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Programme Synopses
Monday, 30th January 2006 [PR5117]

Mark Steel, BBC FOUR’s “Comedy Prophet”, returns with his award-winning series
Author, columnist and stand-up comic Mark Steel returns to BBC Four with the third series of his award-winning programme, Mark Steel Lectures.
PROGRAMME SYNOPSES (in transmission order)
Programme 1 - Oliver Cromwell
Cromwell was a landowner’s son from East Anglia who did the unthinkable: from a position of relative obscurity, he rose to mount a successful challenge to the accepted political order, resulting in the English Civil War. And all of this from a hypochondriac from Norfolk whose religious and spiritual awakening came when he was convinced that he was being spoken to by a huge cross in the local town square.

In this latest edition of his BAFTA-nominated series of lectures, writer and broadcaster Mark Steel turns his spotlight to the life and work of the man who would eventually turn down the offer from Parliament to become the King of England. We discover that while signing the King’s death warrant he and his co regicides involved themselves in a huge ink fight. As a student at Cambridge he was barred from local pubs for his rowdy behaviour. Mark charts Cromwell’s course through British history - the formation of his New Model Army, the overthrow and subsequent execution of the King Charles I. Oh, and the introduction of the first ever pineapple to Britain.

Programme 2 – Charlie Chaplin
Chaplin was one of the 20th century’s greatest and richest rebels. From austere beginnings in the squalid streets and workhouses of South London, he rose to become one of the most famous faces in the world; Adored by millions and at the same time despised by an American Government  who eventually conspired to have him barred from returning there.

Writer and comedian Mark Steel turns his attentions to the life and times of a man, who on the one hand counted Churchill and Ghandi as personal friends and who, on the other, fell down stairs for a living. A man who taught himself to read music so he could write his own film scores and who insisted on having a pool of 21 trained studio dogs, all of whom were well versed in the art of comic timing….Mark charts Chaplin’s course through 20th Century history, how through the initial success of the Little Tramp character he managed to negotiate the right to direct his own films and how this character came to be seen as a symbol of resistance worldwide.

Programme 3 - Rene Descartes 
Descartes was the man responsible for the catchphrase ‘I think therefore I am’. Born into the lower ranks of the French nobility in 1596, he made it his business never to get up before noon, he smoked tobacco that was cut with dope and did all his serious thinking whilst sitting in an oven. 

Mark Steel sifts through the life and times of a philosopher whose radical thinking laid down the blueprint for all modern day thinking on any given subject for the next 400 years. Mark charts Descartes course through scientific history; from his stint as a card shark in the Dutch army to his invention of the x and y used in algebra and the creation of ‘The Meditations’.  

Programme 4 - Geoffrey Chaucer
Mark Steel charts Chaucer’s course through history, his appointments to the royal household, his kidnapping in France, his marrying into the aristocracy, and how through the Canterbury Tales he bequeathed to us the first written sign of an England that we’d recognise today.

The son of a wine keeper, Geoffrey Chaucer was born around 1342 in London at a time of enormous social change.  When he was a young boy, the Black Death swept into England and whilst this was certainly bad news for most, Chaucer ended up becoming a notable beneficiary of its devastating effects because it created a labour shortage. As a result, the middle ranks of the Royal Court had to be replaced with non noble blood. Which is precisely where a young Chaucer fitted in, and he took full advantage of this; his subsequent experiences went on to form a sturdy foundation for his later writings.
Programme 5 - Harriet Tubman
Harriet Tubman, described widely as the ‘Moses of her people’ was instrumental in the efforts to abolish slavery in mid 19th Century America. Born into a life of bondage, she was forced into work at five years of age and at 12 was horrifically injured by the plantation overseer when he threw a lead weight at her head.  At 27 and buoyed by stories of slave rebellions across the country, she escaped and headed northwards where she knew there were strong groups of Quakers and anti slavery campaigners who were collectively known as the ‘Underground Railroad’.
Mark assesses the life of this remarkable woman, whose courage, fearlessness, and single-mindedness ensured that hundreds of slaves escaped their miserable lives on the plantations and found freedom across the border in Canada. Mark charts her course through American history; her daring armed raids to rescue fellow slaves, her work with fellow abolitionist John Brown and her special meetings with Abraham Lincoln’s wife.

Programme 6 - Che Guevara
In the last of this current series, writer and broadcaster Mark Steel travels to South America  and turns his attentions to the life and revolutionary times of Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara, a man who started out on a motorcycle holiday, only to end up being made Foreign Minister of Cuba. Mark charts the course of Che’s life – from the mystery surrounding the faking of both his birth and death certificates, the childhood asthma where he was made to sleep with a stray cat, the drunken shenanigans of his youth, right through to the Cuban revolution and his subsequent appointment as Cuba’s Foreign Minister, the ill fated attempted revolution in the Congo and his ultimately tragic journey to Bolivia. 
Mark Steel is recognised as BBC Four’s foremost “comedy prophet” – a premiere matchmaker of fact and funnies; authoritative, entertaining, engaging and passionate. He does all his own research and has made himself an expert on the French Revolution as well as the lives of the two dozen or so subjects of his radio and TV series. Not bad for someone who was expelled from school at 15.  He is the award-winning author of Reasons to be Cheerful and Vive La Revolution. He has made four series of The Mark Steel Solution and The Mark Steel Lectures for BBC Radio 4 and has written regularly for various national newspapers and magazines. He is a well-known stand-up comedian, having performed on the comedy circuit since 1983. He makes regular appearances on QI and Have I Got News For You, as well as numerous radio guest appearances.
Editor’s Notes

Mark Steel Lectures is an Open University commissioned co-production with the BBC, produced by Phil Bowker, directed by Becky Martin and written by Mark Steel, James Serafinowicz & Pete Sinclair. The executive producers are Mob Dar, Creative Head, New Comedy and Emma De’Ath for the Open University. 
It will be broadcast from Thurs 23 February 2006, 11pm, BBC Four, repeated Saturdays at 9pm, BBC Four.
The Open University and BBC have been in partnership for over 30 years providing educational programming to a mass audience. In recent times this partnership has evolved from late night programming for delivering courses to peak time programmes with a broad appeal to encourage wider participation in learning. 
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