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The Best American
Essays Of The

Century

Rediscoveri
ng the
Literary
Landscape
of "The Best
American
Essays of
the Century"

In  the  vast  ocean  of
American  letters,  few
c o l l e c t i o n s  h a v e
a t t e m p t e d  t h e
monumental  task  of
disti l l ing  an  entire
century's worth of non-
fiction  brilliance  into  a

single  volume.  "The
B e s t  A m e r i c a n
E s s a y s  o f  T h e
Century",  edited  by
the  formidable  duo  of
Joyce Carol  Oates  and
Robert  Atwan,  stands
a s  a  t o w e r i n g
achievement in literary
curation.  Published  at
the  dawn  of  the  new
m i l l e n n i u m ,  t h i s
anthology  does  more
than  simply  gather
essays; it  constructs a
narrative  of  American
i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d
emotional  l ife  from
1900  to  1999 .  For
readers  seek ing  a
p r o f o u n d



understanding  of  how
Amer ican  thought
evolved  through  war,
peace,  c iv i l  r ights
struggles, technological
r e v o l u t i o n ,  a n d
existential  inquiry,  this
collection  remains  an
i n d i s p e n s a b l e
companion. The essays
within these pages are
not  merely  historical
artifacts; they are living
d o c u m e n t s  t h a t
continue to speak with
urgency and relevance
t o  c o n t e m p o r a r y
readers.

The Genesis
of a
Monumental
Anthology

Joyce Carol Oates, one
of  Amer ica 's  most
prolific  and  celebrated
writers,  undertook  the
hercu lean  task  o f
selecting  just  fifty-five

e s s a y s  f r o m  t h e
thousands  published
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
twentieth  century.
Working  alongside
Robert  Atwan,  the
founding  editor  of  the
Best  American  Essays
series,  Oates  brought
her  character ist ic
intellectual  rigor  and
literary  sensitivity  to
the  selection  process.
T h e  r e s u l t  i s  a
collection that balances
canonical  works  with
lesser-known  gems,
offering  readers  a
comprehensive view of
t h e  e s s a y  f o r m ' s
e v o l u t i o n .  T h e
anthology  draws  from
the  entire  run  of  the
annual  series,  which
began in 1986, but also
reaches back to include
masterpieces  from
e a r l i e r  d e c a d e s ,
ensuring that The Best
American  Essays  of
The  Century  truly
represents  the  ful l
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sweep  of  American
non-fiction  writ ing.

The Curatorial
Vision Behind the
Collection

O a t e s  a n d  A t w a n
approached  their  task
with a clear philosophy:
to  represent  not  just
the  most  technically
accomplished  essays,
but those that captured
the spirit of their times
while  transcending
t h e i r  h i s t o r i c a l
moment.  This  meant
including  works  that
grapp led  wi th  the
defining  issues  of  the
c e n t u r y — r a c i a l
inequal ity,  gender
roles,  war,  technology,
and  the  search  for
m e a n i n g  i n  a n
increasingly  secular
wor ld.  The  editors
deliberately  sought
v a r i e t y  i n  v o i c e ,
pe r spec t i ve ,  and
s u b j e c t  m a t t e r ,

creating a mosaic that
reflects  the  diversity  of
American  experience.
From the urban realism
of  Henry  Miller  to  the
pastoral meditations of
Annie Dillard, from the
political  urgency  of
James  Baldwin  to  the
quiet  introspection  of
E . B .  W h i t e ,  t h e
c o l l e c t i o n
demonstrates  the
remarkable  range  of
what  the  essay  form
can achieve.

Notable
Essays and
Their
Enduring
Impact

A m o n g  t h e  m o s t
celebrated  pieces  in
The  Best  American
E s s a y s  o f  T h e
Century are works that
h a v e  b e c o m e
synonymous  w i th



American  literature
itself.  James  Baldwin's
"Notes of a Native Son"
a p p e a r s  i n  t h e
collection,  a  searing
meditation  on  race,
family,  and  identity
that remains as potent
today  as  when  it  was
first  published  in  1955.
Baldwin's  ability  to
w e a v e  p e r s o n a l
narrative  with  social
critique  established  a
template that countless
essayists  have  since
followed. Similarly, Joan
Didion's  "Slouching
Towards  Bethlehem"
c a p t u r e s  t h e
dissolution  of  1960s
counterculture  with  a
precision  that  feels
a lmost  prophet ic .
Didion's spare, incisive
prose  style  influenced
an entire generation of
writers  and  continues
to  define  how we  think
about  California  and
the  American  West.

