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Mary McDonald-Rissanen’s doctoral dissertation Sandstone Diaries: Prince Edward Island Women’s Nineteenth- and Twentieth–Century Life Writing is located at the intersection of several major fields and disciplines including Autobiography Studies, Archival Studies, Gender Studies, Material Culture Studies, and Canadian Studies. 

The impressive strength of this PhD dissertation lies in the originality of assembling through many years of archival sleuthing a corpus of important and unique primary texts by Prince Edward Island women from 1850s to 1940s. Archival research is often time-consuming, requiring special expertise and on-site research, and the dissertation focuses impressively on the subjects’ diversity of age, class, politics, education, and geography (rural and urban). The multidisciplinary methodologies employed allow contextual readings of these diaries that help unravel what remains unsaid in the text and help trace the shifts in the women’s developing identities. 

The materiality of the diary also becomes a subject of exploration, as we are invited to see meaning in the format of the page itself, the handwriting, the use of ink or pen. Through a unique combination of methodologies, the often obscured and encoded texts are decoded for the reader, and we are able to see meaning even in the gaps or the delays with which information is reported; We are given a tool for decoding the symbols and metaphors used to describe intimate information and for the inscription of taboo subjects or the body. 

Ultimately, the dissertation offers an important and complex tool for reading “ordinary” women’s diaries as cultural artifacts and as narratives of self-construction and of negotiation of personal identities. This multi-disciplinary tool can be used and adapted by other researchers exploring “ordinary” female diaries in other parts of Canada or even in other countries.  
Given the combined excellence of both the dissertation and the defense, I have no hesitation whatsoever in proposing to the Faculty of Humanities, University of Tampere that Mary McDonald-Rissanen’s doctoral thesis be accepted as partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of the doctor of philosophy. 

Congratulations Mary McDonald-Rissanen, and congratulations Pekka Tammi and the Faculty of Humanities. 
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