
An excerpt from the Book of Thesis Books, which 
documents 37 exemplary theses by students in  
sixteen graduate programs at Rhode Island School 
of Design. To inquire about ordering a full copy, 
contact artsandlanguage@risd.edu.
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Academic Thesis   a scholarly document empha-
sizing bibliographic research, arguing or staking a 
position, and contributing to the field’s discourse

Monograph   a study of one subject or body of work 
and its context, focused more on product than pro-
cess; leans toward art disciplines

Project Document   a study of one subject or body 
of work and its context, focused more on process 
than product; leans toward design disciplines

Mosaic Essay   a collection of short writings in 
multiple styles that cohere into a whole; some may 
reference the work only obliquely

Artist’s Book   a work itself, plays with narrative or 
genre and emphasizes materiality

These broad categories are fluid and overlapping; 
many books are hybrids. Choosing among (or com-
bining) them is a decision based on departmental 
guidelines, consideration of audience and purpose, 
professional ambitions, personal interests, and 
what your work “needs.” 

Each thesis book is represented by an interior 
spread, a short excerpt, and a descriptive summary 
that highlights the content, qualities, or strate-
gies that make it exemplary (e.g., inviting abstract, 
strong precedent study, lively interview, engaging 
tone, effective information graphics, and so on).

We hope you will enjoy and revisit this guide often, 
finding ideas and inspiration along the way. You 
may want to scan all of the descriptions and high-
lights to imagine a range of possibilities in the early 
stages of thesis development, then read closely and 
consult specific thesis books for deeper study and 
understanding. It is the thesis books themselves, 
of course, that will instruct and amaze you, as they 
did us.  —Jennifer Liese

All graduate students at RISD write, design, and 
submit a Master’s thesis book—a lasting record  
of work, process, research, and ideas. While the 
criteria for the thesis book vary from department  
to department, most describe and illustrate the 
thesis project or body of work. Some include addi- 
tional projects or pieces made throughout the 
graduate program at RISD. Most place the work in 
historical, theoretical, cultural, and/or personal 
context. Some are scholarly, some practical, some 
poetic. The variety of thesis approaches reflects 
RISD’s variety of disciplines, their related pro-
fessional practices and traditions, departmental 
priorities, and the distinct interests and intentions 
of the thesis writer. All thesis books are collected in 
the Fleet Library; descriptive records are logged 
in the Library’s database; and PDFs are posted on 
RISD’s Digital Commons site.

You’re holding the very first edition of the Book of 
Thesis Books—a guide featuring 37 recent thesis 
books that are exemplary both overall and for their 
particular and diverse qualities of research, writ-
ing, documentation, and design. The theses were 
chosen and annotated by staff of the Center for 
Arts & Language (A&L): Jennifer Liese, Director; 
Emily Cornell du Houx, Faculty Mentor (MFA 
Sculpture 2012); and Aaron Simmons, Graduate 

Introduction
Assistant (MID 2018), following recommendations 
from Graduate Program Directors and faculty and 
review of about 300 theses. The book was designed 
by Elizabeth Leeper (MFA Graphic Design 2017). 
The paradigms and wisdom of Anne West, Senior 
Lecturer and A&L Faculty Mentor, continually lit 
the way.

This guide is intended to help future thesis writers 
understand the range of approaches to and content 
in RISD thesis books, locate some especially strong 
examples in the Library’s vast thesis collection,  
and imagine and plan their own theses. It is one 
among many of RISD’s thesis-writing resources 
(see p. 88). The examples, drawn from all of RISD’s 
graduate programs and disciplines, are organized 
into five categories:



