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I have been so excited by the website of the Evolving English exhibition at the British Library, 
that I am determined to visit the exhibition itself, taking my A Level English daughter with me. 
The free exhibition has been on since November and lasts until April 2011 and I'm ashamed to 
admit I'd not been aware of it until now, so either I'm living in my own world, or publicity has 
not been extensive. I am surprised that my daughter hasn't come home with a request for money 
from school for a trip to visit the exhibition as it is made for students of English Language. 
 
In this exhibition, the roots of Old English, slang dictionaries, medieval manuscripts, 
advertisements and newspapers from around the world come together - alongside everyday texts 
and dialect sound recordings. Follow the social, cultural and historical influences on the English 
language and see how it's still evolving today. The first exhibition on the history of the English 
language will include Victorian texting, the first printed book in English and a lecture on 
swearing from one of the writers of The Thick of It. The British Library show will explore 
popular sayings and slang in a survey that stretches from the Anglo-Saxon epic poem Beowulf to 
hip hop via a book on How to Write Love Letters. 
 
The very fact that the exhibition includes a blog, is on Facebook and twitter shows it is up-to-
date, as well as exhibiting such gems as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Posters, Nursery rhymes 
and Punch magazine. 
 
The website itself is a wealth of interesting facts and there is quite a bit that can be done sitting in 
front of a screen. The quiz tests your knowledge of the origins, evolution and oddities of the 
English language. On three different levels, the 'easy peasy' level was just that, but the other two 
levels stretched the brain and taught me information I had not previously known. 
'Map your voice' is a chance to add your voice to be included in the British Library's collections 
to help linguists with their research into how language works. The BL holds recordings that 
capture the sounds of spoken English all over the world. You can see where voices already 
included are from by clicking the dots on the Voice Map to hear people who've already taken 
part. 
 
All contributors have to do is to read a children's story: Mr. Tickle by Roger Hargreaves. It has 
been chosen for the range of English sounds it contains when read out loud. Alternatively, you 
can just read out a list of six words. If you are keen, you may read both. 
After 48 hours your recording appears on the map. Reading a children's story - a doddle for 
librarians! 
For schools and colleges there is more detail to back up the curriculum and work in preparation 
before or to follow on after a visit. Work on Language & Literature, Poetry & Performance, 
Dickens in Context, Changing Language and Dictionaries and Meanings amongst others topics 
can be followed. 
There are also events taking place around the country, not just in London, although by now, 
some of those have happened. However, there are still events and CPD for teachers taking place 
or you can record your voice in local venues if you haven't the technology (or inclination) at 
home. 
 
David Crystal, author of an accompanying book, said the exhibition was a first and only the 
British Library had the resources to do it. He said: 'No exhibition anywhere has ever been 
devoted to the entire history and present-day global use of the English language.' In Gleanings 



from the Harvest-Fields of Literature by Charles C. Bombaugh in 1867, a poem called 'Essay to 
Miss Catherine Jay' includes the phrase 'I wrote 2 U B 4' - generations before the invention of 
text messaging. 
 
Both the website and exhibition should be useful for all students of both English Literature and 
Language, certainly for Key Stage 3 and 4, and older Key Stage 2 children will also gain much 
entertainment and information from participating. 
Evolving English: One Language, Many Voices 
Exhibition runs until 3 April 2011. Admission free. 
 


