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Prefaoe to the Seven’ch
Eclltlon

The outpounng of English Eiterature overﬂows all boundaries, including the
capacious boundaries of The Norton Anthology of English Literature. But
tbese pages manage to contam many of the most remarkable works wmter:
poems and short lyrics; Iove songs and satires; trageches and comedles written
for performance on the commercial stage and private meditations meant to
be perused in s;lence, prayers, popular baﬂads, prophecies, ecstatic visions,
erotic fantasies, sermons, short stor;es? letters in verse and prose, critical
essays, polemical tracts, several entire novels, and a great deal more. Such
works generally form the core of courses that are designed to introduce stu-
dents to the history of English literature, a history not only of gradual devel-
opment, continuity, and dense mtemal echoes, but also of radical
contingency, sudden change, and startling innovation.

One of the joys of literature in English is its spectacular abundance. Even
from within the geographical confines of Great Britain and Ireland, where
the majority of texts brought together in this collection originated, there are
more than enough distinguished and exciting works to Alf the pages of this
anthology many times over. The abundance is all the greater if one takes, as
the editors of these volumes do, a broad understandlng of the term Literature.
The meaning of the term has in the course of several centuries shifted from
the whole body of writing produced in a particular language to a subset of
that writing consisting of works that claim. special attention because of their
formal beauty or expressive power. But any individual text’s claim to attention
is subject to constant debate and revision; established texts are jostled both
by new arnvals and by preweusiy negiected claimants; and the boundaries
between the Eaterary and whatever is thought o be “non-literary” are con-
stantly challenged .and redrawn. The heart.of this collection consists of
poems, plays, and prose fiction, but these categories are themselves products
of ongoing historical transformations, and. we have inchuded many texts that
call into question any conception of literature as denoting only a limited set
of particular kinds of writing.

The designation “English” provsdes some  obvious limits to the unwieldy,
unstable, constantly shifting field of literature, but these limits are them-
selves in constant flux, due in part to the. complexxty of the territory evoked
by the term (as explained in our appendxx on "Geographical Nomenclature”)
and in part to the multinational, multicultural, and hugely expanswe char-
acter, of the language. As Geoffrey Nunberg s informative essay “The Persis-
tence of English” (p: xhvil), commissioned for this Seventh Edition, makes
clear, the variations in the forms of the spoken fanguage that all go by the

xxxiii




