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I found Emerson’s message bracing and liberating. I can see it now s
self-help elevated to the highest literary standard, but reading “Self-Re.
liance” as an adolescent I simply took heart from his exhortations to re-
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parties, and authority: “I am ashamed to think how easily we capitulate
to badges and names, to large societies and dead institutions,” he said.
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scendants, William James. Although this selection of great American es-
says begins in 1901, one could argue that the symbolic origins of the
twentieth-century essay go back to the day in 1842 when Emerson was
invited by the James family to visit their New York apartment and
“pless” young William in his cradle. As a teacher, lecturer, physician, sci-
entist, and one of the founders of modern psychology, William James
would exert a powerful influence over the new century. Two of his stu-
dents, W.E.B. Du Bois and Gertrude Stein, would permanently alter the
course of the American essay by initiating two new modes of liter-
ary introspection: Du Bois’s “double-consciousness” grounded in racial
identity and Stein’s experiments with “stream of consciousness.” Both
originated in the critical first decade of the century, and their literary
legacies can be felt throughout this collection.
The twentieth-century essay also emerged from a resistance to the .
£ “familiar” or “polite” essay that had been a literary staple of the preced-
ing era. Proper, congenial, Anglophilic, the genteel essay survived, even
against the skepticism and irascibility of the Mark Twains, Randolph
Bournes, and H. L. Menckens, who did their best to bury it. By the
1930s, however, some writers were lamenting its demise, and in the
most curious metaphors. “The familiar essay, that lavender-scented lit-
tle old lady of literature, has passed away,” one wrote, regretting that
magazines now filled their pages with “crisp articles, blatant exposés, or
statistic-laden surveys,” and concluding that one day “her pale ghost
will not appear at all, and the hard young sociologists can have her
pages all to themselves.” But the “pale ghost” did not vanish all at once.
It lived on in college courses and gave the essay a bad name for decades.
The goal of English teachers, the novelist Kurt Vonnegut recalls, was to
get you “to write like cultivated Englishmen of a century or more ago.”
This collection features none of those “lavender-scented” essays, not
even for historical reasons. Our object was not to construct a Museum
of the American Essay. Although some vestiges of “gentility” or essay-
istic “leisure” may have seeped in here and there, the ruling idea behind
the volume was that the essays should speak to the present, not merely
represent the past. So you will find more “hard young sociologists” here
than “cultivated” literati. After all, some of those young social scientists
- Were Jane Addams, Zora Neale Hurston, and a youthful Saul Bellow,
~ Who happened to be studying sociology and anthropology at North-
Western at precisely the same time the genteel essayists were lamenting
thefr own demise. The sociologists, accompanied by such self-taught
social critics as Edmund Wilson, Richard Wright, and James Agee,

N




X1 FO rewo rd

brought the essay out of the library and into the American factorieg
city streets, courthouses, and tenant farms. For many of them, arde :
pacifists and reformers, writing essays would amount to what J b
called “the moral equivalent of war” o

Unlike their predecessors, twentieth-century essayists were eq

confront inner as well as outer strife. To be sure, the gentee] essager 5
\ personal, but no matter how “familiar,” it always politely stop ele:Na.s
of full disclosure. Here, too, William James made his presenc&f felts TO}:;

brilliant chapters “The Divided Self” and “The Sick Soul” in his mopy

mental The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) would become 5

y sibi!ities of sel-f- disclosure., As. writers began amplifying the persona] es.
say into what is now known singularly as “the memoir,” the processes of
confession would know no limits.

What next? Wﬂ.l this new century reject our “best” essays as dramati-
cally as the twentieth discarded thoge of James Russell Lowell and Q};.
ver Wendell Holmes? The 1890s, too, saw astonishing changes in tech-
nology, rapid changes that frightened Henry Adams as he wondered
what the “Law of Acceleration” would finally lead to. We have reached
his speculative end point — visionary though he was, he never imag-
ined a world transformed by electronics. The Internet is already gener-
ating new sources of essays. Will it somehow channel the usual pro-

cesses of prose into new literary forms the way some thought the

typewriter had once done? Will young essayists discover audiences

without having to sweat through the hundreds of rejection slips James
Thurber received before he could break into print? And will they do
what few from any century have ever done: make a living writing es-
says? These remain to be seen, but what I think we can say for certain is
that whatever new forms the essay takes, if they are wonderful, they will

have the blessing of William James and his legitimate heirs.

