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Guidelines for Preparing an Honors Thesis

in the Art Department

The Art Department’s Honors Thesis Guidelines seek to incorporate the unique characteristics of the Art curriculum.  The Art program has two areas of study: studio art and art history.  While there may be significant overlap, an honors student’s work will generally fall into one of these two areas.   These guidelines seek to outline the process of matching students with mentors as well as describe the overriding principle of making a contribution to the field.  There is a section which describes how the thesis may meet existing degree requirements.  Also outlined are the guidelines for the two areas, the Honors Thesis Exhibition, which would generally be the choice of studio art majors, and Honors Thesis Research Project, which would generally be the choice of art historians.  

The Process of Matching Students with Mentors

Since working with the right mentor is essential for success in the Honors program, students and faculty should work together to find the best relationship for the student, for faculty, and for the project.  We anticipate that many students will already identify a faculty member with whom they feel comfortable in pursing the project.  That student should approach this faculty member as their initial contact with the department.  If the student does not have such a relationship with a faculty member, he or she should contact the department chair.  Any department member, chair or otherwise, who has such an initial conversation with an Honors student, has the responsibility to assess which faculty member in the department is best suited to work with the particular students’ interests.  The student will then be directed to further discussions with the appropriate faculty member.  In all cases, the match between the student and the faculty member should be mutually agreed upon by the faculty members of the Art Department.  In no case will a faculty member be selected to work with a student for reasons other than achieving the best match between student interest and faculty expertise.  

How the Senior Thesis may meet Existing Degree Requirements

Honors students working in the Art Department should take their eight (8) semester hours with their mentor or under their mentor’s supervision.  No more than four (4) of the eight (8) semester hours may be counted as an Art elective for credit toward the degree.  The Honors thesis exhibition may meet the exhibition expectations for the degree.  The oral defense of the exhibition may meet the defense expectations for the degree.   

Contributions to the Field 

It is expected that each Honors student in the Art department create an original and valuable contribution to the field.  Original and valuable contributions to the field fall into two categories.  Art students may produce, exhibit, and publicly defend a coherent body of works or may research and write a thesis which demonstrates a worthwhile expansion of the knowledge of the field.  

Studio Art: An Honors Thesis Exhibition

The Honors Thesis Exhibition must include a coherent body of works that demonstrate technical excellence harmonized with compelling content.  Students must account for both aspects.  Technical excellence may be explained, but should be clear to those familiar with the medium.  Students must be able to account for the technical expertise of the work.  The work must also convey a meaningful and valuable content, which students must also be able to account for.  A studio art contribution, therefore, must include an exhibition of a coherent body of art works as well as (or and) a written and an oral defense of the work.  Each student must present a public defense of the contribution.  Generally this oral defense would be a presentation given in conjunction with the work’s exhibition.  The presentation must account for the technical excellence of the work as well as give a sense of the value of the content it conveys.  Studio artists must also create a written defense which more fully articulates the technical excellence and content of the work. Such a defense, which could generally be completed in 15-20 closely-edited pages, plus notes and bibliography, must conform to an appropriate style guide. Both the public presentation and the written defense must situate the work in the context of other artists and thinkers working with similar techniques and content.  The written defense should be a thorough exploration of both the technical and content contexts of the work, and must show how the work makes an original and valuable contribution to those contexts.  The body of work generated for the Honors Thesis must represent a significant qualitative contribution beyond that of the departmental graduation requirements.  In accordance with the general program guidelines, these projects must be documented via videotape or other appropriate media, and the exhibition defense must provide a historical and contextual justification of the project, explanation of its significance, and appropriate bibliography.
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