[DATE]

[NAME], Search Committee Chair

_______University

Department of English

[ADDRESS]

Dear Professor ______ and members of the search committee:

I am writing to apply for the position of Assistant Professor of British Literature and Culture: Nineteenth Century and Romanticism at ________University. I am a Ph.D. candidate in English at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, where I will defend my dissertation, Reading for the Pause: The Uses of Suspension in Nineteenth-Century British Poetry, in March 2012. Portions of my project have been published in Romantic Circles and Victorian Poetry. 


Reading for the Pause investigates the relationship among ethics, epistemology, and form in nineteenth century poetry, with an emphasis on Romanticism and early Victorian poetry. Although they represent a number of different genres, my central texts—Coleridge’s Christabel, Shelley’s “Mont Blanc,” Tennyson’s Maud, Robert Browning’s “An Epistle…of Karshish,” and The Prince’s Progress by Christina Rossetti—employ paradigmatic techniques, forms, and images of suspension in order to unsettle habitual patterns of language and knowledge. The pause of suspension, as distinct from the delays of narrative suspense, both marks the site of epistemological crisis and functions as a potentially powerful ethical response to uncertainty. While critics have tended to assume that the sublime disappears in post-Romantic nineteenth century poetry, I argue instead that it hides in plain sight. It is encoded in the very structures, images, and forms that separate the poetry of this period from other contemporary literary practices and expand the possibilities for engaging with an uncertain world beyond skeptical detachment or a retrenchment of belief.

The first sections of the project establish the place of suspension within a cultural history of the Romantic sublime. Coleridge, who coins the phrase, “the willing suspension of disbelief,” elsewhere defines the sublime as the “Suspension of our Comparing powers.” Christabel—a poem identified with both the “willing suspension of disbelief” and presumably unwilled conditions of “suspended animation”—dramatizes the impasse of an ambivalent sublime. The “trance sublime and strange” in “Mont Blanc” has often been taken as a figure for passive receptivity, but a broader consideration of Shelley’s poetry reveals suspension to be a creatively enabling and strikingly embodied structure. The final chapters trace the development of suspension as a mode of not-knowing in the poetry of the later nineteenth century. Maud mobilizes images of suspended animation and premature burial in order to draw attention to dilemmas of signification caused by a language whose referential status always remains uncertain. The dramatic monologue “Karshish” has generally been read as a straightforward retelling of Christ’s miraculous resurrection of Lazarus, yet a reading attentive to forms and practices of suspension reveals Lazarus to be a more ambiguous figure. Rather than simply suspending judgment, readers must suspend their own religious knowledge and enter into Karshish’s drama of uncertainty. Finally, I use suspension to reconsider intertextuality and image in the poetry of Christina Rossetti, which has a number of parallels with Shelley’s work. What thus begins as the visionary experience of the Romantic sublime emerges in mid-nineteenth-century poetry as “poetic faith”: a

posture of awareness, receptivity, and engagement poised between knowing and not knowing. I am also at work on an article about sensibility, ethics, and form in William Godwin’s Memoirs of Mary Wollstonecraft and am beginning research for a second book-length project that examines the intersections of spiritual practice and literary form in the first half of the nineteenth century.

Working at both public and private institutions has allowed me to develop flexible teaching strategies and cultivate a wide range of interests. At Eugene Lang College, the liberal arts division of the New School, I teach topics-based writing seminars of my own design which incorporate a wide range of literary and popular texts. I frequently draw upon my expertise in the long nineteenth century in designing courses: “Michael Kohlhaas,” a story by the German Romantic writer Heinrich von Kleist, plays a central part in my current seminar on forgiveness, providing material for several weeks of discussion and an expository essay. My

course on the underground invites students to compare representational practices in Henry Mayhew’s Victorian classic London Labour and the London Poor with those of The Mole People, an exploration of poverty and urban legend in1990s New York. I have also taught introductory courses at Baruch College, a four-year school in the CUNY system, and have worked with the Writing Across the Curriculum program at CUNY’s Borough of Manhattan Community College. I look forward to teaching courses in all areas of nineteenth-century British literature and culture, including Romanticism and the Victorian novel, all of which

provide a broad context for my research. 

My commitments to research and teaching are complemented by an emphasis on service and scholarly community-building. I currently serve on the program committee for the Northeast Victorian Studies Association conference, where I have presented my work in the past. At the Graduate Center, I have served in a number of elected positions on committees such as Admissions and Financial Aid, roles that will make me an especially effective adviser for undergraduates who wish to pursue graduate work in English. I’ve worked hard to promote nineteenth century studies at the Graduate Center and to mentor other graduate

students in the field. Several years ago, I founded the Long Nineteenth Century Student Colloquium, a group that meets up to six times a semester to promote professionalization and hold discussions of recent work in the field. In addition to fostering collaboration among graduate students, the Colloquium has facilitated greater graduate student participation in the CUNY Victorian Committee’s seminar series and annual conference, and has enabled students to have a greater influence on the process of curriculum development in nineteenth-century studies.

I have uploaded my CV, dissertation abstract, and writing sample through the _____ website. My writing sample, “Dumbstruck: Christabel, the Sublime, and the Willing Suspension of Disbelief,” was published in Romantic Circles–Praxis last year. My letters of recommendation will be forwarded under separate cover via Interfolio; a full list of my referees appears on the last page of my CV. I am happy to send other materials at your request. I will be attending the MLA convention in Seattle in January and, in the meantime, may be

reached on my cell phone at [NUMBER] or via email at [ADDRESS] Thank you for your

time and consideration.

Sincerely,

[NAME]