About This Collection

This volume is not a “best of the best.” I founded The Best American Es-
says series in 1986, and therefore Joyce Carol Oates and I had only @
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gmall slice of the century to provide us with essays that had already
achieved an annual “best” status. Only seven of the essays in this vol-
ume come from the series. We wish we could have included many more
of the superb contemporary writers who have contributed to the yearly
pooks, but it was of course not possible. Our consolation is that their
work is still accessible to readers and that the annual books are for the
most part available in libraries and bookstores. It was important that
we include writers from previous generations who may not be well
known to today’s readers and who in our opinion still very much de-

serve an audience.
[ proceeded with this book in much the same way that I have with

the annual volumes. I screened a good number of essays — though far,
far more than usual —and turned them over to Joyce Carol Oates for a
final decision. There were hundreds of essays to consider and so little
space. But we winnowed and winnowed and arrived at these fifty-five.
We tried to include the best of as many different kinds of essay as pos-
sible — personal, critical, philosophical, humorous, pastoral, autobio-
graphical, scientific, documentary, political. Obviously we had to pull
back in many cases. A comparable volume could be assembled to show-
case each one of these categories. I also exercised one final choice: I in-
sisted that Oates’s essay from The Best American Essays 1996, “They All

Just Went Away,” be included.
“Essays end up in books,” Susan Sontag writes, “but they start their

lives in magazines.” That fact may not interest many readers, but it
played a large role in the research for this book, since between an essay’s
debut in a periodical and its inclusion in a collection, a good deal of re-
vision often occurs. Vladimir Nabokov’s memoir of his father, for ex-
ample, went through three very distinct publishing stages. It began life
as “The Perfect Past” in The New Yorker in 1950, but Nabokov, dissatis-
fied with some of the editing, returned to his original typescript when
he included (and expanded) it as the opening chapter of his 1951 autobi-
ography, Conclusive Evidence. When he revised that book as Speak,
Memory: An Autobiography Revisited in 1966, he expanded the essay yet
again. Of the three published versions, we chose — as we did with many
of the selections — to reprint the final version, as it would reflect and
respect the author’s final decisions. But in some instances (consistency
- s the hobgoblin of little minds,” Emerson said), we selected the first or
- adifferent published version.
~ Some essays start out looking like essays only to reemerge in unex-
~ pected contexts. James Agee’s lovely childhood reminiscence, “Knox-
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ville: Summer of 1915,” started out in Partisan Review in 1938 but was
given a new twist when an editor cleverly borrowed and italicized it in
1957 to serve as the introduction to Agee’s posthumously published
novel, A Death in the Family. Other essays in this book were also put to
service by their authors to introduce works of fiction: Richard Wright's

“The Ethics of Living Jim Crow” became the preface to his collection of

stories Uncle Tom’s Children, and N. Scott Momaday’s “The Way to

Rainy Mountain” now serves as the prologue to his popular novel of the

same title.

I dis,coverecl that thel:e is rarely- only one version of an essay. Susan
§0ntag s useful observatlon_sometunes- gets reversed: an essay starts out
in book. form and ends up in a magazine. Several essays in this volume
were skillfully ca.rve’d out of books and re-created either by their au-
thc.)rs Or a magazine’s ed1tor§ as independent essays. Usually, what’s re-
quired is the removal of the interstitial glue that connects a book’s sepa-
rate chaptef's. For example, the opening sections of Maya Angelou’s
1970 memoir, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, were transformed into

a memorable childhood reminiscence of the same title in Harper’s Mag-
azine.

- Because essays may go through so many publishing variations, set-
tling on a precise date for each selection was no easy matter. I proceeded
largely case by case. Nabokov’s 1966 essay on his father was so trans-
formed from its 1950 origins that it seemed only reasonable to use the
later date. So, too, I decided to use the final publication date for John
Muir’s Alaskan adventures with his unforgettable companion Stickeen;
it was that version, and not the earlier and now forgotten essay, that
became his most popular work. But occasionally I thought it would be
misleading to use the final date of publication. Langston Hughes’s
“Bop,” for example, clearly comes out of the forties; though it wasre-
vised considerably for subsequent book publication, to place it ina
later decade would distort its contemporary flavor. An essay like Mark
Twain’s “Corn-pone Opinions,” never published in the author’s life-

time, is listed by date of composition.

For the reader’s convenience, I have attached brief notes to each essay

outlining its publishing history and supplying relevant contextual in-
formation. I have placed an asterisk before the source used for this co
lection. I have also translated foreign words and phrases within bracke
when it seemed necessary. Additional information is contained in
Biographical Notes in the back of the book, where I included pertinent
information on the writer’s career, relevant details to establish a contex
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for the selected essay, and titles of books and collections (with th
hasis on 3]‘Dnﬁcnon) that will direct interested readers to more Et: nl:
by that writer. e
Writers and magazine editors interested in submitting published e
says for the annual vc.)lumes should send complimentary issues suls:-
scriptions, or appropriate material to Robert Atwan, Series Edito,r The
Best American Essays, Box 220, Readville, Massachusetts 021 - 8
Criteria and guidelines can be found in the annual book. g
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