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TEACHING THROUGH THE ARCHIVE : 
New Methods in Literary Study and Interpretation
Dr. Jason Wiens, Department of English, University of Calgary

IT has not altered the fundamental mission of the humanities: to preserve, monitor, investigate, and 
rethink our cultural inheritance, including the various material means by which it has been embodied 
and transmitted…but we are clearly beginning to see new interpretive possibilities emerge from 
computerized information processing on one hand and graphical interface design on the other.
     -Jerome McGann, “On Creating a Usable Future”

Genetic critics believe that interpreters of the text should also take an interest in its production…not 
out of concern with its exactitude, but because this opens up a whole new dimension to interpretation.
    -Daniel Ferrer, “Production, Invention, and Reproduction: Genetic vs. Textual Criticism”

Dr. Wiens would like to acknowledge the support provided by a Practice Grant from the Taylor Institute for Teaching and Learning.  He would also like to acknowledge the time and resources provided by staff at the Taylor Family Digital Library.

■  R E S U L T S
Through a hands-on, experiential-learning process, students gained 
experience in both working with archives and producing an archive.  In doing 
so, they considered broader questions such as the implications of digitizing the 

archive, and what is gained (and lost) through such interfaces.
The digital exhibit the students produced will remain an enduring, open-source 
archival resource that may be used in future Canadian literature courses, at 

both the University of Calgary and elsewhere.  Dr. Wiens plans to have future 
classes contribute to the archive, beginning in fall when his Canadian literature 
students will digitize materials from the Mordecai Richler papers.

■  P R E P A R A T I O N
With funding provided by a Practice Grant from the Taylor Institute for Teaching 
and Learning, Dr. Wiens took three workshops at the Digital Humanities 
Summer Institute at the Congress of the Social Sciences and Humanities in May 
2014.  He then took a full-week intensive course on “Digitizing the Historical 

Record” at the University of Virginia’s Rare Book School in June 2014.  In 
the months leading up to the course, working closely with staff at the Taylor 
Family Digital Library, Dr. Wiens selected papers for students to work with, 
and obtained permissions from the writers or their estates.  In Winter 2015, 

English 509: Reading the Canadian Archive was offered in the Department of 
English at the University of Calgary. 

GENETIC 
CRIT ICISM

Working with manuscripts in the papers of Rudy 
Wiebe, Aritha van Herk, George Ryga, Guy 
Vanderhaeghe, and Earle Birney held in the Taylor 
Family Digital Library’s Special Collections, 
students wrote and presented to the class papers 
that illuminated part of the artistic process in the 
shaping of these writers’ texts.

DIGIT IZATION 
IN  PRACTICE

Working in groups, students digitized selected 
materials from the papers of these writers, creating 
an online exhibit entitled “Reading the Canadian 
Archive” in the University of Calgary Digital 
Collections (UCDC).  The exhibit can be viewed 
at omeka.ucalgary.ca.

THEORIZING 
THE ARCHIVE

Students wrote ‘metacognitive essays’ that critically 
examined their digitization projects.  This critical 
examination was informed by theoretical readings 
on the archive and on its digitization, from classic 
arguments by Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, 
to more recent arguments by Johanna Drucker and 
Jerome McGann.
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