The Art of
Personal
Narrative

What  distinguishes
many of the essays in
this  collection  is  their
m a s t e r f u l  u s e  o f
personal experience as
a  lens  for  examining
broader  truths.  E.B.
White's "Once More to
the Lake" transforms a
simple  family  vacation
into  a  meditation  on
mor ta l i ty  and  the
p a s s a g e  o f  t i m e .
White's prose achieves
a crystalline clarity that
makes the ordinary feel
e x t r a o r d i n a r y ,
reminding readers why
he is considered one of
the  finest  essayists  in
the  English  language.
S imi lar ly ,  George
Orwell's  "Shooting  an
Elephant,"  though
written  by  a  British
a u t h o r  a b o u t  h i s
experiences  in  Burma,
earns  its  place  in  this
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American  collection
through  its  profound
e x a m i n a t i o n  o f
imperialism,  power,
a n d  m o r a l
coward ice—themes
that  resonated  deeply
with  American  readers
confronting  their  own
nation's  global  role.

The
Evolution of
the
American
Essay

Tracing the arc of The
B e s t  A m e r i c a n
E s s a y s  o f  T h e
Century  reveals  how
the  essay  form  itself
e v o l v e d  o v e r  t h e
d e c a d e s .  E a r l y
t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y
essays often displayed
a  f o r m a l ,  a l m o s t
orator ical  qual i ty,
reflecting  the  influence
of  nineteenth-century

models. As the century
progressed,  essays
b e c a m e  m o r e
conversational,  more
wil l ing  to  embrace
fragmentation  and
subjectivity.  The  New
Journalism  movement
of the 1960s and 1970s
brought the techniques
of  fiction  writing  into
non-fiction,  producing
essays  that  were  as
s t y l i s t i c a l l y
adventurous  as  any
novel. Writers like Tom
Wolfe,  Norman  Mailer,
and  Truman  Capote
blurred the boundaries
between reporting and
storytelling,  creating  a
new  mode  of  literary
journalism  that  the
collection  represents
with  care.

The Rise of the
Lyric Essay

By  the  century's  end,
t h e  e s s a y  h a d
s p l i n t e r e d  i n t o



numerous  subgenres,
none  more  intriguing
than  the  lyric  essay.
T h i s  f o r m ,  w h i c h
prioritizes  imagery,
a s s o c i a t i o n ,  a n d
musicality  over  linear
a r g u m e n t ,  f o u n d
powerful  expression  in
works  by  writers  like
Annie Dillard and John
McPhee. Dillard's "Total
Eclipse"  is  included  in
t h e  c o l l e c t i o n ,  a
breathtaking account of
witnessing  a  solar
eclipse that becomes a
m e t a p h y s i c a l
e x p l o r a t i o n  o f
perception and reality.
T h e  e s s a y
demonstrates  how the
form  can  transcend
mere  description  to
achieve  something
approaching  poetry.
McPhee's  contributions
to the essay form are
equally  significant;  his
a b i l i t y  t o  r e n d e r
complex  subjects  like
geology,  agriculture,

and  environmental
science with clarity and
narrative  drive  helped
establish creative non-
fiction  as  a  respected
literary  genre.

Themes
That Define
a Century

Reading  through  The
B e s t  A m e r i c a n
E s s a y s  o f  T h e
Century ,  ce r ta in
themes  emerge  with
striking  persistence.
T h e  q u e s t i o n  o f
A m e r i c a n
identity—what it means
to  be  American  in  a
diverse and constantly
changing  nation—runs
through  essay  after
essay.  Writers  from
W.E.B. Du Bois to Alice
Walker  explore  the
complexities  of  race
and  belonging.  Jewish
American  writers  like
S a u l  B e l l o w  a n d
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Cynthia  Ozick  grapple
with  assimilation  and
he r i t age .  Women
wr i te r s  i nc lud ing
Virginia  Woolf,  Susan
Sontag, and Joan Didion
p u s h  a g a i n s t  t h e
constraints  of  gender
e x p e c t a t i o n s ,
e x p a n d i n g  w h a t
subjects  are  deemed
wor thy  o f  se r ious
literary  treatment.

