
my address book who spoke a language 
that wasn’t to be found on the original warn-
ing message slip. Some never replied, a few 
frostily refused, but the majority agreed 
and many more went further: sending me 
the translations by return, recommending 
experts in other languages, offering me 
reams of explanations as to word choice. 

This book will try to convince you to 
become a language fan too (if you aren’t one 
already). I also have a serious agenda: my 
experience of reaching out to linguists and 
speakers of a vast array of languages across 
the world has taught me that the myth of 
Babel needs to be turned on its head: the 
splintering of human language into multiple 
tongues is not a metaphor for the fall of man 
into conflict and division. Rather, it is a meta-
phor for a different kind of unity. A world that 
speaks in one language could only be united 
in oppressive ways, forcing us to speak so 
plainly that all creativity and nuance is lost. 
In contrast, a world that speaks in many lan-
guages is one in which human individuality 
and invention can flourish. There is unity 
here too; unity in incomprehension. When 
I encounter a language I don’t understand 
I am reminded of the amazing tendency of 
human beings to forge new paths, 
to do things in different ways. 
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READERS’ COMMENTS
Simon Garfield: Quite simply and quite ridiculously one of the 
funniest and most illuminating books I have ever read … and I 
thought I was obsessive.
Mark Forsyth: There is a delicious humour implicit in every page … 
[the book] is filled with a sense of wonder, gazing at languages that 
neither the writer nor reader understands.
Ann Morgan: This is a wonderful book. A treasure trove of mind-
expanding insights into language and humanity encased in a 
deliciously quirky, quixotic quest. I loved it. Warning: this will keep 
you reading.’
John Mitchinson: The Babel Message is a gloriously inflected 
record of an obsession … [It] manages to teach us a great deal 
about language—its protean energy and its slipperiness—but also 
makes us properly laugh (a rare Venn diagram, believe me). … 
Kahn-Harris’s fan-boy passion for the gorgeous surface of written 
language and his own skill in deploying it make the book a 
complete delight.

continued in the book

The flimsy document found in 
Kinder Surprise Eggs—only 12 
cms by 5 cms, covered on both 

sides with tiny text—crams into 120 cms2 
a riot of blood red and jet black scripts, 
gnomic texts, strange diacritics and myste-
rious symbols. The most familiar lettering 
announces, with a Lilliputian gravity: 

WARNING, read and keep: Toy not suitable 
for children under 3 years. Small parts might 
be swallowed or inhaled.

For me, the languages I find in translated 
messages on everyday products offer a 
tantalising glimpse of the linguistic pleas-
ures available outside the English-speaking 
world. Before I encountered the Kinder 
Egg message, the most diversity I ever 
found was on the list of local distributors on 
boxes of Kleenex tissues. I had never seen 
Georgian, Azerbaijani or Latvian on product 
packaging. 

Then I discovered Kinder Eggs. Packed 
into one tiny slip of paper are 37 different 
languages, in eight different scripts. These 
are, in order of appearance: 

Side one: Armenian (1), Azerbaijani, Bulgar-
ian, Czech, Danish, German, Greek, English, 
Spanish, Estonian, Finnish, French, Croatian, 
Hungarian, Armenian (2), Italian, Georgian, 
Kyrgyz 

Side two: Lithuanian, Latvian, Macedonian, 
Dutch, Norwegian, Polish, Portuguese, 
Romanian, Russian, Slovak, Slovene, Alba-
nian, Serbian, Swedish, Turkish, Ukrainian, 
Persian, Arabic, Chinese (Traditional charac-
ters), Chinese (Simplified characters) 

Take a closer look at it and you will find 
inconsistencies and mysteries aplenty: 

• Which is the original version of the mes-
sage? Given that Ferrero, the company that 
produces the Eggs, is based in Italy, is Ital-
ian the mother of all the translations?
• What do the two-letter codes before each 
message refer to? 
• Why do some messages mention under-3s 
(including the English one) whereas others 
appear not to? 
• There seem to be two Armenian texts, 
one including the message and the other 

including some kind of address. The warn-
ing message is written all in capital letters in 
Armenian script and marked with the code 
‘HY’. The address text is written in lower 
case and marked with the code ‘AR’. Why? 
Why? Why?
• Some languages print the word ‘WARN-
ING’ in capitals and others do not. In Danish 
and Norwegian it is Adversel and in Swedish 
VARNING. Do some languages prohibit the 
use of all-caps words? 

Stare hard enough at the warning message 
sheet and it dissolves into anarchy, chaos 
and brain-melting puzzles. Why is it that the 
sheet of paper used in Europe includes all 
EU official languages except for two (Irish 
and Maltese)? Who decided not to include 
them? Given that millions speak ‘minority’ 
European languages like Catalan, there is a 
strong case for including them too. 

In fact, there are 5,000–6,000 languages 
spoken in the world today, together with 
innumerable dialects. The Kinder Egg 
message is only translated into a frac-
tion of them. When looked at in this way, 
the message sheet starts to look oddly 
impoverished. Why should a multilingual 
Dane need a specific message in Danish 
while a monolingual speaker of one of the 
indigenous languages of Greenland (an 

autonomous Danish territory) not be pro-
vided with a translation into his or her own 
language? 

