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EXPLORING THE NORTON ANTHOLOGY OF AMERICAN LITERATURE: SHORTER
BEGINNING TO 1865, VOLUME 1

For students, educators, and devoted readers of American literature, few names carry as much
weight as the Norton Anthology. Among its many editions, the Norton Anthology of American
Literature: Shorter Beginning to 1865, Volume 1 stands as a carefully curated gateway into
the literary foundations of the United States. This compact yet remarkably comprehensive volume
captures the voices, struggles, and creative expressions that shaped the nation from its earliest oral
traditions to the brink of the Civil War. Whether you are encountering early American texts for the
first  time  or  returning  to  rediscover  classic  works,  this  anthology  offers  an  accessible  and
authoritative  guide  through  centuries  of  profound  change.
In this article, we will take a close look at what makes this shorter edition so valuable. We will
explore its scope, the authors it includes, the thematic threads it weaves, and how it compares to
the longer edition. We will also discuss the pedagogical features that make it a favorite in college
classrooms and independent study alike. By the end, you will understand why the Norton Anthology
of American Literature: Shorter Beginning to 1865, Volume 1 remains an essential resource for
anyone serious about the origins of American writing.

The Scope and Purpose of the Shorter
Edition
The  Norton  Anthology  of  American  Literature  has  long  been  the  gold  standard  for  literary
anthologies. Its full-length edition spans multiple volumes and thousands of pages. However, the
shorter edition was designed with a specific purpose: to provide a manageable yet rich selection
of primary texts for survey courses that cover a broad historical period. The volume titled Beginning
to 1865  covers the earliest Native American and European contact narratives, Puritan writings,
Enlightenment thought, Romanticism, and the leading up to the Civil War.
By condensing the material,  the editors have made deliberate choices about which works are
essential. This forces a kind of intellectual focus – every piece included has earned its place by
representing  a  major  theme,  literary  movement,  or  author  of  lasting  significance.  The  result  is  a
volume that does not overwhelm the reader but still offers depth and diversity. For instructors, this
means  they  can assign  the  entire  book  within  a  single  semester,  covering  key  texts  without

sacrificing breadth. For self-learners, it provides a structured map of early American literature that is
both portable and profound.

Key Authors and Works in the Anthology
One of the greatest strengths of the Norton Anthology of American Literature: Shorter Beginning to
1865, Volume 1 is  its  careful  selection of  authors.  It  begins with the oral  traditions of  Native
American peoples, including origin stories and songs that predate written records. These selections
remind us that American literature did not begin with European settlers; it grew from a rich soil of
indigenous culture.
Moving into the colonial period, the anthology includes essential works by John Smith, William
Bradford,  and Anne Bradstreet.  Bradford’s  Of  Plymouth Plantation  offers  a  firsthand account  of
the  Pilgrims’  journey  and  settlement,  while  Bradstreet’s  poetry  reflects  the  struggle  between
religious  devotion  and  personal  emotion.  The  volume  also  gives  substantial  space  to  the  fiery
rhetorician Jonathan Edwards, whose sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” remains one
of the most dramatic texts of the Great Awakening.
The  revolutionary  and  early  national  periods  are  represented  by  figures  like  Benjamin  Franklin,
Thomas  Paine,  and  Thomas  Jefferson.  Franklin’s  Autobiography  and  Poor  Richard’s  Almanack
exemplify the pragmatism and wit of the Enlightenment. Paine’s Common Sense appears in excerpts
that  capture  his  revolutionary  fervor.  Jefferson’s  Notes  on  the  State  of  Virginia  and  his  personal
letters  reveal  the  contradictions  of  a  slaveholding  founder  who  wrote  of  liberty.
The anthology then moves into the flowering of American Romanticism, with major selections from
Washington Irving, James Fenimore Cooper, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau,
Nathaniel Hawthorne,  Edgar Allan Poe,  Herman Melville,  and Walt Whitman.  Emerson’s
essays like “Self-Reliance” and “The American Scholar” laid the groundwork for a distinctly American
intellectual identity. Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” and excerpts from Walden continue to inspire
activists and environmentalists. Hawthorne’s short stories, such as “Young Goodman Brown,” probe
the dark recesses of the Puritan psyche. Poe’s tales of terror and his poetic masterpiece “The
Raven” demonstrate his mastery of mood and language. Melville’s Bartleby, the Scrivener  and
excerpts from Moby-Dick explore themes of isolation and obsession. Whitman’s “Song of Myself”
from Leaves of Grass celebrates the self and the nation in free verse that broke all conventions.
Importantly, the anthology does not neglect the voices of women and minority writers of the era. It
includes  works  by  Harriet  Beecher  Stowe  (excerpts  from  Uncle  Tom’s  Cabin),  Frederick
Douglass (from his Narrative), Harriet Jacobs, and other African American writers who challenged
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slavery and racism. Early women’s rights advocates like Margaret Fuller and Lydia Maria Child
are also present. These inclusions help paint a more complete picture of a diverse and contested
literary landscape.