Schein’s thesis is as compelling for its playful interventions 
into the form of the academic research paper as it is for its 
content, which makes perfect sense given her project: to inte-
grate queer theory and arts-based research toward inventing  
a “counter hegemonic knowledge practice.” Faithfully enacting 
academic writing norms, Schein integrates sources drawn 
from a thorough literature review (from Foucault to bell hooks),  
carefully defines her key terms, and presents persuasive  
arguments. Satirizing those norms, she swaps in ink splotches 
for footnotes, adds color-coded “hyperlinks” to distant sections 
of the book, and places comical masks in the margin any time 
a hegemonic term sneaks in. (All of this is explained in an 
opening note on “How to read this book.”) A reflective intro-
duction recalls Schein’s prior academic and work experience. 
Two appendices—an experimental narrative loosely exploring 
“how to draw a lesbian” and drawings rendered on and off  
a grid—activate the space between image and language. Two 
core chapters follow a problem-solution model: the first 
demonstrates the inequity of higher education; the second 
describes how queer theory and arts-based research together 
can foster democratic pedagogy. Schein stops short of pro- 
posing a comprehensive plan, but builds a foundation for the 
reader to start imagining “social liberation on a structural 
scale” right alongside her.   —JL

“Hegemonies are systems of thought—or elements 
of those systems—that are so widely and powerfully 
held that they appear not to be systems of thought at 
all, but objective, natural fact. ... Hegemonies orga-
nize. Hegemonies obfuscate. You can see the hierar-
chies already emerging. Straightness is natural, 
queerness is not. Men and women are legible, and 
therefore sensical; trans*, intersex, genderqueer are 
scribbled, confused, confusing. Western cultures 
drive toward completion. Others languish, unfinished.”

Zoe Schein

ARTE 2017.S34, REF/DC
117 pages

Sometimes the Sh*t Stays Messy: 
Critical Frameworks for Arts-based 
Researchers & Educators
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In Mid– Kirk calls on her experience as a native Midwesterner 
to question the common perception of its “flyover” status and 
explore the widespread contemporary sensation of rootedness 
and restlessness, or “dislocation dilemma.” In her extraordinarily 
eloquent writing, Kirk combines personal narrative, contextual 
research drawing on sociological, art-historical, and literary 
sources (see the annotated bibliography), and reflections on her 
process and practice. Her articulation of artistic inspirations 
(Dorothea Lange, Robert Frank, Alec Soth) is rich and thoughtful, 
and anyone wondering how best to balance personal and 
expository writing, or connect one’s own experience to wider 
cultural phenomena, can learn from her. A beautifully printed 
plate section of photographs features images of the open road,  
liminal places, and people both in transition and in repose. 
The design neatly distinguishes family photos and precedent 
images from her own work through shifts in scale and section 
and leaves lots of crisp white space for the words and images 
to resonate. (Kirk collaborated with Graphic Design grad Diane 
Lee on the design.) Kirk’s reflections on critiques, polling  
of fellow students on their views of the Midwest, and detailed 
description of the nuances of shooting with a large-format  
4 x 5 camera are also noteworthy.   —AFS 

“The scope of my work cannot represent the Midwest 
in its complex entirety … I invite viewers to read the 
work not as documentation of complete fact but as 
expression through fiction of a subjective truth. It 
is a contemporary displacement myth set against 
the metaphorical smaller-town transient belt of my 
return—a story perhaps common to anyone in any 
town or city nation-wide always considering the next 
move. I can only hope to toss a line through shared 
recognition of our collective drift.”

Elise Kirk

PHOTO 2015.K5, REF/DC
175 pages

Mid–
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“Material libraries offer an innately physical experi-
ence: samples can be handled and responded to on 
the basis of our sensory reactions to the aesthetic, 
tactile, and inherent qualities a material evokes or 
conveys. We rely on our senses to consider whether a 
material is right or wrong for our process or product. 
This notion sparked my curiosity to investigate a 
taxonomy based on human or personifying qualities 
of materials. What would a material library look 
like, for example if all the samples were classified as 
dynamic, humble, or balanced?”

