
choosing an art history dissertation
topic

Navigating the Crucial First Step: Choosing an
Art History Dissertation Topic

Choosing an art history dissertation topic is arguably the most significant
and often the most challenging initial phase of doctoral research. This
foundational decision will shape your entire academic journey, influencing
your research questions, methodological approaches, and ultimately, the
contribution you make to the field. A well-selected topic balances personal
passion with academic feasibility, ensuring that your dissertation is both
engaging to write and impactful upon completion. This comprehensive guide
will delve into the multifaceted process of identifying and refining a
suitable art history dissertation subject, offering strategies for
exploration, evaluation, and development. We will explore how to leverage
your academic background, identify gaps in existing scholarship, and consider
the practicalities of research and archival access. Ultimately, mastering the
art of selecting your dissertation topic is key to unlocking your scholarly
potential and producing a seminal work.
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Dissertation

An art history dissertation is a substantial academic undertaking, typically
culminating in a work of 100,000 to 200,000 words. It requires original
research, rigorous analysis, and a significant contribution to existing
scholarly discourse. Unlike undergraduate essays or even master's theses, a
dissertation demands a level of depth and breadth that positions you as an
emerging expert in your chosen subfield. The scope of your topic must
therefore be sufficiently focused to allow for in-depth investigation within
the allotted timeframe, yet broad enough to sustain original arguments and
contribute meaningfully to the academic conversation. Understanding this
delicate balance is paramount from the outset.

The dissertation should demonstrate your ability to formulate a research
question, gather evidence from primary and secondary sources, analyze this
evidence critically, and present your findings in a coherent and persuasive
manner. The chosen topic will dictate the methodologies you employ, whether
they are formalist, iconographic, feminist, postcolonial, or
interdisciplinary. Therefore, a preliminary understanding of the various
theoretical frameworks and analytical tools available in art history is
beneficial when beginning the process of topic selection.

Identifying Your Interests and Strengths

The most successful dissertations often stem from a genuine and sustained
intellectual curiosity. Take time to reflect on which periods, artists,
movements, media, or theoretical questions have consistently captured your
attention throughout your academic career. What specific artworks or
historical contexts do you find yourself returning to? What are the recurring
themes or debates that you find particularly compelling? Your dissertation is
a marathon, not a sprint, and passion will be your most potent fuel.

Consider also your existing strengths. Are you particularly adept at
analyzing visual form? Do you have a knack for uncovering obscure historical
details? Are you comfortable with theoretical discourse or archival research?
Aligning your topic with your inherent skills can significantly enhance your
efficiency and confidence during the research and writing process. For
instance, if you have a strong background in classical languages, a topic
involving ancient Greek or Roman art might be particularly rewarding.
Conversely, if you excel at digital humanities tools, a topic that can
leverage computational analysis might be a good fit.

Reflecting on Past Coursework and Seminars



Your past academic experiences offer a rich repository of potential
dissertation ideas. Review your syllabi, notes, and essays from undergraduate
and graduate seminars. Were there any particular topics or readings that
sparked a deeper interest, leading you to conduct further independent
research? Sometimes, a seemingly minor footnote or a tangential discussion
can blossom into a significant research project if pursued with dedication.

Think about the papers you wrote for these courses. Did any of them explore
an area that felt incomplete, or where you encountered unanswered questions?
Did you identify gaps in the existing literature or discover an under-
researched artist or artwork? These instances often represent fertile ground
for dissertation research, as they indicate an area where you already possess
some foundational knowledge and have identified a potential contribution.

Considering Personal Experiences and Global
Perspectives

Your personal background and lived experiences can also inform your academic
interests. If you have a connection to a particular culture, diaspora, or
artistic tradition, exploring that through an art historical lens can be
incredibly fulfilling. This can bring a unique perspective to your research
and offer insights that might be overlooked by scholars without such
connections. Furthermore, in an increasingly globalized world, art history
dissertations are encouraged to move beyond Western-centric narratives.

