Aphasia Tape script 
But what about the one human ability which for centuries was seen as an absolute divide between us and other animals: language. It’s language that has triggered the awesome complexity of modern civilisation by giving us a means of transmitting knowledge to our children, language showed circuits to need for each generation to start from scratch. After just a few short years of life, each human being will possess thousands of years of experience. The rapid development of human culture since the Stone Age would have been impossible without a sophisticated language. So is there some special, physical structure lacking in chimpanzees’ brains which accounts for our unique linguistic skills? Somewhere, in each of our brains, the sounds and meaning of thousands of words are stored. Somewhere, there are also mechanisms for stringing words together to express what we want to say. A hundred years ago, scientists believed that language depended on two key areas in the left hemisphere. A region behind the ear identified by a German doctor called Karl Wernicke, seemed to be responsible for overall meaning. It handled word selection and sentence construction. An area further forward found by a French doctor, Paul Broca, was thought to control the last stage of generating the speech sounds. Since then, a far more complex picture has emerged.

Dr Talley’s recorded speech “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m pleased to …..”

Dr Talley, award winning nuclear physicist, scientific adviser to the American government, will never be able to speak like this again because he suffered a stroke. 

Dr Talley “Much, very nice as …March the 1995, 8 … a stroke … March the 6th, sleep, and …2 pm, I got up and … the bathroom was here …. And I found out … this very strange”

Wilson has since tried to write an account of what happened in his hotel room the night he had his stroke but the brain damage has affected all his ability to express himself and even to read what ha has written.

Dr Talley “1.22, the toilet right here and we have …. Right …all the way and ….crawled….not sure really 6 months, I ‘m not sure”

Mrs Talley “Where are you?”
Dr Talley “oh sorry …. New, new ci ….no New York city”

Wilson took a taxi to catch a flight home to San Francisco. Only after circling Manhattan, did he finally manage to say the name of the airport. He touched down in San Francisco, 12 hours after his stroke and was taken to hospital. A year on he is now able to speak and can even drive himself to the hospital but his language skills have been badly damaged.

Dr Dronkars : “Dr Talley has a great deal of difficulty understanding anything that’s said to him, even things that he reads and he also has a great deal of difficulty in producing language. Now what happened when he tries to talk is that the words come out very fluently but what he says doesn’t have a lot of content to it. He has also difficulties in finding the words that he wants and he has a great deal of difficulty also in producing sentences that are coherent, that really reflects what it is he wants to say”.

A brain scan revealed that a haemorrhage has destroyed large parts of Wilson’s left hemisphere, including the whole of Wernicke’s area. But the more stroke patients … that are studied, the more it seems Wernicke’s area cannot be where all comprehension and sentence constructions take place in the brain. The pattern of brain damage in every stroke patient is different and measuring precisely how someone’s linguistic abilities have been affected is also difficult. Wilson is constantly trying to use non verbal cues to make sense of things.

Dr Dronkars : “In a conversational setting, Dr Talley relies very heavily on lots of other kinds of information. He relies on facial expressions, on people’s gestures, on the way they use the intonation in their voice and he picks up on all this information to help him understand the situation. So he gives the impression of understanding almost everything. But when we put him in a more controlled testing situation, where we remove all of those kinds of cues, we find that in fact he has unfortunately a very profound language disorder. 

Now I’m going to show you a picture and I’d like you to tell me what’s going on in that picture”.

Dr Talley: “Ok, the people right here ….from here and look … the people right here … and we have….coming here…very bad and the window’s right here”

Wilson seems to understand what’s going on here but he’s lost the ability to find the right words and then to put them into sentences.

Dr Dronkars :”So, who do you think, broke the window?”

Dr Talley: “…this one here…and that one here”

Nina Dronkars has assembled a unique collection of brain scans of stroke patients with language disorders.

Dr Dronkars : “It turns out that many have indeed damage in the 2 classic language areas but the broader picture reveals a network of many different brain areas which handle specific aspects of language. We’ve seen that there are certain patients who have a great deal of trouble really just naming things, we’ve found patients who have difficulty understanding the grammatical rules of language, all of those different kinds of patterns tell us first of all that the process of language is incredibly complex and also that there must be many different brain areas that subserve each and every one of those different functions”. 

Computer “Touch the white circle”

Dr Dronkars “Patients often seem to recover some of the basic aspects of language like the ability to recognise word sounds which suggests that these functions don’t require their own specialised brain structures”.

Computer “Touch the green square”

Dr Dronkars:”Unfortunately we rarely see complete, total recovery in our aphasic patients and the fact that in most of them, a fairly significant amount of brain has been affected by their injuries and that it is difficult for other brain areas that have for such a long period of time been doing something else to suddenly take on this new function. And what we think happens is that the remaining brain areas try to take on this task of language but they do it in their own way, but unfortunately they’re not as good at it as those left hemisphere language mechanisms because they haven’t been doing that all those years”.

Dr Talley “I’m better, much better, but I ‘m not the same, the way I hear, but maybe, we can do it maybe”

Mrs Talley: “You’re keeping your fingers crossed …and if anybody can do it, you can”.
