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Briefly About Medieval Marginalia: 

A Sample Analysis of Debatable Claims for ENGL 135 at DeVry University 

 Michelle Brown’s animated April 2019 TED presentation—narrated by Adrian 

Dannatt—focuses on some of the odd figures in medieval manuscripts, notably musical rabbits, 

snails fighting knights, and horns being played from the buttocks, though it takes in others. In 

doing so, it notes that the odd illuminated figures in medieval manuscripts served as both 1) 

commentaries on the texts in which they appear and their contexts and 2) as continuations of 

symbolic traditions that worked with other media. Presumably, the audience is expected to 

approach medieval manuscripts—and the broader medieval, by extension—with greater 

appreciation for the intelligence and craft of those who lived and labored then. 

 The presentation appears to be directed toward a reasonably educated non-expert 

audience, which has the effect of making things easier on the presenter than might otherwise be 

the case. A reasonably educated audience—one that, for example, has a basic understanding of 

such terms as “medieval” and “Middle Ages,” as well as a general understanding of (European, 

given prevailing attitudes and understandings) history and geography—does not need to have 

basic concepts explained in much detail. Such an audience can, instead, be assumed to have 

some familiarity with such materials. An expert audience, however, would be inclined to listen 

critically rather than openly, and would be likely to expect greater detail than a short presentation 

generally admits of providing. A non-expert audience would instead be likely to be more open to 

the information presented and content with a relatively shallow treatment. It takes less time to 

explain things to such an audience, making such an audience more desirable—or perhaps a more 

nearly “neutral” or “default” audience for such a thing as a TED talk to address. 
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 As an explanatory presentation, the piece is marked by an abundance of ethos appeals. 

That is, it attempts to foster credibility largely through presenting information in the forms of 

reference to manuscripts and authors and artists’ renderings of medieval iconography in a visual 

style evocative of stained-glass panels. The visuals also offer a sort of pathos appeal. Several of 

the animated sequences lend themselves to humor, prompting further attention. Further, there is 

some logos in the work to explain the symbolism ascribed to the iconography and the functions 

of that symbolism. The logos appeals are not particularly detailed, however, lending to the idea 

of a primarily non-expert audience. Similarly, the rendered visuals are not necessarily 

“accurate,” though they do tend to increase access to the materials being presented. Additionally, 

the information provided aligns with what years of advanced study of the medieval have taught, 

so it comes off as credible enough. 

 One area that does need more development, though, is in the interpretation of the 

meaning of the snails shown in medieval manuscripts. It seems that they, being armored 

creatures noted for their slowness, could be taken as commentaries not about hubris, as the 

presentation suggests, but as satirical rebuke of knights seen as being indolent and slothful. 

Knights are themselves armored creatures, and the presentation notes that other images are used 

to mock or otherwise send up the mighty; it stands to reason that such might be the case for the 

snails, as well. 

 Even so, the presentation does admit of substantial audience engagement. The 

presentation opens with a list of more telling examples of odd images—rabbit organists, knights 

fighting snails, and the titular butt-tuba—and renderings of each. The opening strikes the 

audience through the sheer strangeness of the individual items and their juxtaposition, such that 

the audience is likely to want to see more just to resolve the oddity. The ending, in which the 
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presentation lays out the utility of looking at and thinking about such images as pervade 

medieval manuscripts, also invites rumination. It asks the audience to consider what might be 

learned from such study. Invitations to think and consider bracket the presentation, therefore, so 

that audiences are urged to ponder both coming and going. The presentation takes advantage of 

both the primacy and recency effects. In doing so, helps itself remain in the minds of audience 

members longer, to better effect. 
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