Consider how different cultural contexts have shaped artistic production and
reception. Are there non-Western artistic traditions that you are drawn to?
Are there themes that transcend geographical boundaries, such as pilgrimage,
trade, or spiritual practice, that manifest differently across cultures?
Embracing a global perspective not only enriches your research but also
contributes to a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of art history.

Exploring Potential Research Areas

Once you have a general sense of your interests, it's time to delve into
specific areas of art history. This involves both broad exploration and
focused investigation. Reading widely within your areas of interest is
crucial, as is engaging with current scholarly debates and publications. The
goal is to identify niches where your research can make a unique
contribution.

This exploration phase often involves visiting museums and galleries,
attending conferences, and engaging with digital archives. It’s about
immersing yourself in the visual culture and historical contexts that excite
you. Don't be afraid to follow rabbit holes; sometimes, the most unexpected



discoveries lead to the most compelling dissertation topics. The key is to
remain open-minded and to continuously ask "what if?" and "why?"

Leveraging Existing Scholarship and Identifying Gaps

A crucial aspect of choosing a dissertation topic is understanding the
existing body of scholarship. This means conducting thorough literature
reviews on topics that pique your interest. What have scholars already said
about this artist, movement, or artwork? What are the dominant
interpretations and debates? Identifying a gap in this scholarship is where
original research truly begins. This gap might be an unexamined aspect of a
well-known artist's work, a misinterpretation that needs correction, or an
entirely unexplored artist or artwork.

Look for areas where current scholarship is thin, where methodologies are
dated, or where new evidence has recently emerged. Consider how recent
theoretical developments or new archival findings might offer fresh
perspectives on established subjects. The most impactful dissertations often
build upon, challenge, or significantly expand upon existing knowledge. This
requires careful engagement with seminal texts and contemporary research.

Considering Specific Art Historical Subfields

Art history is a vast discipline, encompassing numerous subfields.
Understanding these can help you narrow down your focus. Some common areas
include:

Ancient Art (e.g., Egyptian, Greek, Roman)

Medieval Art (e.g., Byzantine, Romanesque, Gothic)

Renaissance and Baroque Art

Modern and Contemporary Art

Non-Western Art (e.g., African, Asian, Indigenous American)

Specific Media (e.g., painting, sculpture, photography, printmaking,
architecture)

Theoretical and Critical Approaches (e.g., feminist art history,
postcolonial theory, visual culture studies)

Within each of these broad categories, there are countless specific topics
waiting to be explored. For example, within "Renaissance Art," you might



focus on the patronage of a specific family, the representation of gender in
Venetian painting, or the reception of classical antiquity in Florentine
sculpture.

The Role of Primary Sources

A dissertation's strength often lies in its engagement with primary sources.
These are the original materials that provide direct evidence of artistic
production and reception. They can include artworks themselves, artists'
writings, letters, diaries, exhibition catalogues, contemporary reviews, and
archival documents. Identifying a topic that offers access to rich primary
sources is essential for conducting original research.

Consider the availability of these sources. Are they accessible in archives,
libraries, or online databases? If your research requires travel to distant
archives, are there practical and financial considerations? For visual
analysis, are high-quality reproductions readily available, or will you need
to view artworks in person? The feasibility of accessing and working with
primary sources is a critical factor in selecting a viable dissertation
topic.

Evaluating the Viability of a Dissertation
Topic

Once you have a shortlist of potential topics, it's crucial to evaluate their
viability. This involves a pragmatic assessment of whether the topic can
realistically be researched and completed within the parameters of a doctoral
program. A fascinating idea is only useful if it can be transformed into a
successful dissertation.

This evaluation process should involve consulting with your faculty advisor
and other trusted faculty members. They can offer invaluable insights into
the existing literature, the availability of sources, and the potential for
original contribution. Don't be afraid to present multiple ideas and solicit
feedback. The earlier you gain this critical perspective, the more
efficiently you can refine your focus.

