th century survivals from southern England and the West Country. 
 

 

Many Englishes, One World Language (episode 8)
The globalisation of the English language in the 20th century owes most to the United States. Here we look at the predominance of American Black street talk, how the Second World War and American movies threatened to "infect" the mother tongue in Britain and how some nations are attempting to stamp in the invasion of English out - for example franglais in France and Singlish in Singapore. Melvyn Bragg asks - will we end up in a world of mutually unintelligible dialects in the future? 
 

Background Information:

This series was written and presented by MELVYN BRAGG. Although each episode deals with a different topic, teachers may find one episode particularly relevant. Viewing questions are unavailable for each individual episode. A summative worksheet (BLM 2) is available.

Curriculum Connections:
ENGLISH

ENG 3U English (Grade 11)

Language

Developing Vocabulary and Knowledge of Language Structures and Conventions

-identify and describe the major influences in the development of the English language (e.g., Angles, Saxons, and Jutes; Vikings; Romans; the Norman Conquest of England; the invention of the printing press; colonialism; mass literacy; computer technology; the influence of other languages; the global use of English); 

ENG4U English (Grade 12)

Language 

Developing Vocabulary and Knowledge of Language Structures and Conventions

-analyse the origins and roots of words used in different areas of science and technology (e.g., medicine, computer studies, communications technology, space technology); 

ENG4C English (Grade 12)

Language 

Developing Vocabulary and Knowledge of Language Structures and Conventions 

-analyse the origins and roots of words used in different areas of science, business, and technology (e.g., computer studies, hospitality services, communication technology, financial services, health care)
Assessment and Evaluation:
BLM 2 Assessment and Evaluation

Related Resources:
History of the English Language

http://www.wordorigins.org/histeng.htm
http://www.anglik.net/englishlanguagehistory.htm
Merriam-Webster Online: Origins of the English Language

http://www.m-w.com/help/faq/history.htm
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Do you have a lesson plan to share or would you like to see additional online materials and activities that may be available for this and other TVO resources? 

Please visit Learn with TVO at www.tvo.org/learnwithtvo or 

contact lfernandes@tvo.org

