Introduction

Frauke Reitemeier

A recurring questions in student counselling expresses students’ doubts on thesis
writing. “I would like to start with my thesis, but I do not know what I should write
about — how do I find a topic?” There are some disciplines, of course, that offer a
list of topics and themes to choose from, and students have to apply to be given a
research question or field for their thesis. We in the Anglophone Literature division
do not do this. We believe that students should develop their own ideas, find their
own questions, decide on their own approaches. This is what they are taught in their
degree programmes, and in writing a thesis they show what they have learnt.

Yet the question is a fair one. Topics do not grow on trees, after all, and the
sheer number of books, authors, ideas, approaches and concepts to choose from is
quite simply overwhelming. This is where supervisors and student advisors come in.
They sound the student’s interests, the depth of reading in specific areas and the
overall knowledge they have, and then they suggest the student this or that first
tentative novel, or play, or topic. They provide lenses and prisms to sharpen the
focus, if students do not already bring them. Which way the prism must be turned
to create a rainbow, however, is up to the students to disover. When they find it,
they can discover something truly exceptional.

The papers in this collection are on a broad variety of texts, authors and ideas.
Together they represent only a small slice of the ground students cover in their stud-
ies. They all provide exceptional insights, though, by turning well-known texts and
facts inside out or by approaching them from a completely different angle. It is by
no means only those authors or texts that have so far been largely neglected by the
academic community that allow for a change of perspective. As Lisa Neumann,
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Wiebke Schifer and Manuel Cabrera Palacios convincingly demonstrate, even au-
thors with the status of a classic can be made to reveal new insights. Neumann dis-
cusses The Picture of Dorian Gray, which any student of English literature knows to be
concerned with homosexuality and art at the end of the nineteenth century. In her
study of the objectification of Dorian, Neumann shows that the novel depicts a spe-
cific kind of scientific experiment that relates to religion, art, morals and humanity
at the same time. The experiment fails because of the inability of the experimenter
to step outside society’s rules, or rather because of the impossibility of being part of
society without being part of society. This is not simply a novel about the Victorians’
strict moral codes on sexuality.

Manuel Cabrera Palacios takes on another novel with the status of a literary clas-
sic, Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, to tease out a new layer of meaning and sub-
stance that most readers are unaware of. Every student of literature knows that the
novel is a representative of Modernism, a movement that experiments with different
perceptions and voices, with breaks and shifts in structure and content that mirror,
in a way, the uncertainties of life after the Great War. Cabrera Palacios connects
well-known facts with scientific discoveries and developments contemporary to the
writing of To the Lighthouse, in physics, psychology and astronomy. He convincingly
shows how Woolf translates these discoveries into a singular literary style. Modernist
writing, then, is shown to have facets that most literary histories have not taken
notice of (yet).

Wiebke Katharina Schifer also makes use of a very specific publication context
to enlarge the understanding of, in her case, William Blake’s poems. Blake, too, is a
canonised author; many students know him as a Romantic visionary and somewhat
cryptic poet. However, Blake was also an artist and printer in his own right. Schifer’s
paper discusses the connection between poetic text and printed and coloured image
and indicates how the pictures enlarge the textual content and subtly undermine
careless readers’ assumptions. Any student of literature who only reads Blake’s po-
ems, without taking their visual comment-illustrations into account, from now on
risks missing significant layers of meaning.

The other three theses in this collection focus on perhaps less canonised authors
and themes, at least when seen from conventional academic literary history. Both
Richard Adams and J. K. Rowling are very well-known authors of childrens’ litera-
ture, so the very fact that their texts go centrepiece in an academic thesis is some-
thing of a change of perspective. It is rather the themes they cover, though, that
make them stand out. There are monographs and essays aplenty on the Harry Potter
series, for example, yet Lena Kithn manages to open up a completely new area of
interest through her analysis of leadership styles. Quite surprisingly she shows that
Albus Dumbledore, Headmaster at Hogwarts, does not simply lead by taking his
charges’ wishes and needs into consideration, but uses a mixed style of leadership
that cleatly has autocratic elements. By contrast, Lord Voldemort’s purely self-cen-
tred style of leadership is long-term ineffectual because Voldemort’s followers mir-
ror his egocentrism, thus causing the following to implode. While most readers
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would undoubtedly consider the three main student protagonists Harry, Ron and
Hermione as being the key to Voldemort’s downfall, Kithn’s thesis widens the per-
spective and proves that the protagonists are not a group of standalone hero/in/es
but that their, and their antagonists’, social leaders play a large role in the novels’
outcomes.

