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Details:

This assignment features two essays on reading and writing practices. Students will learn to
consider the relationship between language and meaning and consider the purposes words are
put to (storytelling, persuasion, emotional and artistic expression). They will also be encouraged
to see literary practices as something that evolves over time rather than a fixed set of rules or a
canonical set of texts. Finally, students will consider their own role as readers in producing
meaning.

I use these essays at the beginning of the first unit (non-fiction) to open a discussion about
reading and writing practices. It makes for a good touchstone to return to during a difficult poetry
session as it encourages students to see themselves as active participants in the reading
process and to see poetry as a “passion and a joy” rather than as a task, and as part of
everyday life rather than as an esoteric hobby.

Format:
My suggested format is to have students read Woolf’s essay as homework, then listen to her
BBC recording and brainstorm together using the discussion questions provided. For the next
day of class, students choose one of the selected lines from Borges and post their interpretation
to a discussion board, which the instructor can use to open discussion. You could also hold a
free write or roundtable discussion or have students work in small groups. I advise the instructor
to read the essays ahead of time and choose what to highlight based on their own goals for their
class. For example, I want students to have permission to use language creatively, so I
emphasize Woolf’s argument that language is a “slippery and disobedient medium.”

Skills Developed:
● Consider writing as a craft
● Understand language as a flexible medium that develops over time
● Reflect on reading practices and how they contribute to meaning-making

Directions:

Day 1
● Virginia Woolf, “On Craftsmanship” (BBC, 1937)

Transcript and audio: https://speakola.com/arts/virginia-woolf-craftsmanship-1937

This essay is by Virginia Woolf, who was an English modernist writer living from 1882-1941.
She was known for her unconventional writing style and focus on women’s issues. Here, Woolf
talks about the idea of writing as a craft. Craft has traditionally referred to, she argues, the idea
of making something useful, something tangible, out of solid matter. In the second place, it

https://speakola.com/arts/virginia-woolf-craftsmanship-1937
https://speakola.com/arts/virginia-woolf-craftsmanship-1937


means deceit. Language, then, is both a useful tool and a slippery and disobedient medium for
expressing meaning.

1. What does VirginiaWoolf mean by “craft” in this essay? (explore both definitions she
offers: deceit and creation).

2. According to Woolf, is it easy or hard to invent new words in English? Why?
3. Woolf suggests that one goal of words is “telling the truth.” What does this mean? What

other goals could writers have in using language?
4. What kind of writing is she calling for?

Day 2
● Jorge Luis Borges, excerpt from “The Riddle of Poetry,” from This Craft of Verse (1967)

Chapter pdf:
file:///home/chronos/u-db5056191d05019d29bdabc409ad7bef6f85b088/MyFiles/Downloads/Bor
ges_offset%20(1).pdf (*has been excerpted for length)

J.L. Borges was an Argentinian author who lived from 1899-1986. He grew up in Buenos Aires
reading British literature that was given to him by his father and was also influenced by learning
French and German after his family relocated to Switzerland and then Spain on the eve of WWI.
He joined a literary movement called Ultraismo which saw the existing modernist movement as
decadent and experimented with free verse and metaphor. Ultraists were futuristic and wanted
to strip language bare, doing away with ornamentation.

He later shifted towards a fantastical style, creating dreamworlds and using irony, allegory and
paradox. He was a polymath who knew several languages, was influenced by ancient cultures,
and used metaphors like the labyrinth to describe the human mind. Here, Borges is lecturing on
“the riddle of poetry” and trying to unravel why it has so much enduring power.

Choose one of the following quotes and provide a brief interpretation (3-5 lines). What does this
tell us about Borges' philosophy on writing and reading?

1. “I am nearing seventy. I have given the major part of my life to literature, and I can offer
you only doubts.” (pg. 2)

2. “Whenever I have dipped into books of aesthetics, I have had an uncomfortable feeling
that I was reading the works of astronomers who never looked at the stars.” (2)

3. “Poetry is not alien—poetry is, as we shall see, lurking round the corner. It may spring on
us at any moment.” (3)

4. “Art happens every time we read a poem.” (6)
5. “Perhaps it is better that a poet should be nameless.” (16)
6. “If we are in a Chestertonian* mood (one of the very best moods to be in, I think), we

might say that we can define something only when we know nothing about it.” (17)

*Gilbert Chesterton was an English writer and critic known as the “prince of paradox” known for
turning short, popular sayings inside out, making them into riddles.

7. “And when the fact that poetry, language, was not only a medium for communication but
could also be a passion and a joy—when this was revealed to me, I do not think I
understood the words, but I felt that something was happening to me.” (5)
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