
and temples that were destroyed to avoid
the prohibition on building new religious
sites. We should not expect families to
build great wooden and stone houses, in-
stead of the cheaper brick and cement
“Western-style” houses of today, but it did
not take us long to discover that the grand
new four-story buildings that at first
looked so out of place in the countryside
were, in fact, the contemporary version of
the great houses built by successful lineage

members in the past. The di≠erence is that,
in place of the traditional horizontal exten-
sion, there is a vertical extension, with sep-
arate apartments, rather than separate
courtyards, for the descendants.

There is a China of great urban centers,
like Shanghai and Beijing, that already
rival the great cities of Japan, the United
States, and Europe. But our summer’s
work in Jinhua reminds us that there is
also another China, a place less familiar to

us, that is no less vital and no less inter-
esting.

Peter K. Bol is Carswell professor of East Asian
languages and civilizations. He is also serving a
three-year term as a director of this magazine,
nominated by the dean of the Faculty of Arts and
Sciences. The material gathered during his recent
trip will eventually become available on the web-
site of a new course on the past thousand years of
Chinese history as seen from the local perspective.

J O H N  H A R VA R D ’ S  J O U R N A L

First Impression
Anna harkey’s cylinder seal, when
rolled across damp clay, yields an autobi-
ography in relief. The image includes her
name in English, the year she was born
(1982), the year she graduated from high
school (2001)—which is also the year she
made the seal (as a student in Professor
Irene Winter’s freshman seminar on the
archaeology and art of cylinder seals in
the ancient Near East)—and the year she
will graduate from the College (2005); a
Harvard shield with the date 1636; a
cuneiform symbol found on Mesopo-
tamian seals of royalty; a sun to reflect
her love of nature; dancers—with one
holding a pot, representing her interest
in the performing arts and pottery (she
was involved in seven productions fresh-
man year, as actress, set designer, et
cetera, and she likes to throw pots on her
mother’s wheel); the flag of the United
States with the date 1776 (the flag back-
wards by mistake); a cross to symbolize
her (Christian) religion, with one of her
favorite verses from the Bible (Joshua 1.9:
“Have I not commanded you? Be strong
and courageous.…”); and an attempt at

“Anna” in Mayan glyphs because of her
interest in Meso-American archaeology
(she subsequently learned that she got
some of this wrong, too). Harkey made
the seal because one of the eight students
in the seminar said that she and others in
another class had attempted to make
seals, it hadn’t worked, and there was no
point in trying.

Cylinder seals appeared in Mesopo-
tamia in the fourth millennium b.c.e. and
continued in use for administrative
and other purposes for more than
3,000 years, until parchment as a
writing surface came along. They
o≠er archaeologists clues to many
aspects of ancient Near Eastern life,
from religion to economics.

Winter is Boardman professor of
fine arts and has a special interest
in the art of Mesopotamia. When
the Harvard University Art Muse-
ums recently obtained a collection
of cylinder seals, she was intrigued
by the new arrivals, a passion she
was prepared to pass around. Ac-
cording to the handbook describing
the Freshman Seminar Program, the
seminars  “share only the assump-

tions that the work being done is elective
for both the seminar leader and the stu-
dents, that the investigations will require
a good deal of independent work on the
part of the freshmen who enroll, and that
the students and the seminar leader will
be actively engaged in intellectual pur-
suits of mutual interest.” Winter put her
freshmen to work attempting to date and
otherwise document the seals.

The Freshman Seminar Program will

A modern version of an ancient object.
Mesopotamian seal carvers worked in stone
such as alabaster, marble, hematite, and
quartz, but Anna Harkey assayed the art
form using clay. She chose deep blue clay
to suggest lapis lazuli, a gemstone the
ancients did sometimes obtain from abroad
and use for seals.

P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n
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o≠er 89 seminars this year, up from 60 last
year. Former dean of the Faculty of Arts
and Sciences Jeremy R. Knowles had
urged that the number of seminars be
upped. “Our aim is to meet the demand
from students,” says the program’s associ-
ate director, Gerard F. Denault, who notes
that, historically, three out of four appli-
cants to the limited-enrollment seminars
have had to be turned down. Last year
about 900 freshmen wanted to take a
seminar, and so, theoretically, says De-
nault, 89 seminars might meet this year’s
demand.

