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I am Timmie (Evelyn Birge) Vitz of New York University; here with me is my colleague 

Marilyn Lawrence.  We cofounded and codirect the two performance websites that we will 

discuss today in something of a dog-and-pony show.  In the case of each website I will first 

explain why we set it up and what is on it, then Marilyn will explain how the site works and how 

it can be used.    

Performing Medieval Narrative Today: A Video Showcase 

Performing Medieval Narrative Today: A Video Showcase <http://mednar.org/> 

(henceforth PMNT) was created in large part to accompany a book titled Performing Medieval 

Narrative (Cambridge, D.S. Brewer, 2005; 

<http://www.boydellandbrewer.com/store/viewItem.asp?idProduct=10925>)  that, in 2004, 

Marilyn and I were coediting with a colleague at NYU, Nancy Freeman Regalado.  Many things 

said in the book about the performance of medieval narrative needed, we felt, to be demonstrated 

visually: it was necessary to show that these things were in fact possible.  In particular, I found 

that when I argued for strongly dramatic/semi-theatrical performance possibilities for many 

works of medieval narrative, people gave me blank looks.  It simply was unimaginable to 

them—and even to some degree to me, at the start—that works that today we all read silently and 

privately were, in the past, strongly performed.  Moreover, if they were performed—if these 
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stories were “told”—didn’t that make them rather like children’s literature?  Today, 

“storytelling” is for children.  To many people, storytelling means the infantilization of a work.  

Thus the PMNT  website had, in its creation, in part a rhetorical purpose of persuasion: to 

show that these medieval works—epics, romances, lais, fabliaux, and many other genres—could 

have been, and can still be today, performed in a variety of ways that are aesthetically, and in 

other respects, satisfying.  

Why video—why not just audio?  Again, we wanted to demonstrate that medieval works 

as performed were generally not just “books on tape.”  They weren’t just voiced—told and 

sometimes sung.  Rather, they often had a strongly visual component, like drama and dance. 

They were part of medieval visual, as well as auditory, culture. 

We turn now to what is on the website: it currently contains over 200 clips, and there will 

soon be a good many more (we have dozens in the pipeline).  The majority of the clips are 

generated by a course I began to teach in conjunction with all our thinking and discussion about 

performance.  The course, titled Acting Medieval Literature, began as a sort of workshop on the 

performance of medieval narrative, and it still retains that character in my eyes: the students and 

I are experimenting.  Many of the students are in the various Drama studios at NYU’s Tisch 

School of the Arts, and are extremely talented undergraduates.  Others, often no less gifted, come 

from various departments in NYU’s College of Arts and Science.   

When I realized how interesting—indeed, how exciting—the students’ performances 

often were, I began to video them in the classroom.  This was in large part to counteract the 

evanescence of performance: to preserve these performed scenes.  These clips are also part of the 

demonstration of the performability of many medieval works. 
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We do not just have students’ work on the site: we are fortunate to have received 

permission from a number of distinguished professional performers, such as Benjamin Bagby, 

Katarina Livljanic (of Dialogos), Linda Marie Zaerr, and others, to include scenes from their 

work.  This is an important component of the website.  

Thanks to various colleagues, we also have clips from performances still taking place 

today in various parts of the world, from works that resemble those of the Middle Ages.  For 

example, we have clips of performers from Egypt and Turkey singing traditional epics while 

accompanying themselves on musical instruments.  These performances provide valuable 

analogies to medieval performances.  

I turn now to Marilyn, who will explain how this site works. 

As Timmie mentioned, we first began PMNT in 2004.  At that time it was a real 

challenge to construct a website for video clips.  There were very few sites with video on the 

Internet and YouTube had yet to be created.  We worked with Jennifer Vinopal and her team at 

the Digital Studio of New York University Libraries and with Faculty Technology Services at 

NYU to create a custom-built website with custom-tailored programming.  We made the videos 

streaming to prevent users from downloading the performances.  This was especially important 

to professional performers who agreed to contribute clips from their work only if the material 

could not be copied by users.  The technologies initially used to construct this database of 

streaming videos did not allow the clips to be viewed on smartphones, but because smartphones 

had only recently been invented and had not yet taken off, this did not concern us at the start.  In 

fact, in the beginning we were more focused on how users with a dial-up internet connection 

would view the clips—technologically we were eons away from the smartphone question! 
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In spring 2011, PMNT was hacked.  Apparently the fact that PMNT was custom built 

made it vulnerable to attack.  Moreover, the development of new technologies meant that our 

website code was becoming increasingly outdated and unsupported.  The hacking incident forced 

us to take down our website, migrate it, and redesign it.  As a result, we now have a more stable 

website that is better safeguarded from attack and that offers users improved functionality.  We 

have just now launched this new website, on the WordPress platform, with the URL 

<mednar.org>.  We hope to get a NYU URL for the site soon, at which point the <mednar.org> 

URL will automatically forward users to the new NYU URL.    

The new and improved PMNT features a clear, straight-forward home page that allows 

users to begin their search immediately.   



5 
 

 

Drop-down boxes organize search criteria specific to performances and to the medieval 

narratives: 
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Users may search according to performance descriptors (the number in parentheses refers to the 

number of clips matching that feature): 

 

musical instruments: 
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type of performer: 

 

specific name of performer or ensemble:  
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language of performance: 

 

performance setting: 

 

and/or the geographical location of the performance: 

 

Users can also search using criteria specific to the narrative itself, including title of work: 
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author of the narrative: 
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genre of the work: 

 

narrative subject: 
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time period from which the work dates: 

 

and the original language of the narrative: 
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Users may activate a search for one feature or multiple features from different drop-down boxes.  