Diana Wagner

Material Potential: Recontextualizing  
Material Libraries
ID 2014.W33, REF/DC 
133 pages

53

For two years, Wagner served as a graduate research assistant 
in RISD’s Material Resource Center (MRC), where she noticed 
the limitations of the solely compositional taxonomy common 
to such collections. Her thesis book documents an in-depth 
and varied research process that engaged extensively with 
students and campus resources and shared knowledge via 
incremental publications and exhibitions (rather than saving it 
all for the thesis book). Wagner first recounts early experiences 
that preceded her graduate work—collecting and arranging 
objects as a child, running a recycled materials non-profit 
after college—as a signal of what’s to come. In a conversational 
narrative voice, she then shares precedent studies of other 
material collections; theoretical and biological touchstones 
(Foucault and the collecting Bower Bird); and material experi-
ments of her own. Extensive documentation of her research 
and activities follows: her own taxonomical experiments,  
arranging the collection based on color, for example; results 
of student questionnaires; a booklet of prompts for users to 
engage with material samples on their own; an exhibition of 
student-made materials she curated at the MRC; and an inter-
vention in the RISD Museum that asked visitors to associate 
material samples with paintings by Picasso and van Gogh. 
Wagner must have had a camera always at hand: each activity 
is documented with lively photos integrated into a consistent 
yet flexible three-column grid. Pull quotes facilitate a quick 
read. A close read fully reveals an original theory and method-
ology by which MRC users can collect, arrange, and annotate 
materials based on a range of aesthetic, ephemeral, and onto-
logical qualities.   —JL

PROJECT DOCUMENT
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Oas borrows Ignasi de Solà-Morales’s use of the French term 
terrain vague to describe indeterminate urban spaces, focus- 
ing her attention on empty urban parking lots, alleyways, and 
decaying buildings. Casting a simultaneously scholarly and 
poetic eye on these places, she moves around various interpre-
tations of terrain vague, deepening the definition of the term 
equally through her work and her writing. In the studio, terrain 
vague takes the form of curtains. In her writings—based on 
memory, direct observation, theoretical and historical research, 
and reflections on her own process—it becomes a type of  
ruin, where time flattens and breaks apart and light is geometric.  
The book itself creates spaces that could be described as 
terrain vague, placing interstitial fragments of writing between 
more concretely linear chapters. The design of the book is 
simple and consistent, allowing the striking photography and 
clear, bright writing to come to the fore. Oas leaves us with  
an extended interview with the Parks Director for Central Falls, 
RI, who is intimately familiar with abandoned urban spaces. 
Their conversation creates lingering questions that will propel 
Oas’s future practice, among them: How might we reconcile 
the aestheticization of terrain vague by artists with the hard 
truths of crime, poverty, and homelessness?   —ECdH

TEXT 2017.O33, REF/DC
112 pages

Alicia Oas

I Trace the Fold: Fluidity and Flux in the 
Terrain Vague

“Inside the oasis, the rubble disintegrates into dirt. 
Leaves, small stones, moss, and concrete powder 
melt together into an indistinguishable decay out 
of which new growth emerges. The manmade and 
the organic entwine. A tendril of an invasive weed 
crawls up a metal cable which hangs down from a 
defunct outlet on the back wall of the warehouse. ... 
I see layered surfaces: a fine metal grate, shattered 
panes of glass and, blocking my view of the interior,  
a solid plywood board. The industrial strata wink at 
a hidden past but offer a beautiful, urban pattern as 
an apology for this reticence.”
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Speculative Archives is a complex and lucid dissection of the 
archive. Farooq draws heavily from theory, opening the thesis 
with an extensive list of thinkers who have engaged with his 
topic before. Through this inventory, which includes Walter 
Benjamin, Hal Foster, and other philosophers and critics, he 
invites the reader to join the conversation, to become an 
active agent in answering the question: “We can look at the 
archive with our eyes open, but how about with our eyes 
closed?” Through the studio and consistent, fluid, and well- 
researched writing, Farooq approaches this question, laying 
bare the driving forces behind his works and identifying 
thematic through-lines: visual gestures, the mirror, disorienta-
tion, disambiguation, multiplicity, seriality, and the hand. The 
thesis is a mashup of various archival techniques, each section 
functioning as a type of archive, punctuated by full-page 
photographic inserts of Farooq’s work, either presented on a 
gray background, with a scale or ruler, or held out with a white 
glove—all compositional references to archival documenta-
tion of objects. In one section, Farooq conducts an extended 
interview with the dancer, performer, and teacher Stephanie 
Turner; another section is purely composed of titles of  
speculative archives, such as “The Archive of the Abandoned,” 

