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Introduction

When we think of a “classic,” we often picture a work that has stood the test of time, revered for its timeless themes, 

masterful craft, and enduring influence on literature and culture. Yet the literary world is not static; new voices 

continually emerge, challenging the boundaries of what we consider essential. The term contemporary classic 

has therefore become a point of debate: should a novel written in the last decade be labeled a classic? And how 

can readers and educators curate a collection that captures the best of these modern masterpieces in a format that 

is both accessible and portable? In this article, we explore the arguments surrounding contemporary classics, 

examine the role of a portable anthologyin preserving and disseminating these works, and provide practical

guidance for building a collection that reflects the evolving literary canon.

What Makes a Work a Contemporary Classic?

Traditionally, a classic is defined by its lasting significance, universal appeal, and influence on subsequent writers.

But when we shift the lens to the 21st century, the criteria become more nuanced. A contemporary classic typically

satisfies several core conditions:

•  Literary Excellence – The work displays exceptional craftsmanship, whether through innovative narrative 

structures, lyrical prose, or profound character development.

•  Universal Themes – It tackles issues that resonate across cultures and time periods—identity, power, morality, 

or the human condition—allowing readers to find relevance beyond its immediate context.

•  Critical Acclaim – Recognition from literary critics, award committees, and scholarly communities signals that 

the work has achieved a certain level of prestige.

•  Influence on Other Writers – A contemporary classic often inspires new works, influencing styles, themes, or 

narrative techniques within the literary landscape.

•  Longevity – While the term “contemporary” implies recent publication, true classics endure in bookstores, 

syllabi, and cultural conversations for years, sometimes decades.

These criteria overlap with those used for older classics, but they also allow for the unique characteristics of

modern storytelling—digital media influences, genre blending, and global perspectives—to be acknowledged.

Arguments Supporting the Label “Contemporary Classic”

1. Reflecting Current Societal Shifts

Literature is a mirror of its time. By recognizing contemporary works as classics, we validate the narratives that

speak to today’s social, political, and technological realities. This inclusivity encourages a more representative

canon that includes diverse voices—women, people of color, LGBTQ+ authors, and writers from formerly

underrepresented regions.

2. Expanding the Canon for Readers

Students and avid readers benefit from a dynamic canon that evolves with society. Contemporary classics

introduce fresh ideas and modern language, making literature more approachable for younger audiences who

might find older texts archaic or disconnected from their experiences.



3. Encouraging Literary Innovation

Labeling a recent novel as a classic can reward innovation, encouraging writers to experiment with form, genre,

and content. The prestige associated with the term can inspire authors to push boundaries, knowing their work may

be celebrated long after its initial publication.

4. Preserving Cultural Memory

Modern classics capture the zeitgeist of their era. They become cultural artifacts that future generations can study

to understand the concerns, hopes, and anxieties of the time. Preserving these works ensures a richer, more

nuanced historical record.

Arguments Against the Label “Contemporary Classic”

1. The Risk of Premature Labeling

Some critics argue that the term “classic” should be reserved for works that have proven their endurance over

many decades. Labeling a novel as a classic too early may create a false sense of permanence and overlook the

fact that tastes and cultural relevance shift.

2. Commercial Influences

Publishing houses sometimes promote books as classics to boost sales and prestige. This commercial angle can

blur the line between artistic merit and marketing strategy, potentially compromising the integrity of the term.

3. Overcrowding the Canon

Adding too many contemporary works to the canon risks diluting the prestige associated with the term. If every

popular novel is labeled a classic, the term may lose its power to signify exceptional literary achievement.

4. Potential Bias in Selection

Decisions about which contemporary works become classics often reflect the biases of critics, educators, and

publishers. Without a transparent, inclusive process, certain voices may be overlooked, perpetuating systemic

inequities within the literary establishment.

The Role of a Portable Anthology

A portable anthology—a curated collection of literary works designed for easy transport and accessibility—serves

as a powerful tool for both readers and educators. In an era where digital devices dominate, a well-crafted portable

anthology offers tangible benefits:

•  Convenience – Compact formats allow readers to carry a diverse set of texts anywhere, whether on a train, in 

a coffee shop, or during a commute.

•  Educational Utility – Teachers can provide students with a ready-made selection of contemporary classics, 

facilitating discussion and critical analysis without the need for extensive research.

•  Preservation – Physical anthologies safeguard against digital obsolescence. Even as file formats evolve, a 

printed anthology remains readable for generations.

•  Curated Experience – By selecting works that represent various themes, styles, and cultural perspectives, a 

portable anthology offers a balanced literary journey that can spark interest and broaden horizons.

•  Accessibility – For readers with limited internet access or those who prefer the tactile experience of reading, a 

portable anthology ensures that contemporary classics remain within reach.