They may also click on the Advanced Search link at the bottom of the home page to create an 

even more specific search query.  Alternatively, users may use the Search Keywords box on the 

home page to customize their inquiry and search for features not included in the drop-down 

boxes.  For example, one could search for all clips that someway contain or pertain to angels: 

 

If the user already knows the title of the clip, he may use the title of clip drop-down box to go 

straight to that specific clip: 
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At the bottom of the home page there is also a link to pages listing all search criteria on the 

website, as well as a link to a page listing all videos: 

 

Once the user instigates a search, he is brought to a results page listing corresponding 

videos, each with a brief description.  For example, if the user searches for “Christian 

Legends/Saints/The Virgin” under subject of work and “Medieval Latin” under language of work 
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the search results page lists clips of performances of stories in medieval Latin with Christian 

themes, including a brief description that includes clip title, language of performance, title and 

author of the work, and the names of the performers: 
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To get more information on a particular clip, the user clicks on the View / Read More link at the 

bottom of the brief description box.  That brings the user to a page with detailed information 

specific to the particular clip: 
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A box to the right of the video screen lists basic features of the clip: 
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A larger box below the clip gives pertinent information about the particular scene performed, the 

work and its genre, the edition of the work used by the performer, and the performer and 

production: 
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The video clips themselves can be played using Adobe Flash player, which users can download 

for free.  One significant advantage of our new website is that the PMNT videos can now also be 

viewed on smartphones and other mobile devices.  Here I am playing the Renaissance Croatian 

clip “Judith: Judith prepares to kill Holophernes,” featuring singer Katarina Livljanic of the 

music ensemble Dialogos, on my iPhone: 
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In addition to offering over 200 clips of performances, PMNT also provides a 

bibliography of relevant recent scholarship on medieval narrative and its performance 
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and a videography of available videos of performances of medieval narrative. 
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Because we intend for PMNT to be a tool for teachers, as well as a resource for scholars and 

performers, we have included a Teaching Tips page that provides suggestions on how PMNT can 

be used in the classroom and in assignments for students: 
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More information about PMNT can be found on its About page: 
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We invite you to explore PMNT and to send us your feedback at PMNT@nyu.edu.  

Timmie will now introduce to you our other website: Arthurian Legend in Performance 

<https://vimeo.com/ArthurPerform> (henceforth ALP). 

Arthurian Legend in Performance 

Several years ago Marilyn and I decided that it would be useful to create a new 

performance platform that would contain exclusively Arthurian material—much of it done in the 

original languages: Welsh, Latin, Old French, Middle English, German, Italian, Spanish, 

Hebrew, etc.—with subtitles where necessary.  It would also, where appropriate, have music of 

the period, played on period instruments.  It would be produced at a more consistent and uniform 

level of videography than the clips filmed in the classroom.  

mailto:PMNT@nyu.edu
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Originally we were going to produce DVDs—but we soon realized that DVDs are going 

the way of the dodo.  We then turned to Vimeo—which (for those who don’t know about it yet) 

is somewhat like YouTube, but at a higher, more artistic level.  

So in fall of 2011, with generous funding from the Consortium for the Teaching of the 

Middle Ages, we launched Arthurian Legend in Performance 

<https://vimeo.com/ArthurPerform> on Vimeo.  Clips from this performance platform can be 

viewed not only on your desktop, but also on your smartphone.  At present, we have 18 clips, 

with more coming soon; several of them can be viewed either with or without the original written 

text and subtitles.  We intend to expand the site soon in various ways, bringing in more Arthurian 

traditions and languages, as well as more music and song.   

Marilyn will now walk through the site with you. 

The profile page of ALP briefly explains the project and displays the most recent video 

clips: 

https://vimeo.com/ArthurPerform
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Users may choose to watch one of the most recent videos displayed on the profile page, or they 

may click on the link under the Browse & Connect header on the right-hand side of the page 

 

to view all the clips in the collection: 
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Then users click directly on the still image or on the title below the image to access the clip’s 

page, which includes basic information on the performance and work, as well as the video itself. 

 

As Timmie noted, ALP can also be viewed on smartphones, such as my iPhone: 
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Partnership Possibilities 

As part of our work to expand the contents of PMNT and ALP, we seek to partner with 

sites that focus on medieval music and instruments, such as “Musiconis” 

(<http://musiconis.blogspot.fr/p/compte-rendus-des-seminaires.html> and 

<http://www.plm.paris-sorbonne.fr/musicastallis/liens.php>), as well as with the Index of 

Christian Art < http://ica.princeton.edu/>, the Morgan Library < http://corsair.themorgan.org/>, 

and perhaps other repositories of medieval images. With regard to partnering with the Index and 

Morgan—which would be very exciting!—we are interested, for example, in the possibility of 

http://musiconis.blogspot.fr/p/compte-rendus-des-seminaires.html
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constructing narratives based on a set of images of some major figures from the Bible or 

Christian tradition that occur frequently in medieval works.  

We invite you to explore Performing Medieval Narrative Today: A Video Showcase 

<http://mednar.org/> and Arthurian Legend in Performance 

<https://vimeo.com/ArthurPerform>, and welcome your ideas for clips, contributions of videos 

(particularly of performances in original medieval languages), and suggestions for future 

partnerships as we continue to add to the offerings on our websites. 
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