War, Peace, and
Moral Reckoning

The  century's  major
conflicts  leave  their
mark on the collection.
Essays  about  World
War  II,  the  Vietnam
War, and the Cold War
reveal  how  American
intellectuals  thought
a b o u t  v i o l e n c e ,
patriotism,  and  moral
responsibility.  Paul
Fussell's  "Thank  God
for  the  Atom  Bomb"
remains  one  of  the
most controversial and

provocative  essays  in
the  collection,  forcing
readers  to  confront
uncomfortable  truths
about  war's  realities.
M i c h a e l  H e r r ' s
d i s p a t c h e s  f r o m
Vietnam  captured  the
surreal  horror  of  that
conflict  with  a  visceral
intensity  that  changed
h o w  A m e r i c a n s
understood  the  war.
These  essays  do  not
simply  report  events;
they  wres t le  w i th
quest ions  of  gui l t ,
responsibility,  and  the
meaning of sacrifice.

The Legacy
of "The Best
American
Essays of
the Century"

More than two decades
after  its  publication,
The  Best  American
E s s a y s  o f  T h e



Century  continues  to
s e r v e  a s  a  v i t a l
resource  for  writers,
students,  and  general
readers  a l ike.  The
anthology  has  been
wide ly  adopted  in
university  courses  on
creative  non-fiction,
essay  writ ing,  and
American  literature,
i n t r o d u c i n g  n e w
g e n e r a t i o n s  t o
masterworks  they
might  otherwise  never
encounter. For aspiring
writers,  the  collection
offers  a  masterclass  in
cra f t—each  essay
demonstrates  different
a p p r o a c h e s  t o
structure, voice, detail,
and  argument.  The
volume also  preserves
w o r k s  t h a t  m i g h t
otherwise  have  faded
from  public  memory,
e n s u r i n g  t h a t
significant  voices  from
throughout the century
remain  accessible  to
c o n t e m p o r a r y

audiences.

Criticism and
Controversy

No  anthology  of  this
scope  could  escape
criticism, and The Best
American  Essays  of
The  Century  has
faced  its  share.  Some
readers argue that the
c o l l e c t i o n
overrepresents  certain
w r i t e r s  a n d
perspectives  while
u n d e r r e p r e s e n t i n g
others. The absence of
certain  major  figures
has been noted, as has
the relative scarcity of
e s s a y s  f r o m  t h e
century's  first  decades.
These  c r i t i c i sms ,
however,  speak  more
to  the  difficulty  of  the
editorial  task  than  to
any  fa i lu re  on  the
ed i tors '  par t .  Any
selection  of  fifty-five
essays from thousands
o f  c a n d i d a t e s  i s
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necessarily  subjective,
and  Oates  and  Atwan
have been transparent
about their criteria and
l i m i t a t i o n s .  T h e
debates  the  collection
h a s  i n s p i r e d  a r e
t h e m s e l v e s  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
vitality  of  the  essay
form and the passion of
its readers.

Why This
Collection
Matters
Today

In an age of short-form
content,  social  media,
and declining attention
s p a n s ,  T h e  B e s t
American  Essays  of
The Century stands as
a  powerful  argument
for the enduring value
of sustained, thoughtful
writing.  These  essays
demand  something
f r o m  t h e i r

r e a d e r s — t i m e ,
a t t e n t i o n ,
reflection—but  they
reward that investment
many times over. In a
world  increasingly
cha rac te r i zed  by
information  overload
a n d  f r a g m e n t e d
discourse,  the  essay
offers a space for  deep
thinking  and  genuine
connection.  The issues
these  writers  grapple
with—identity,  justice,
d e a t h ,  l o v e ,
meaning—are timeless,
and  the i r  ins ights
r e m a i n  r e l e v a n t
regard less  o f  the
historical  moment.