Feasibility and Scope

The scope of your topic is perhaps the most critical factor in its viability.
Is it too broad, threatening to result in a superficial overview? Or is it
too narrow, leaving you with insufficient material to sustain a full



dissertation? A well-defined topic is focused enough to allow for in-depth
analysis but broad enough to support a substantial argument and substantial
body of research.

Consider the time constraints of a doctoral program. Can you reasonably
expect to complete the necessary research, analysis, and writing within the
typical five to seven years? Topics that require extensive international
travel or access to extremely rare or fragile materials might pose
significant logistical challenges. Similarly, topics that rely on the
discovery of entirely new, uncatalogued archives might be too speculative.

Originality and Contribution

A dissertation must offer something new to the field of art history. This
doesn't necessarily mean discovering an entirely unknown artist or artwork,
though that is certainly a possibility. Originality can also come from a new
interpretation of existing material, the application of a novel theoretical
framework, the synthesis of disparate bodies of knowledge, or the re-
evaluation of a well-established narrative.

Ask yourself: What is the specific question your dissertation will answer?
What problem will it solve? What debate will it advance? A clear statement of
your dissertation's potential contribution will help you solidify your topic
and communicate its significance to others. This often involves articulating
a clear thesis or central argument early in the process.

Resource Availability

The availability of primary and secondary sources is a fundamental
determinant of a topic's feasibility. If your chosen topic relies heavily on
sources that are difficult to access, out of print, or not digitized, you may
face insurmountable obstacles. Before committing to a topic, conduct
preliminary research to assess the accessibility of key materials.

This includes:

Library catalogues for books and journals.

Archival finding aids for manuscript collections.

Digital databases for images and texts.

Museum and gallery collections for primary artworks.



If your research requires travel, investigate the cost and logistical demands
of such trips. Consider the possibility of interlibrary loans or
collaborations for accessing rare materials. A topic that is rich in
accessible resources is far more likely to be successfully completed.

Developing and Refining Your Chosen Topic

The process of choosing an art history dissertation topic is rarely linear.
It often involves a period of exploration, preliminary research, and
refinement. As you delve deeper into potential subjects, your initial ideas
will evolve, narrow, and sharpen. This iterative process is essential for
developing a robust and manageable research project.

It's important to remain flexible and open to revising your initial concept.
Sometimes, what you think is a great topic may, upon closer inspection, be
too challenging or too well-trodden. Other times, an unexpected avenue of
inquiry may emerge from your preliminary research that is even more promising
than your original idea. Embracing this evolution is key to a successful
dissertation journey.

Formulating Research Questions

Once you have a general topic in mind, the next step is to formulate precise
research questions. These questions will guide your entire research process.
They should be specific, answerable, and significant. A good research
question moves beyond simple description and requires analysis,
interpretation, and argumentation. It should also indicate the kind of
evidence you will need to gather to answer it.

For example, instead of a broad topic like "Impressionism," a research
question might be: "How did the rise of photographic technologies influence
the Impressionist painters' treatment of light and movement in their urban
street scenes between 1870 and 1885?" This question is specific, temporal,
and points towards a particular type of primary source analysis (paintings)
and its relationship with a technological development.

Narrowing and Focusing Your Subject

Many promising topics are initially too broad. The process of narrowing
involves defining the specific parameters of your research. This might mean
focusing on a particular artist's oeuvre, a specific period within an
artistic movement, a delimited geographical region, a single artwork, or a
defined thematic concern. The goal is to create a manageable scope that



allows for depth rather than breadth.

Consider these narrowing strategies:

Time Period: Restrict your study to a specific decade, century, or
event.

Geographical Location: Focus on art produced in a particular city,
region, or country.

Artist(s): Concentrate on one artist or a small group of closely related
artists.

Medium: Limit your research to a single medium, such as photography or
sculpture.