Reaching out 
I first came out as a warning-message-lover 
at a talk I gave at the 2017 Boring Confer-
ence in London. In preparation for the talk, 
I commissioned translations of the Kinder 
Egg warning message into more languages. 
I started with Irish and Maltese, in order to 
complete the set of EU languages. After that 
I found it hard to stop: I collected Luxem-
bourgish, Cornish, Welsh and then Biblical 
Hebrew. At the end of the talk I led the audi-
ence in a joke pledge never to buy another 
Kinder Egg until they included a translation 
of the warning message into Cornish. 

In 2018 I recorded a podcast for the BBC 
Boring Talks series and added yet more 
languages to the collection. I also included 
an appeal for listeners to send me warning 
message sheets from around the world, and 
listeners in South Africa, Brunei and Nepal 
duly obliged. 

Spring and summer 2020 saw me firing 
off email after email: to language promo-
tion officers in the Channel Islands, to 
professors of Sumerian, to Romani rights 
activists, to creators of invented languages, 
and to almost everyone I could think of in 



How England’s favourite 
poet devised scripts for 
Britain’s favourite medium 

writing and journalism, the availability of 
his TV scripts should act against any future 
tendency to focus on him only as a poet who 
did his best work as a young man and then 
went into decline.

The story of how Betjeman became a 
television performer and writer follows on 
from the story, already told in Trains and 
Buttered Toast, of his rise as a radio broad-
caster in the 1940s and ’50s. As a young 
man newly down from Oxford in the late 
1920s, Betjeman was keen to work in the 
exciting new medium of radio but was not 
taken seriously by the majority of those of 
his contemporaries who had already got 
BBC jobs. Between 1932 and the outbreak 
of war, he was only commissioned a handful 
of times by Broadcasting House in London, 
invariably as a comic turn, albeit a knowl-
edgeable one. His proposals for serious 
talks—about architecture and conserva-
tion—were treated with bewilderment, as 
was he. At a time when historic buildings 
and traditional landscapes were being 
decimated by a massive and popular build-
ing boom, his concerns were not thought 
important enough to warrant much public 
attention. His own personality —that of a 
rebel and joker—may even have damaged 
the case he most wanted to make.

Not until he moved out of London to 
Uffington (then in Berkshire, now Oxford-
shire) in 1934 and made himself known to 
the BBC’s new Western Region studios in 
Bristol did his fortunes change. In Bris-
tol he found an older, slower city which 
seemed to offer him a perfect base from 
which to attack the metropolis he felt had 
rejected him (even though he had formerly 
aspired to be one of its brightest young 
things). Crucial to this reinvention of him-
self was the BBC Bristol producer James 
Pennethorne Hughes, who had been in the 
year below him at Oxford. Pennethorne 
Hughes invited him to make two series of 
six-part broadcasts in 1937 and 1939, look-
ing at the damage caused by modern town 
planning to a number of West of 
England towns. This established 
Betjeman as a serious broadcaster 

Betjeman’s England is constructed 
around some sixty television pro-
grammes that deal directly with 

the architecture and topography of Eng-
land. Betjeman made many more films than 
are contained here—notably his series The 
Englishman’s Home (1957) and his ABC of 
Churches (1960-67) of which, apart from 
the first episodes of each, only fragments 
have survived. He also made films in which 
others participated, notably a series called 
Pride of Place (1966-7), which he copre-
sented with Arthur Negus. But in terms of 
the films that he hosted alone, Betjeman’s 
England comes close to offering a reliably 
thorough guide.

As always, editorial choices have had 
to shape the selection and treatment. For 
example, the script has survived of Bet-
jeman’s film about St Brelade’s, Jersey but a 
letter has also survived that he wrote to his 
producer, Ken Savidge, that covers all the 
ground in the film and much more. Given 
the attraction of showing how Betjeman 

2007) but, to recap, when Betjeman was 
writing to an already edited film, the pro-
duction secretaries tended to type his 
words as short lines to match the action. 
With these lines now transferred to the 
wider one-column format of a book, must 
they still be reproduced as short lines? And 
must long sentences that happen to sound 
like sequences of blank verse (unrhymed 
iambic pentameter) always be treated as 
lines of blank verse? 

The approach taken by Tennis Whites and 
Teacakes was to try to reveal whether Bet-
jeman’s television writing was essentially 
prose or essentially poetry. Where the nar-
rative adopted a regular metre, rhyming or 
not, it was set as verse; otherwise it was set 
as prose. This seemed to make sense and 
made plain for the first time just how much 
Betjeman’s speech patterns tended towards 
the poetic. But its irregularity on the page 
meant that his narrative flow was constantly 
being interrupted as words bounced back 
and forth between formats, sometimes leav-

and television, he was equally likely to be 
thought of as an activist and ‘telly star’, to 
use his own words. If we are to understand 
him today—even if we wish only to under-
stand his poetry—we have to construct a 
truer picture of him, and that means taking 
into account his other activities. His work 
on behalf of old buildings has been dealt 
with elsewhere but there has been very 
little effort to look closely at his creative 
work outside poetry and to assess its value 
in relation to his achievement as a whole.