How to Curate a Contemporary Classic Portable Anthology



1. Define Your Purpose

Before selecting texts, clarify why you’re creating the anthology. Is it for classroom use, a reading club, or personal

enrichment? Your goal will shape the selection criteria and the balance of genres, authors, and themes.

2. Establish Selection Criteria

Use the core conditions of a contemporary classic—literary excellence, universal themes, critical acclaim,

influence, and longevity—as a framework. Additionally, consider diversity metrics: gender, ethnicity, nationality, and

genre representation.

3. Gather a Diverse List of Candidates

Compile a list of recent novels, short story collections, poems, and essays that have received critical praise or

awards. Sources include literary journals, award lists (e.g., Booker Prize, Pulitzer, National Book Award), and

bestseller charts.

4. Conduct Peer Reviews

Invite literary scholars, teachers, and avid readers to review the candidates. Their insights can help identify works

that may have been overlooked or that resonate strongly with specific audiences.

5. Balance Depth and Breadth

Include both densely layered narratives that challenge readers and accessible stories that provide immediate

enjoyment. This balance keeps the anthology engaging for a wide range of readers.

6. Arrange Thematically or Chronologically

Decide whether to group works by theme (e.g., identity, technology, war) or by publication date. Thematic

arrangement can highlight connections across different contexts, while chronological order shows literary evolution.

7. Provide Contextual Notes

Include brief introductions or author biographies for each piece. Contextual information helps readers appreciate

the background and significance of each work.

8. Design for Portability

Choose a durable binding, a compact size, and high-quality paper that withstands frequent handling. Consider a

paperback or a slim hardcover with a sturdy cover.

9. Test With Target Readers

Share a draft with a small group of your intended audience. Gather feedback on readability, relevance, and overall

experience. Use this data to refine the selection and presentation.

10. Publish and Distribute

Once finalized, partner with publishers or self-publish through print-on-demand services. Promote the anthology

through literary blogs, social media, and book clubs to reach a broad audience.

Examples of Contemporary Classics Worth Including

•  “Normal People” by Sally Rooney (2018) – A nuanced exploration of intimacy and social mobility that has 

reshaped contemporary literary fiction.

•  “The Overstory” by Richard Powers (2018) – A sweeping ecological narrative that earned the Pulitzer Prize for 

Fiction.



•  “The Vanishing Half” by Brit Bennett (2020) – A multigenerational story about identity, race, and family that 

has become a staple in modern literary discussions.

•  “Pachinko” by Min Jin Lee (2017) – A generational saga that blends personal drama with historical context, 

celebrated for its depth and cultural insight.

•  “The Nickel Boys” by Colson Whitehead (2019) – A harrowing examination of injustice that won the Pulitzer 

Prize and sparked nationwide conversations about racial history.

•  “The Testaments” by Margaret Atwood (2019) – A powerful sequel to “The Handmaid’s Tale” that continues to 

influence feminist literature.

•  “Where the Crawdads Sing” by Delia Owens (2018) – A blend of nature writing and mystery that has 

captivated a wide readership.

•  “The City We Became” by N.K. Jemisin (2020) – A speculative urban fantasy that redefines cityscape 

narratives.

•  “The Immortalists” by Chloe Benjamin (2018) – A tale of fate and free will that explores how knowledge of 

one’s future shapes identity.

•  “The Plot” by Jean Hanff Korelitz (2021) – A meta-fictional thriller that examines authorship, originality, and the 

ethics of storytelling.

Benefits of a Portable Anthology for Readers and Educators

•  Enhanced Accessibility – Readers can explore contemporary classics without needing a digital device or 

stable internet connection.

•  Facilitated Discussion – A curated selection provides a common ground for classroom debates, book clubs, 

and literary forums.

•  Encourages Independent Reading – By offering a variety of voices and styles, readers are more likely to 

discover new interests and develop critical reading skills.

•  Supports Cultural Literacy – Exposure to diverse narratives broadens cultural understanding and empathy.

•  Preserves Literary Heritage – Physical anthologies safeguard modern literature against digital loss, ensuring 

future generations can access these works.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them

1. Keeping the Anthology Updated

Literary tastes evolve, and new works continually emerge. Plan periodic reviews—every 3–5 years—to assess

whether additions or revisions are needed. A dynamic anthology remains relevant.

2. Balancing Commercial Success with Artistic Merit

While bestsellers often gain popularity, they may not always meet literary excellence criteria. Maintain a balance by

including both commercially successful and critically acclaimed titles.

3. Avoiding Cultural Bias

Actively seek out works from underrepresented regions and languages. Collaborate with international literary

organizations to identify noteworthy titles beyond the Anglophone canon.

4. Managing Production Costs

High-quality paper and durable binding raise production costs. Consider bulk printing discounts, print-on-demand

options, or digital supplements to manage expenses.

Conclusion



The debate over what qualifies as a contemporary classic reflects the dynamic nature
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