Theme: Explore a specific conceptual or thematic issue across various
artworks or artists.

The more focused your topic, the easier it will be to conduct thorough
research and develop a coherent argument.

Developing a Working Thesis Statement

A working thesis statement is a preliminary assertion that articulates your
main argument. It is a hypothesis that you will test and refine throughout
your research. It serves as a compass, guiding your investigation and
ensuring that your research remains focused on answering your central
question. While it may evolve, a strong working thesis is crucial for
demonstrating the potential significance of your chosen topic.

Your thesis statement should be concise, debatable, and specific. It should
offer an interpretation or a new insight rather than a simple statement of
fact. For example, a working thesis might be: "This dissertation argues that
the seemingly chaotic compositions in early cubist still lifes by Braque and
Picasso were not a deliberate rejection of pictorial order, but rather a
strategic engagement with new theories of perception and the commodification
of visual information in early 20th-century Paris."

The Role of Your Advisor in Topic Selection

Your dissertation advisor is your most important resource throughout the
doctoral process, and their guidance is particularly critical during the
initial stages of topic selection. They possess a deep understanding of the



field, are familiar with the expectations of doctoral research, and can offer
personalized advice tailored to your specific strengths and interests.
Building a strong working relationship with your advisor is paramount.

Don't hesitate to schedule regular meetings to discuss your ideas, share your
preliminary research, and seek feedback. Your advisor can help you identify
potential pitfalls, suggest relevant readings, and point you towards useful
archives or scholars. They can also act as a crucial sounding board, helping
you to refine your ideas and articulate your research questions clearly.

Seeking Regular Feedback and Consultation

Proactive communication with your advisor is essential. Schedule regular
meetings, even if you don't feel you have significant new developments to
report. These meetings are opportunities to discuss your progress, articulate
your evolving thoughts, and seek clarification on any challenges you are
facing. Bring prepared questions and a summary of your research findings to
each meeting.

Your advisor can help you assess the scope of your topic, identify gaps in
your research, and refine your arguments. They are trained to recognize when
a topic might be too broad, too narrow, or not sufficiently original. Their
feedback can save you considerable time and effort by steering you in a more
productive direction early on.

Leveraging Their Expertise and Network

Your advisor's expertise in your chosen area of art history is invaluable.
They likely have a comprehensive knowledge of the key scholars, seminal
texts, and ongoing debates within your field. They can recommend critical
readings that you may have overlooked and can help you contextualize your
research within the broader academic landscape. Furthermore, they often have
extensive professional networks.

This network can be crucial for identifying potential primary sources,
connecting you with other scholars who work on similar topics, or even
suggesting opportunities for internships or research residencies. Don't be
shy about asking your advisor if they know anyone who might be helpful for
your research. Their connections can open doors and provide critical
insights.



Practical Considerations for Art History
Dissertation Topics

Beyond the intellectual excitement, a dissertation requires a pragmatic
approach to research. Several practical considerations can significantly
impact the feasibility and success of your chosen topic. These include the
availability of funding, the need for specialized skills, and the potential
for future career paths.

Thinking about these aspects early can prevent unforeseen obstacles and
ensure that your dissertation is not only a scholarly achievement but also a
stepping stone towards your future professional goals. It's about making
informed decisions that align your academic aspirations with the realities of
research and career development.

Funding and Financial Support

Dissertation research, especially if it involves travel to archives or
museums, can be expensive. It is crucial to investigate funding opportunities
early in the process. Many universities offer internal grants for
dissertation research, and there are numerous external fellowships and
scholarships available for art history doctoral candidates.

When evaluating a topic, consider its potential funding needs. If your
research requires extensive travel to multiple international archives, you
will need to demonstrate a strong case for funding. Conversely, a topic that
can be researched primarily through local archives or digital resources might
be more financially accessible. Researching funding deadlines and application
requirements well in advance is essential.

