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Prefa,ce

Back in the 1970s Edward Hoagland wondered why no one com-
piled an annual collection of the year’s best essays, especially since
comparable short story volumes had been around for decades. 1
agreed with Hoagland, and after a few false starts (I thought at first
of calling the series “The E. B. White Awards” and later “The Emer-
son Awards”), I founded The Best American Essays as a companion
volume to Houghton Mifflin’s The Best American Short Stories. The
first volume was published in 1986. Since then, the series has
grown in popularity; each year more and more readers seem drawn
to the vitality and versatility of the contemporary American essay.

For readers unfamiliar with the series, a brief introduction may
be useful. As the series editor, I screen hundreds of essays from an
enormous variety of general, specialized, and literary magazines: I
then turn over a large number of candidates to a guest editor, a
prominent American writer, who makes the final selection of ap-
proximately twenty essays. To qualify for selection, the €ssays must
be works of high literary quality intended as fully developed, inde-
pendent essays on subjects of general interest, originally written in
English for first appearance in an American periodical during a
calendar year. In general, selections for the book are included on
the basis of literary achievement: they must be admirably written
and demonstrate an awareness of craft as well as a forcefulness of
thought. Since each guest editor, of course, possesses a different
idea about what comprises a fine essay, each book also represents
a unique literary sensibility. This variety of literary taste and opin-
ion (which can be sampled in the prologue, “On the Essay”) keeps
the series healthy and diverse.



XVI PREFACE

This edition of The Best American Essays is designed for college
students and classroom use. Essays have long been a staple of writ-
ing courses, so why not a collection of “the best” contemporary es-
says for today’s students? I believe that many writing instructors
wish to expose their students to high-quality, relevant, and intel-
lectually challenging prose. With this end in mind, I selected
thirty-five essays from the first eight volumes in the series —
1986-1993. From the pool of one hundred and sixty-two essays
published during that period, I chose those essays that, for a vari-
ety of reasons (length, topicality, rhetorical and thematic diversity,
etc.), would work best for writing instructors and their classes. Still,
The Best American Essays, College Edition represents work from each
of the annual volumes and contains many essays that have — if re-
peated publication is any indication — been among the most pop-
ular of the series.

To make this edition more suitable to writing courses, I ar-
ranged the essays within seven thematic chapters. The themes
were not arbitrarily imposed on the essays; as I went through the
eight volumes, I noticed a number of recurring themes which I
used to organize this edition. The themes, I believe, not only re-
veal some of the contemporary essay’s major preoccupations (such
as identity conflicts, cultural heritages, and self-recovery), but they
also introduce readers to the dominant types of essay published in
our time (personal, expository, and argumentative).

For instructors who prefer to teach essays along different lines,
I've included three alternative arrangements: (a) a rhetorical table
of contents that rearranges the essays into ten traditional modes or
patterns; (b) a table of contents that focuses on salient literary and
journalistic features; and (c) a topical organization that places the
essays in a context of current issues. I've also drawn from the various
“Forewords” I contribute to the annual volumes to develop an intro-
duction to the literary and compositional features of the con-
temporary American essay. And, though space would not permit
the inclusion of the eight guest-editor introductions, I orchestrated
twenty incisive excerpts into a prologue that should stimulate criti-
cal discussion of the genre and lead to writing assignments.

In addition, to help orient student readers, the volume contains
an informative “lead-in” to each essay and a brief biographical
note. “Reflections and Responses,” a set of questions designed to
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assist class discussion or to instigate ideas for papers follows each
selection. The questions range from a consideration of composi-
tional details to broader reflections on theme and issue. Instruc-
tors who wish to delve deeper into the literary and rhetorical
features of the essays will appreciate the thorough and perceptive
instructor’s manual prepared by Elizabeth Huyck (Princton Uni-
versity).

Although anthologies such as this one may appear simple to
construct, they actually involve the professional efforts of many
people. I wish to extend my thanks, first of all, to the distinguished
guest editors I've worked with and whose presence is felt through-
out this edition: Elizabeth Hardwick, Gay Talese, Annie Dillard,
Geoffrey Wolff, Justin Kaplan, Joyce Carol Oates, Susan Sontag,
and Joseph Epstein. Without them there would be no series. I ap-
preciate the enthusiasm for the project and the help I've received
from the Houghton Mifflin college staff: from my editors Kristin
Watts Peri and Nandana Sen, and from Stefanie Jacobs, who saw
the book through production, and Jeff Smith, who copyedited the
manuscript and provided many helpful details. George Kane also
offered many helpful suggestions. I'm especially grateful to Eliza-
beth Huyck for producing a superb instructor’s manual. I'm much
obliged to my assistant, Peter Krass, who managed to keep a thou-
sand moving parts efficiently in place. I appreciate the suggestions
of four good friends, Donald McQuade (University of California,
Berkeley), Charles O’Neill and Jack Roberts (both of St. Thomas
Aquinas College), and William Vesterman (Rutgers University). As
always, I'm indebted to my wife, Héléne, for her indispensable
support and advice.

—R.A.
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