New Historicist Essay: Writing about literature using Cultural/Historical Artifacts
Concept: Your objective is to use your expanded understanding of the specific historical or cultural context of one literary work we have studied this semester in order to illuminate a reader’s understanding of the literature. Your research question should take you into a forgotten or less-known context of the text. For this assignment, I do expect you to do your own primary research. You will develop a research question, write a thesis statement, and write a paragraph explaining what you would try to prove in the course of an essay. We will not actually write the essay. You should reconstruct the context of the work, using the primary sources as evidence. The goal is to produce a thesis that casts new light on the text, arguing for a new or more nuanced way of reading the text based upon what you have discovered. Keep in mind that your evidence need not be simply textual. Photo-images, music, illustrations might serve as great supporting evidence.

Here are a few examples of what a viable research question might look like:

1. How accurate was Fitzgerald’ description of Daisy in The Great Gatsby? To reconstruct this, you might go to New Yorker Magazine in the 1920s and pursue other primary evidence to see if she is simply a unique character or how much she is the embodiment of the “flapper” type. You could look at the artwork of the cutting edge magazines or other venues to illustrate the “modern type” of woman and compare it to Fitzgerald’s description of Daisy.

2. What leads Zora Neale Hurston to write, “But I am not tragically colored.”? To answer this question, you might examine newspapers, magazines, and editorials from The New Yorker or from “black” publications from around 1928. You might try to find examples of what Hurston seems to be critiquing.

3. Why does Anne Sexton write: “Some women marry houses” in her poem, “Housewife”? To answer, you could find out what the mass media image of domestic American women was in the 1950s, consulting ‘Ladies Magazines’ and other sources from the period. These images might provide a specific sense of what Sexton was rejecting in her poem, given the dominant image of the American housewife of that time.

Here are some N.H. thesis statements from years past:

When Twain published Pudd’nhead Wilson, it was closely tied to the ongoing debate over slavery and race, as is evidenced by Twain’s use of terms common to the discourse as well as the effects the theory of eugenics had on the novel.

In “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber” written by Ernest Hemingway, the British lion hunter Robert Wilson is seemingly portrayed as the honorable and righteous character, but based on media, artwork, and literature of the 1930s reflects the anti-imperialist notions of the time.

After reading Black Boy by Richard Wright for the first time, one can conclude that Mrs. Wright is an unlikable, pathetic parent because she forces her kids to beg for money from their father after a divorce.  However, after examining the discrimination of women in the workforce from various Time Magazine articles during the 1940s, Mrs. Wright becomes a more likeable, almost heroic figure because of the prejudices and challenges women of that era faced in the workforce.

The depiction of Americans on safaris on The New Yorker magazine covers from 1925 to 1936 illuminate Hemingway’s The Short and Happy Life of Francis Macomber and shows that the story is condemning whites for their actions and how they treat others. 

Go to work! Using the resources on http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/railton/huckfinn/huchompg.html, “The Damned Human Race,” and “My First Lie and How I Got Out of It,” develop a research question, a thesis statement, and a paragraph telling me the kinds of things you would be writing about in your essay.