The aim of Betjeman’s England is to cor-
rect that imbalance. This fourth collection 
of Betjeman’s prose writings contains some 
sixty television programmes that Betjeman 
wrote and presented. Except in a handful 
of cases, the scripts have never been seen 
before by the public. Following the publica-
tion of Trains and Buttered Toast and Sweet 
Songs of Zion, which first made available the 
best of his BBC radio work, and of Coming 
Home and Tennis Whites and Teacakes, 
which included examples of his occasional 

visualised a film in advance, it seemed more 
revealing to publish the letter rather than 
the script. 

In the same way, I have included a letter 
to Peter Hunt, another producer, suggest-
ing a treatment for a film about Canterbury 
Cathedral but I have not provided a tran-
script of the quite different film that was 
eventually made (in which Betjeman was 
pleased to narrate a poem by a Canterbury 
choirboy that ran, ‘If I happen to trap / My 
toe in a tap / Or to step in a large bowl of 
trifle, / I wear a top hat, / Sit down on a mat 
/ And shoot at my aunt with a rifle’). On 
the other hand, two alternatives proposals 
have been included for a short fundraising 
film about Winchester Cathedral precisely 
because they show different approaches.

Film commentaries don’t necessarily 
read well on the page, because they are 
written to support images. In the pages that 
follow, Betjeman invites us some sixty times 
to look at something: an instruction the 
reader clearly cannot follow. Nevertheless, 
I was very rarely tempted to rewrite his 
words, because his request often proves to 
be redundant. When he says, for example, 
‘notice the headstones in the churchyard, 
all of different shapes’, we understand this 
simply as ‘the headstones in the church-
yard are all of different shapes’ and accept 
the information without difficulty. Rarely 
does it jar that the words are secondary 
to the missing images—and this comes as 
a happy surprise. In the few cases of diffi-
culty, however, notes on what the camera 
is seeing have been added to the text in 
square brackets or, in the case of verse, in 
footnotes.

The layout of the commentaries has, how-
ever, been revised to conform to a standard 
book format rather than the two-column 
format of the original film scripts in which 
shooting directions appear on the left and 
speech on the right. This raises legitimate 
questions about presentation, especially 
where Betjeman alternates between prose 
and poetic forms of narration. These ques-
tions were aired in the Introduction to 
Tennis Whites and Teacakes (John Murray, 

ing single lines or pairs of lines hanging 
awkwardly in the air. 

In the end, a decision had to be taken on 
whether Betjeman’s commentaries must 
always correspond to the original layout 
or whether they can be presented in a 
new way for readers who don’t know the 
films. Mirzoeff says that he has always felt, 
with Betjeman, that the scripts could not 
be published separately from the images 
and should therefore not be published at 
all: that they are, and must remain, televi-
sion—a dual medium of sound and vision. 
Betjeman’s England takes a different view 
and shows that, freed from their original 
formatting and the need to defer to the 
films that gave rise to them, the texts work 
remarkably well as pieces of independent 
writing. The commentaries to the films, 
mostly published now for the first time, 
have been set out in such a way as to make 
the experience of reading them as easy as 
possible and to give a sense of their own 
autonomy.

John Betjeman was one of England’s best-
loved television personalities, a man whose 
comforting voice and crumpled appearance 
made him as much a public institution as 
the monuments he helped to preserve. He 
was not obviously a heroic figure: more than 
anything he represented human foible and 
it is perhaps because of that, and his emo-
tional honesty about the things that pleased 
and pained him, that the public warmed to 
him as their ambassador against the dark 
forces of bureaucracy and philistinism.

Betjeman’s heyday on television ran from 
the second half of the 1950s to the early 
1970s. That means that his original core 
audience—those who remember him from 
first time round—is now shrinking fast. 
For younger people, his memory is kept 
alive mostly by his poetry, so that percep-
tions of him as a person are also shrinking 
fast. Admittedly he always insisted that he 
was above all else a poet but because of 
his frequent appearances in the press as a 
campaigner for architectural conservation 
and because of his broadcasts on radio continued in the book
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READERS’ COMMENTS
Robert Elms: Always 
thoughtful, always eloquent 
writing.
Sunday Telegraph: Remarkable 
collection ... a real treat for any 
fan of Betjeman and a testament 
to Games’s remarkable research 
and reconstruction.

EDITOR’S NOTE
For more than half a century, 
Betjeman’s poetry awakened 
readers to the intimacy of 
English places—from the smell of 
gaslight in suburban churches 
to the hissing of backwash on 
a shingle beach. Betjeman was 
England’s greatest topographic 
poet but he was also skilled 
in other literary forms—radio 
broadcasts, architectural 
criticism, ad-hominem attacks—
the significance of which, to 
his oeuvre but also to cultural 
polemic, was often overlooked 
in his lifetime. In this collection, 
editor Stephen Games shows 
how Betjeman was able to adapt 
what he saw and how he wrote 
to the demands of television.
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