Harkey has aspired to a career in ar-
chaeology since at least the sixth grade.
From Shelby, North Carolina, and now
Eliot House, she spent part of this sum-
mer excavating an old village under the
auspices of the Chapel Hill Field School.
Back in Cambridge for more explorations,
she will no doubt add, at least figura-
tively, a few more symbols to her seal.

Last spring, when words like “thesis,”
“Commencement,” and “post-graduate”
began seeping into my heretofore unfazed,
live-in-the-semester college-kid vocabu-
lary, I realized that I was at the beginning
of the end of my undergraduate career. T
minus one year and I’d be getting ready for
commencement and real life, alumni bul-
letins and all. More than anything, the
thought that I was poised to begin re-
search on my senior thesis—with all of the
finality that suggested—was a frightening
reminder that my time in college was al-
most up.

When I joined the history and litera-
ture concentration as a freshman three
years ago, the thesis requirement seemed
grand and majestic. It was something of a
promissory note, a near guarantee that the
concentration would train me for schol-
arly work. It was something of a leap of

faith, a covenant signed by strangers for a
partnership that would last three years.
And it was something inevitable but also
incredibly and comfortably removed, like
graduation itself. I imagined that by the
time I had metamorphosed into a veteran
senior, the thesis would naturally, well,
write itself. 

This wishful thinking has gone the way
of other freshman miscalculations: ambi-
tious plans to spend weekends exploring
Boston and a similarly ambitious convic-
tion that signing up for the e-mail list of
every group at the activity fair was some-
how a good idea. Simply put, nothing
about scholarship is natural. It’s work,
and at times hard labor. The only thing
left is to trust that the three years leading
up to the thesis, like the academic equiva-
lent of training for the Boston marathon,
will pay o≠ when it counts.

This past year, I’ve edged closer to the
world of thesis writing, demystified it at
its edges. Partly, that’s because I’ve been
able—or forced as the case may be—to
observe it up close. Thesis-writing mur-
murs move into the Houses with the se-
niors in early fall, permeating the halls,
forming an incessant background noise to
every meal. Like day traders, thesis writ-
ers discuss their status obsessively.
They’re up, they’re down, they’re back up
again—and whether you care or not, they
issue updates in nearly every conversation.
If they happen to meet a sympathetic lis-
tener—often another writer who’s only
eager to share his or her own travails—
they chatter like parents bonding over the
endearing qualities of their obnoxious
toddlers. 

Not that I’m criticizing. Realizing that
I’d be in their shoes come fall, I started lis-
tening to war stories and trying to pick up
helpful hints. It’s fine not to have an exact
topic in mind by the time you leave Cam-
bridge for the summer. (Good, hadn’t been
planning on it.) Better not wait until two
weeks before to write the whole thing if
you don’t want to sleep through handing
it in. (Seems obvious, sounds tempting.) If
you realize halfway through that you have
to change your topic and write your draft
in a month and half, take heart because it’s

T H E  U N D E R G R A D U A T E

Thesis Talk
by eugenia v. levenson ’03

Harvard Magazine’s Berta Greenwald
Ledecky Undergraduate Fellows for
2002-2003 are senior Garrett M. Graff
and sophomore Phoebe M.W. Kosman.
Graff, of Montpelier, Vermont, nominally
lives in Cabot House—when he is not on
night duty at the Crimson, where he is an
executive editor. A history concentrator,
he spent the summer covering criminal-
justice stories in the Atlantic Monthly’s
Washington, D.C., office. He hopes to
pursue a career in journalism, perhaps
after service in the Coast Guard. Kos-
man, from Barnstable, on Massachusetts’s
Cape Cod, will migrate from Weld, her
first-year abode in Harvard Yard, to
Winthrop House this fall. A writer for
the Crimson and a history and literature
concentrator, she stayed away from the
summer beach crowds and worked on
the Cape Cod Scenic Railroad instead.
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