“The Archive of Invisible Phenomena,” and “The Archive of 
Boredom.” He ends with a visual “index”—a black- and-white 
grid of items from his own visual art practice, once again refer- 
encing and questioning tropes of archival systems.   —ECdH

GRAPH 2014.F37, REF
144 pages

Speculative Archives:
An Index

Sameer Farooq

“I begin by defining the archive as a ‘place’: a reposi-
tory for organized collections of documents, artifacts, 
or other materials. In our imaginations, this is a 
physical location of shelves stacked to the ceiling 
with dusty folders, meticulously ordered boxes, and 
secured vaults housing our collective memory. This 
place often refers to the contents held by museums, 
libraries, municipal archives, and so on. We can also 
stretch the definition to include a ‘non-place’—every-
thing digital. … Our assumption is that this space 
has no boundaries, and will hold all of our memories 
for safe keeping, forever.”
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Fleet Library 
The Fleet Library houses graduate thesis books that offer 
practical models and inspiration. RISD librarians offer indi- 
vidual research consultation to all graduate students.  
See risd.libguides.com/thesis to learn more and/or contact 
Research and Instruction Librarian Ellen Petraits.

Liberal Arts Faculty 
RISD’s Liberal Arts professors act as committee members or 
informal advisors, often focusing on developing a literature 
review on a topic within their discipline.

Peer Feedback 
Your peers are often the most constructive thesis readers.  
The Center for Arts & Language offers a set of peer-review 
guidelines; past grad students have held potluck thesis- 
writing workshops.

Departmental Guidelines 
Each graduate program has a different philosophy and set  
of expectations around the written thesis. You should receive 
guidelines outlining length, content, design, timeline,  
and other requirements from your professors or Graduate  
Program Director.

Thesis Committees 
You will select or be assigned a thesis committee in the fall 
semester of your final year. These experts in your studio disci-
pline and/or research interests will be active sounding boards 
in your thesis process.

Thesis Courses 
Some departments offer or require courses that support the 
development of your thesis concepts and writing. The Grad-
uate Commons offers interdisciplinary electives focused on 
deep inquiry into inspiration, process, and context surround-
ing studio practice. Other history-, theory-, or writing-focused 
courses also often help generate material for the thesis book.

A&L Workshops 
Open to all graduate students, the Center for Arts & Language’s 
thesis workshops inspire, inform, and support the development 
of the thesis with sessions focused on generative writing, 
research, process documentation, writing an abstract and out- 
line, book design, etc. Keep an eye out for announcements.

A&L Tutoring 
The Center for Arts & Language offers peer consultation in 
thesis writing and book design. Grads may make one-hour 
appointments to review the thesis at any stage; weekly men- 
toring is available for those who are especially interested in  
or challenged by the thesis-writing process. 

A&L Online Resources 
The Center for Arts & Language’s website (artsandlanguage.
risd.edu) has many handouts on thesis writing specifically and 
on all kinds of writing and visual communication topics. Our 
video tutorial on research-based writing offers a full overview 
on selecting, integrating, and citing sources.

Copy Editors 
A&L distributes a list of freelance copy editors available for 
hire for those seeking comprehensive editing.

Thesis Book Support & Resources
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