Pedagogical Features That Enhance
Learning
The Norton Anthology of American Literature: Shorter Beginning to 1865, Volume 1 is not merely a
collection of texts; it is a carefully designed teaching tool. Each section begins with a contextual
introduction  that  places  the  writers  and  works  in  historical  and  cultural  perspective.  These
introductions are written in clear, accessible prose and provide essential background on topics such
as  Puritan  theology,  the  American  Revolution,  transcendentalism,  and  antebellum  reform
movements.
Within  the  texts,  footnotes  explain  archaic  terms,  historical  references,  and  allusions.  This  is
especially helpful for students encountering early American English for the first time. For example,
readers  of  Bradford’s  history  will  find  notes  that  clarify  colonial  vocabulary  and  explain  biblical
references that  shape the narrative.  The anthology also includes headnotes  for  each author,
offering  a  brief  biography  and  critical  assessment  that  help  readers  understand  the  author’s
significance.
Additionally, the shorter edition includes selected thematic clusters that group texts around a
common topic – for instance, writings about captivity narratives, or the debate over slavery. These
clusters  encourage  comparative  analysis  and  help  students  see  how  different  authors  addressed
similar issues. The volume also provides a bibliography of recommended secondary sources, a
glossary of literary terms, and a timeline that aligns literary works with historical events. For
instructors, a companion website offers additional resources such as sample syllabi and discussion
questions.

Comparing the Shorter Edition to the Full
Edition
One common question is how the shorter edition differs from the longer two-volume or multi-volume
versions.  The  most  obvious  difference  is  the  number  of  selections.  The  full  edition  of  the  Norton
Anthology of  American Literature includes many more authors,  longer excerpts,  and a greater
variety of genres. For example, the longer edition might include multiple essays by Emerson or
several longer works by Melville, whereas the shorter edition often limits itself to one or two key
pieces per author.
However, the shorter edition compensates by being more focused and portable. Students who need

to  cover  the  entire  period  from  beginnings  to  1865  in  one  semester  often  find  the  longer  edition
overwhelming. The shorter edition distills the essential works without sacrificing the canonical core.
It also tends to be more affordable, which is a practical consideration for many students. That said,
serious scholars of American literature will eventually want the full edition for its breadth. But for
introductory courses and general readers, the Norton Anthology of American Literature: Shorter
Beginning to 1865, Volume 1 offers the perfect balance.

Why This Volume Matters Today
In an age of digital texts and fragmented reading, the value of a curated printed anthology might
seem diminished. Yet the Norton Anthology of American Literature: Shorter Beginning to 1865,
Volume 1 remains profoundly relevant. It provides a structured literary education that is hard to
replicate through random online searches. By reading these works in conversation with one another,
students  gain  a  deeper  understanding  of  how  American  identity  was  forged  –  through  conflict,
compromise,  creativity,  and  resilience.
The  volume  also  addresses  issues  that  remain  urgent:  religious  conflict,  racial  inequality,
environmental degradation, individual freedom versus community obligations. Emerson’s call for
self-reliance,  Thoreau’s  critique of  government,  Douglass’s  demand for  justice –  these are not
merely historical artifacts. They are vital texts that continue to shape debates in contemporary
America.  The  anthology  presents  them not  as  museum pieces  but  as  living  documents  that
challenge and inspire.

How to Get the Most Out of This Anthology
Whether you are using the Norton Anthology of American Literature: Shorter Beginning to 1865,
Volume 1 in a classroom or for  personal  study,  there are strategies to enhance your reading
experience. Start by reading the period introductions carefully; they provide a roadmap. As you read
individual works, take notes on recurring themes such as the tension between individualism and
community, the role of nature, the meaning of freedom, and the treatment of “the other.” Use the
footnotes and headnotes to fill in gaps in your knowledge.
Consider reading the anthology in chronological order to trace the evolution of American thought
and style. Alternatively, you can read thematically – for instance, focus on Puritan writings first, then
jump to Transcendentalist  essays to  see how later  writers  reacted against  their  predecessors.
Discussing  the  texts  with  others,  either  in  a  study  group  or  online  forum,  can  deepen  your
understanding.  Finally,  don’t  hesitate  to  explore  additional  works  by  the  authors  you  find  most
compelling;  the  anthology  is  a  starting  point,  not  an  endpoint.
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Conclusion
The Norton Anthology of American Literature: Shorter Beginning to 1865, Volume 1 is more than a
textbook; it is a curated journey through the foundational texts of American civilization. With its

reliable editing, insightful annotations, and judicious selections, it serves as both a classroom staple
and a lifelong reference. For anyone wishing to understand the literary roots of the United States –
from Native American stories to the brink of war – this volume offers an indispensable, portable, and
intellectually  rewarding experience.  Whether  you are a student,  a  teacher,  or  an independent
reader, this anthology deserves a place on your shelf.