Required Skills and Methodologies

Different art history topics require different skill sets and methodologies.
For example, research into early medieval illuminated manuscripts might
necessitate knowledge of paleography and codicology, while a dissertation on
contemporary digital art might require familiarity with digital humanities
tools or computational analysis. Assess whether your current skills are
sufficient for your chosen topic, or if you will need to acquire new ones.

Consider the methodologies prevalent in your chosen subfield. Are you
comfortable with theoretical frameworks such as post-structuralism, feminist
theory, or critical race theory? Will your research involve quantitative
analysis, oral history, or visual culture studies? Identifying potential



skill gaps early allows you to plan for necessary training or coursework,
ensuring you are well-equipped for your research.

Long-Term Career Goals

While the primary goal of a dissertation is to make an original contribution
to knowledge, it also serves as a significant credential for future academic
or professional careers. Consider how your chosen topic might align with your
long-term career aspirations. If you aspire to teach at the university level,
a topic that aligns with a particular area of departmental need or that
demonstrates expertise in a growing field can be advantageous.

Think about the kinds of jobs you might pursue after completing your
doctorate. Does your dissertation research equip you with specialized
knowledge or skills that are in demand? For example, research on global
contemporary art might prepare you for a wider range of curatorial or
academic positions than a highly specialized focus on a very obscure niche.
While passion should be the primary driver, strategic alignment with career
goals can enhance the overall value of your doctoral endeavor.

FAQ

Q: What is the most important factor to consider
when choosing an art history dissertation topic?
A: The most important factor is the balance between your genuine intellectual
passion and the topic's academic feasibility and originality. A topic you are
passionate about will sustain you through the demanding research and writing
process, while its feasibility ensures that you can complete it successfully,
and its originality guarantees a meaningful contribution to the field.

Q: How do I know if my art history dissertation
topic is original enough?
A: A topic is considered original if it offers a new perspective,
interpretation, or analysis that has not been fully explored in existing
scholarship. This could involve examining an under-researched artist or
artwork, applying a novel theoretical framework, synthesizing disparate
bodies of knowledge, or uncovering new primary sources that alter established
understandings.



Q: What if I have too many ideas for my art history
dissertation topic?
A: If you have multiple ideas, begin by conducting preliminary research on
each. Assess the availability of primary and secondary sources, consider the
scope and feasibility of each, and discuss them extensively with your
advisor. Often, exploring these ideas further will naturally lead to one that
feels more compelling and manageable, or it might even lead to a synthesis of
several ideas.

Q: Should I choose a topic that is very niche or
something more broadly recognized in art history?
A: Both niche and broader topics can be excellent. A niche topic allows for
deep specialization and potentially groundbreaking discoveries within a
focused area. A broader topic might offer more readily available scholarship
and a wider audience for your work. The key is that the topic, regardless of
its breadth, must allow for original research and a significant contribution.
Discuss the pros and cons of each with your advisor.

Q: How much preliminary research should I do before
finalizing my art history dissertation topic?
A: You should conduct significant preliminary research to ensure your chosen
topic is viable. This involves surveying the existing literature to identify
gaps, assessing the availability of primary sources, and developing a
preliminary understanding of the scholarly debates surrounding your potential
subject. This groundwork is essential for making an informed decision.

Q: Can my art history dissertation topic evolve
after I have chosen it?
A: Yes, it is very common for a dissertation topic to evolve and become more
refined as you conduct your research. Your initial topic may serve as a
starting point, and as you delve deeper into the sources and literature, you
may discover new avenues of inquiry or need to narrow or adjust your focus.
This iterative process is a natural part of scholarly development.

Q: What role does the digital humanities play in
choosing an art history dissertation topic today?
A: The digital humanities offer new tools and methodologies for art
historians, influencing topic selection. Topics that lend themselves to
digital analysis, such as large-scale image databases, network analysis of



artistic influence, or computational approaches to style, are increasingly
viable and can lead to innovative research. Consider if digital tools can
enhance your ability to answer your research questions.
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