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News
For the attention of: Science correspondents, education correspondents, TV writers

Wednesday, January 28 2009
The genius of evolution: The Open University Darwin celebrations begin

Sir David Attenborough, Professor Steve Jones, Jimmy Doherty and Andrew Marr are the well-known names taking part in Open University and BBC co-productions as part of the Darwin season, shedding light on Charles Darwin’s legacy and his impact on the world.  Professor Richard Dawkins will present the annual broadband lecture for The Open University.  The television and online offerings are complemented by a free poster of the Tree of Life from The Open University, illustrating one of Darwin’s key concepts with visually stunning graphics.

Professor Brenda Gourley, Vice-Chancellor of The Open University, said: "The partnership between The Open University and the BBC has been hugely successful since it began nearly 40 years ago.  This season's co-productions illustrate once more that we continue to provide informative and educational programming to inspire and stimulate learners."

In Charles Darwin and the Tree of Life, (TX: 1 x 60mins Sunday 1 February, 9pm, BBC One) a one-hour special and a highlight of the Darwin season, Sir David Attenborough shares his personal views on this globally important idea.  He asks three key questions: How and why did Darwin come up with his theory? Why do we think he was right? And why is it more important now than ever before?  To find out the answers, he goes on a journey through his own lifetime and back to Darwin’s to track the changes in our understanding of the natural world. 

Jimmy Doherty in Darwin’s Garden (TX: March 2009, 3 x 60mins, BBC Two) provides a much more practical view of evolutionary theory, as Jimmy recreates Darwin’s ground-breaking experiments in the grounds and greenhouse at Down House and on his own farm.  The experiments help us gain a truly original insight into the theory of evolution.  

Darwin’s Dangerous Idea (TX: March 2009, 3 x 60mins  BBC Two) gives Andrew Marr the opportunity to trace the widespread impact of Darwin’s work, from its inception to the modern day.  Andrew shows how so much of today’s world is fundamentally shaped by Darwin’s ‘dangerous idea’.  Championing Darwin as a ‘Great Briton’ in the BBC Two series, Andrew Marr will be giving viewers a contemporary and surprising context in which to understand one of the great thinkers of our time.

LIFE (TX: Autumn 2009, 10 x 60mins, BBC One) is a ten-part, natural history television blockbuster, shot throughout in HD.  Life is evolution on film.  It shows how living things – both animals and plants - have developed real cunning for survival, adapting their behaviour to overcome challenges from both the environment and from their predators. It’s a collection of survival strategies from across the globe with drama, spectacle and surprise. There are winners and losers with epic awe-inspiring images showing animals doing amazing things.  This natural history spectacular is narrated by Sir David Attenborough, and is set to be a television highlight in 2009. 
Adding academic rigour to the co-produced series are Open University experts Dr David Robinson, Professor Jonathan Silvertown, Dr Peter Skelton and Dr Caroline Ogilvie.  Professor Jonathan Silvertown, who is leading the Darwin 200 celebrations for The Open University and who recently edited the book 99% Ape, said: “The OU’s particular contribution to Darwin Year is to make the astonishing facts of evolution as widely known and understood as possible. Everyone should know how the old man on the £10 note earned the right to be in your pocket or handbag and why, unlike that note, his value has grown rather than diminished since his 100th birthday.” 

The Open University 2009 annual broadband lecture features eminent evolutionary expert Professor Richard Dawkins.  Taking place in partnership with Darwin200 and co-hosted by the Natural History Museum, the lecture will be webcast on Tuesday 17 March at www.openuniversity.co.uk/darwin and followed by a question and answer session with a panel of Darwin experts.  A series of podcasts will be created from the lecture and available to download on demand from The Open University’s Darwin website.

To accompany the Darwin co-productions, The Open University has produced a full colour poster with amazing visual graphics, illustrating the Tree of Life.  The poster contains additional information on courses, activities and publications and is free of charge, available from www.open2.net/darwin.  

For more information on The Open University’s Darwin 200 activities, and related courses, go to www.openuniversity.co.uk/darwin. 
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The Open University’s Darwin Celebrations


The Open University is a proud partner in Darwin200, a national programme of events celebrating 
Charles Darwin’s life, his ideas and their impact around his 200th birthday on 12 February 2009. Visit www.darwin200.org

Expert Comment: 


The Open University has a number of internationally-recognised experts on evolution, Darwin and his life available for comment:

· Professor Jonathan Silvertown, Professor of Ecology

· Dr Peter Skelton, Reader in Palaeobiology 

· Dr David Robinson, Senior Lecturer in Biological Science

· Professor Jim Moore, Professor of the History of Science

Web resources:

www.open2.net/darwin
With a podcast from Jimmy Doherty and extracts of unseen footage from Open University co-productions, open2.net is a great resource for anyone whose interest in evolution has been sparked by Darwin season on the BBC.  Explore themes emerging from the Darwin programmes, watch video interviews with presenters and discover more about evolution with academic blogs, forums and Open University course links.
www.openuniversity.co.uk/darwin 

Find out more about Darwin and his theory, related courses and see yourself as you would have looked millions of years ago with our fun face-morph tool Devolve Me.  The site has information on Darwin exhibitions and events throughout the UK, links to related YouTube video clips, online chat forums discussing the social impact of his work, OU Worldwide merchandise, OpenLearn free taster units, details of OU courses you can study and much more. 

Courses – Continue the learning journey

S170 ‘Darwin and Evolution’ – This course explains and explores the science of evolution for those with little or no scientific background.  A podcast interview with the chair of the course, Dr Peter Skelton, is available at www.open.ac.uk/platform.  Other related courses include:

S104 – Exploring Science

S193 – Fossils and the history of life

S366 – Evolution (Level 3, advanced course)

AA100 – The Arts past and present



A211 Philosophy and the Human Situation 
Additional podcasts by The Open University, including one on the Galapagos Islands, are available at iTunesU.

Book – 99% Ape: latest evidence explained by OU academics

In 99% Ape: How evolution adds up experts from The Open University explain this complex subject and guide the general reader through some of the evidence. Read the latest on Darwin’s finches and how new species evolve, uncover the flaws in ‘intelligent design’, find out what evolution has to say about psychology, the development of the human mind and morality and how we are still evolving.  The book is edited and contributed to by Jonathan Silvertown, Professor of Ecology.

Evolution Megalab – OU experts leading evolution research

Supported by the Royal Society and the British Council, Evolution Megalab is an online public experiment, bringing Darwinian theory to life.  Members of the public are being asked to contribute to a massive survey of banded snails in gardens and public open spaces right across Europe.  Using the internet, people will be able to report their findings to the Megalab project, and they will receive personalised interpretations of their observations in their own language.  The results will be compared with historical data to test for evolutionary change in response to climate warming and changes in predation pressure over the last 80 years.

Evolution MegaLab launches on March 30th 2009.  www.evolutionmegalab.org  
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