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Preface to the Tenth Edition

For centuries the study of literature has occupied a central place in the
Humanities curriculum. The power of great literature to reach across time
and space, its exploration of the expressive potential of language, and its abil-
ity to capture the whole range of experiences from the most exalted to the
everyday have made it an essential part of education. But there are signifi-
cant challenges to any attempt to derive the full measure of enlightenment
and pleasure from this precious resource. In a world in which distraction
reigns, savoring works of literature requires quiet focus. In a society in which
new media clamor for attention, attending to words on the page can prove
difficult. And in a period obsessed with the present at its most instantaneous,
it takes a certain effort to look at anything penned earlier than late last
night.

The Norton Anthology of English Literature is designed to meet these chal-
lenges. It is deeply rewarding to enter the sensibility of a different place, to
hear a new voice, to be touched by an unfamiliar era. It is critically impor-
tant to escape the narrow boundaries of our immediate preoccupations and
to respond with empathy to lives other than our own. It is moving, even
astonishing, to feel that someone you never met is speaking directly to you.
But for any of this to happen requires help. The overarching goal of the Norton
Anthology—as it has been for over fifty-five years and ten editions—is to
help instructors energize their classrooms, engage their students, and bring
literature to life.* At a time when the Humanities are under great pressure,
we are committed to facilitating the special joy that comes with encountering
significant works of art.

The works anthologized in these six volumes generally form the core of
courses designed to introduce students to English literature. The selections
reach back to the earliest moments of literary creativity in English, when
the language itself was still molten, and extend to some of the most recent
experiments, when, once again, English seems remarkably fluid and open.
That openness—a recurrent characteristic of a language that has never
been officially regulated and that has constantly renewed itself—helps to
account for the sense of freshness that characterizes the works brought
together here.

One of the joys of literature in English is its spectacular abundance.
Even within the geographical confines of England, Scotland, Wales, and

* For more on the help we offer and how to access it, see “Additional Resources for Instructors and
Students,” p. xxiv.
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