Launching your Senior Essay in English

To think about now: 
· If you have a project in mind, you might want to consult with a Prof now, before you leave campus (or via email) and get some summer reading suggestions
· Do some summer reading (see below)
· On the first class day of 398 next fall, bring notes about your summer reading and a paper you wrote as a junior that you’re happy with in terms of subject matter and execution. 
Students launching a senior essay project usually come to us with three large questions: 

· How can I make the senior essay project go swimmingly? 

· What is my English thesis responsible for, intellectually?

· Can I write a thesis on… (fill in the blank)?

The spring term of junior year is the time to get answers to these questions.

1. How can I make the senior essay project go swimmingly? Do some preparation this coming summer. A little preparation now and in the next few months will have huge payoffs next year. Planning for this is the purpose of our conversation today, but feel free to consult with us further.

2. What is my English thesis responsible for, intellectually?  Successful theses attend 1) the primary text or object of study; 2) its historical or cultural context; 3) the critical conversation that the work has engendered (including approaches or methodologies used by scholars to discuss it); 4) the genre or form that define it (or against which it resists).  It might be helpful to think of these as “food groups” because as with a good meal, there are many successful ways to combine these four things, in varying amounts; but a good cook (and essay writer) prepares by attending to all of them.

Over the summer, be sure to re-read (or re-watch) your primary texts.  Spend time with it; enjoy it; relax with it; remember why you enjoy it.  We encourage you to read something  from each of the other categories; but please read from at least one other.  Come to the first class of 398 in September with notes on your reading.

1) Text.  Read or re-read a primary text (or watch a film or performance) about which you are interested in learning more.

2) Historical/cultural context.  Read a biography of your text’s author, a work of history about the time period your primary text was created in (or which it represents), a study of the national, cultural, or social context or history of your text/author.

3) Critical lens.  Read a significant scholarly article about your author, your text, or texts like it.

4) Form/Genre.  Read an article about the formal features of your text or texts like it.

(see reverse for examples)

3. Can I write a thesis on…? You may come to this project with ideas about only one category (a text but no real thoughts about method; a genre but you could be committed to any number of texts). And you may have questions about where your ideas sit in these four categories. For this reason, you may want to consult with a prof with expertise on your topic or texts before you leave campus.

If you’re at a loss for a topic or focus for your senior project, it might be useful to return to a paper you liked writing in a previous class.  

One caveat:  The department strongly discourages topics that return to your childhood favorites.  This is not to say that you’re not allowed to write on children’s literature from a solid, well-theorized historical and critical perspective.  But the emotional desire to write about an old favorite, because your affection for it pre-dates the ways you’ve learned to think as an English major, often ends in tears (ours and yours).
An Example of How To Plan Summer Reading

Primary Text:  Jane Austen’s Persuasion
1) History/culture: 

a. Biography:  Claire Tomalin, Jane Austen: A Life.

b. General cultural history about a specific period related to your primary text:  Amanda Vickery, "‘Neat and not too Showey’":  Words and Wallpaper in Regency England.”

c. General cultural history about author: Daniel Pool, What Jane Austen Ate and Charles Dickens Knew: From Fox Hunting to Whist-The Facts of Daily Life in Nineteenth-Century England.

2) Critical lens: 

a. A critical text specific to the work:  Emily Auerbach, “The Advantage of Maturity of Mind: Persuasion,” from Searching for Jane Austen.

b. A critical text specific to the author:  Virginia Woolf, “Jane Austen,” from The Common Reader.

c. A critical text more generally related to the work/author, which suggests methodological perspectives:  Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic : The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination.

3) Genre:  

a. A notable aspect of this text’s form (prose narrative, the novel):  Dorrit Cohn, “Narrated Monologue: Definition of a Fictional Style.”

b. A more general study of your text’s genre:  Nancy Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction:  A Political History of the Novel.  

