
 

Prof. Suzanne Magnanini                  5 October 2016 

Chair, Department of French and Italian 

238 UCB 

 

Dear Suzanne: 

On Monday, September 26, I visited a session of our graduate student Jessica Appleby’s FREN 

1200: Medieval Epic through the Lens of Game of Thrones.  As you know, this is Jessica’s up-

date of a course our former colleague Andy Cowell used to teach.  Like Andy, Jessica introduces 

students to major monuments of medieval European epic and romance—everything from The 

Song of Roland to Mallory’s La Morte d’Artur, from Beowulf to the Lais of Marie de France, and 

from Chrétien’s Tristan and Isolda to Dante’s Divine Comedy.  Also like Andy, Jessica cannily 

uses popular culture, and in particular films like Monty Python and the Holy Grail, not only to 

capture students’ interest but also to inspire the kind of enthusiasm and ease needed to help them 

both enjoy the medieval texts and feel empowered to engage them critically.  However, unlike 

Andy, who stopped teaching the course some time ago, Jessica can also draw on George R.R. 

Martin’s Song of Ice and Fire and the HBO series based on it—a book and TV serial all of the 

students have either read or seen, and in many cases both.  The genius behind Jessica’s choice 

lies not just in how, seconded by its televised adaptation, the Martin saga grabs and holds student 

attention.  It breathes vivid contemporary life into medieval tropes, symbols, and rituals students 

might otherwise find merely quaint and strange. 

A case in point occurred on the day of my visit.  The topic was The Song of Roland, and in parti-

cular the episode in which Charlemagne and his barons decide which of their number is to be 

sent to the Saracens in order to conclude the peace treaty the Paynim king has offered.  Jessica 

steered discussion toward two closely related themes: the system of reciprocity on which feudal 

governance was based, and the role symbol and ritual play in at once expressing and consolidat-

ing that system.  Through an artful combination of micro-lectures and Socratic quizzing, Jessica 

led students to a deep insight into the degree to which medieval governance was anchored in pro-

cesses of exchange.  For instance, Charlemagne does not simply take it on himself to decide the 

matter in hand; he begins by calling his barons around him in order to canvas their views.  

Though the king himself makes the final decision, the process of reaching it underscores the per-

sonalized relationships that bind him to his barons, and they to him.  Jessica then played a clip 
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from Games of Thrones in which the characters enact a ritual of medieval hommage, the ex-

change of words and objects by which a vassal confirms his status as his liege’s homme or man 

while the lord in turn confirms his personal attachment to him.  (In the actual clip, the traditional 

male roles are played by two women, but that made the point even more salient by prompting 

interesting student commentary.)  Jessica then proceeded to focus attention on the flurry of ges-

tures surrounding the moment when Charlemagne chooses the treacherous Ganelon as ambas-

sador to the Saracens.  The king hands his knight a gauntlet, symbol of at once favor, election, 

and deputation.  Once students had discussed this feature of the episode, Jessica then asked them 

to analyze the fact that Ganelon drops the gauntlet, thereby foreshadowing the act of treason that 

will eventually lead to Roland’s death at Roncevalles.  Further, the symbolic short-circuiting of 

ritual reciprocity provided a lever with which students could open up far less obvious ways in 

which the system had already broken down—in large part owing to the arrogant and impulsive 

behavior of the epic hero, Roland himself. 

This example drawn from the day’s lesson clearly illustrates the class’s intellectual heft.  But I 

think it also underscores Jessica’s truly exceptional skill as a teacher.  It’s not just that her stu-

dents learned a lot; they actively collaborated in the process.  What’s more, they reveled in the 

experience.  I arrived for my visit about ten minutes before the start of the hour.  When I got 

there, the room was already nearly full of students engaged in animated conversation—incredible 

as it may seem, there wasn’t a smart phone in sight!  When Jessica herself arrived, she joined in 

the conversation, demonstrating how thoroughly her students had bonded with her.  The same 

conversational openness carried over into the class itself.  By my count some 30 of the more than 

40 students in attendance spoke, most of them more than once.  And yet their respect for Jessica 

kept them all sharply focused on the historical, social, and literary issues she brought to their at-

tention. 

All in all, then, it was a masterly performance that highlighted both Jessica’s sure hand as an in-

structor and the high level of intellectual excitement her students brought to the class.  The cru-

cial point is that the students could never have held their end up in such excellent style on their 

own, especially given that the great majority of them were freshmen.  To this extent, the day’s 

achievement was above all Jessica’s.  When I report that I left the class full of ideas for how to 

handle my own Core course, you’ll understand just how deeply I was impressed. 

Sincerely, 

 

Christopher Braider 

Professor of French 

 