Practical
Guidance for New
Readers

For  those  approaching
The  Best  American
E s s a y s  o f  T h e
Century  for  the  first
time,  a  few  strategies
c a n  e n h a n c e  t h e



reading  experience.
The  collection  is  not
necessarily designed to
b e  r e a d  s t r a i g h t
through from beginning
to  end;  readers  might
p re fe r  t o  d ip  i n to
essays  based  on  their
interests  or  to  read
chronologically to trace
the  evolution  of  style
and concerns over the
decades. Some readers
find  it  helpful  to  read
with a notebook handy,
jotting  down  passages
t h a t  r e s o n a t e  o r
questions  that  arise.
The  essays  reward
mult iple  readings;
returning  to  a  piece
months  or  years  later
of ten  revea ls  new
layers of meaning. And
for  writers,  studying
these  essays  with  a
c r a f t - f o c u s e d
eye—paying  attention
to  sentence  structure,
paragraph  transitions,
use  o f  deta i l ,  and
narrative arc—can yield

invaluable lessons.

The
Enduring
Power of the
Essay Form

W h a t  u l t i m a t e l y
emerges  from  The
B e s t  A m e r i c a n
E s s a y s  o f  T h e
Century is a profound
appreciation  for  the
essay  as  a  l i terary
form.  In  an  age  that
often  values  speed
over  substance,  the
essay  insists  on  the
importance  of  careful
thought  and  graceful
expression.  The  best
essays  do  not  simply
inform  or  persuade;
they transform how we
see the world and our
place  within  it.  They
c r e a t e  i n t i m a t e
connections  between
writer  and  reader,
bridging gaps of  time,
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space, and experience.
They  remind  us  that
the personal is political,
that  the  part icular
contains the universal,
and  that  the  most
honest  writing  often
carries  the  greatest
power.

The  anthology  also
demonstrates  how the
essay  can  serve  as  a
veh ic le  fo r  soc ia l
c h a n g e .  J a m e s
Baldwin's  essays  did
not  merely  describe
racial  injustice;  they
helped  change  how
America  understood
race.  Rachel  Carson's
"Silent  Spring"  helped
launch  the  modern
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
m o v e m e n t .  A l i c e
Walker's  essays  on
womanism  and  black
f e m i n i s t  t h o u g h t
o p e n e d  n e w
possibilities for political
and literary expression.
These works show that

the essay is not merely
an aesthetic form but a
tool  for  engaging with
the  world—a  way  of
thinking  in  public  that
c a n  h a v e  r e a l
consequences.

Conclusion:
A Century
Captured in
Prose

The  Best  American
E s s a y s  o f  T h e
Century  is  more than
an  anthology;  it  is  a
cultural  archive,  a
masterclass  in  writing,
and  an  invitation  to
think deeply about the
human  experience.
Joyce Carol  Oates  and
Robert  Atwan  have
g i v e n  u s  a  g i f t  o f
immense  va lue—a
c o l l e c t i o n  t h a t
p r e s e r v e s  t h e
i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d
emotional  l i fe  of  a



c e n t u r y  i n  w h i c h
America  transformed
f rom  an  emerg ing
world power to a global
leader,  grappled  with
i t s  d e e p e s t
contradictions,  and
produced some of  the
m o s t  r e m a r k a b l e
writing  in  the  English
language.  For  anyone
i n t e r e s t e d  i n
understanding  where
we  have  been  and
where  we  might  be
going,  this  collection
offers  indispensable
guidance.  The  essays

within  these  pages
continue  to  speak,  to
cha l lenge ,  and  to
inspire,  proving  that
t h e  b e s t  w r i t i n g
transcends its moment
to  achieve  something
a p p r o a c h i n g
timelessness.  Whether
you  are  a  longtime
lover  of  essays  or  a
newcomer to the form,
this anthology rewards
e x p l o r a t i o n  w i t h
insights that will enrich
your  understanding  of
literature,  history,  and
yourself.