Lisa Bolinger looks at quite a different issue. She, too, is concerned with a classic
children’s book, Watership Down. What many readers may remember best is the hor-
rifying experiences of Hazel’s and Fiver’s group of rabbits in the totalitarian Efrafra
warren, a feature that firmly groups Watership Down with other dystopian novels like
1984 and Brave New World. Bélinger is not interested in the sociopolitical aspects of
building and maintaining a society, however. Instead she discusses what functions
and effects the animal protagonists have as a structural element: she contends that
the readers’ perception of what may be done to animals changes drastically through
the immersion in rabbit perspectives. Bolinger broadens her view by additionally
discussing notions of civilized and primitive humans, indicating that the allegedly
uncivilized and primitive humans are, in fact, much better suited to sharing the
planet with other species. Throughout her paper she stresses that the novel uses by
no means simplistic constructs but is diverse in its presentations of rabbits and hu-
mans alike. She thus goes beyond the usual rabbit-behaviour-stands-in-for-human-
behaviour parallel that reads the novel merely as an allegory on dystopian human
societies.

One paper stands out among the contributions: Doris Dokua Sasu’s discussion
of the concept of outstanding universal value that the UNESCO World Heritage
organisation promotes and of national and local values that form the basis of con-
sidering sites as relevant heritage. Sasu explains in detail how UNESCO defines out-
standing universal value and outlines the process of selecting suitable sites from the
pool of applications. In this she also discusses what academic and scientific im-
portance is attached to the sites, both for conserving the heritage and for studying it
in larger contexts. While this may seem unproblematic and indeed beneficial to un-
concerned parties, Sasu points out that this can, and in fact sometimes does, feature
as hidden imperialism. Studying different World Heritage sites in the UK and in the
African continent she notes that local values tend to be “overshadowed” (312) by
the more global definitions of the UNESCO-defined concept of outstanding uni-
versal value.

It may come as a surprise to readers that a study on heritage conservation and
marketing is part of a collection of theses on aspects of Anglophone Literature and
Culture. This is because we do not consider literature to be merely an abstract term
for books and authors and ideas in general. Literature has a very practical side to it,
too: books are written partly by authors who want to make money from them,; they
are marketed, bought and sold. They have a monetary value, and a whole industry
has developed that promotes literature at different levels. Another industry is con-
cerned with getting readers and authors into contact through festivals, fairs and read-
ings. In time, literary texts become patt of a country’s culture, and they may also turn
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into cultural heritage that is marketed, bought and sold in turn. Studying the litera-
ture and culture industries, then, is a vital component of understanding the literature
of a county. Sasu’s study focuses on architectural sites, but could equally also have
been concerned with literary heritage.

In all these cases, then, the contributors use a well-known text or concept, in
Sasu’s case, which they then contextualise in a new way or approach from a new
angle. Changing perspectives on a text means seeing different things and discovering
new connections and relations. The implications for topic-searching students are,
then, that they can find inspiration for their thesis (almost) anywhere they look. Their
problems usually are not so much with finding texts to write about but with the
change in perspective that they find difficult to effect. Getting niggled and asking
“why?” is a good way to start: “Why does Adams use rabbits if Watership Down is
supposedly a dystopian novel? Humans are more relatable.” — “Why do Harry and
friends keep on fighting Voldemort when it is plain that they do not have a chance,
being mere children? Surely they have learnt to follow instructions in school.” These
questions give access to ideas or elements that allow a different way ‘into’ the text
or concept — all that remains is to twist the prism to see things in a new light.



