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INTRODUCTION: WHY THE
NORTON SHAKESPEARE STANDS
APART

For  students,  scholars,  and  general
readers alike, encountering the works of
Will iam  Shakespeare  can  be  both
exhilarating  and  overwhelming.  With
dozens of editions available, from cheap
mass-market  paperbacks  to  ornate
collector's  sets,  choosing  the  right
version  is  critical.  Among  these,  one
name  has  come  to  define  the  gold
standard of Shakespearean scholarship:
the Norton Shakespeare. Since its first
publ icat ion  in  1997,  the  Norton
Shakespeare has not merely presented
the  plays  and  poems;  it  has  redefined
how readers engage with the Bard. It is
more than a collection of texts—it is a
comprehensive  scholarly  apparatus
designed  to  illuminate  the  historical,
theatrical,  and  literary  contexts  that
shaped Shakespeare's work. This article
explores the history, structure, editorial
philosophy,  and enduring significance of
the Norton Shakespeare, explaining why
it  remains  the  definitive  choice  for
serious  study.

THE ORIGINS OF THE NORTON
SHAKESPEARE: A SCHOLARLY
MILESTONE

General Editor
Stephen
Greenblatt and
the New
Historicism
Movement
The Norton Shakespeare was conceived
under the general editorship of Stephen
Greenblatt,  a  towering  figure  in
Renaissance  studies  and  a  leading
proponent  o f  New  His tor ic i sm.
Greenb la t t ' s  approach ,  wh ich
emphasizes  the  interplay  between
literary  texts  and  the  social,  political,
and  cultural  forces  of  their  time,
profoundly  shaped  the  edit ion's
character.  Unlike  earlier  editions  that
treated  Shakespeare's  works  as
timeless, autonomous masterpieces, the
Norton Shakespeare grounds each play
and  poem  in  the  turbulent  world  of
Elizabethan and Jacobean England. This
editorial  vision  was  groundbreaking:
instead  of  present ing  a  s ing le ,
authoritative  text,  the  edition  often
includes multiple versions of  the same
play,  acknowledging  the  fluid  and
collaborative  nature  of  early  modern
drama.  Greenblatt  and  his  team  of
distinguished editors created a resource
that  invites  readers  to  think  critically
about how texts are made, transmitted,
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and interpreted.

The First Edition
(1997): A New
Standard
When  the  first  edition  of  the  Norton
Shakespeare was published in 1997 by
W.  W.  Norton  &  Company,  i t  was
instantly  recognized  as  a  landmark
achievement.  It  was  among  the  first
major collected editions to fully embrace
the  principle  of  textual  multiplicity.
For plays such as King Lear, which exists
in two distinct early versions (the Quarto
and  the  Folio),  the  Norton  presented
both texts separately,  allowing readers
to  witness  how  Shakespeare's  work
evolved.  This  was  a  radical  departure
from  traditional  editions  that  conflated
different  versions  into  a  single,
composite  text.  The  first  edition  also
included  extensive  annotations,
introductory essays for each work, maps,
g e n e a l o g i c a l  c h a r t s ,  a n d  a
comprehensive  glossary.  Its  physical
des ign—c lean ,  r eadab le ,  and
durable—made it equally suitable for the
classroom and the personal library.

WHAT MAKES THE NORTON
SHAKESPEARE UNIQUE? KEY
FEATURES AND EDITORIAL
PHILOSOPHY

Textual
Scholarship and

Multiple Versions
At the heart of the Norton Shakespeare's
identity lies its commitment to textual
integrity  and  transparency.  The
editors do not hide the messy realities of
early  modern  textual  transmission.
Instead, they present the evidence and
let readers draw their own conclusions.
For  instance,  the  edition  prominently
features  parallel  texts  for  plays  with
significant  variants.  This  approach
fosters  a  deeper  understanding  that
Shakespeare's  plays  were  not  fixed
literary works but living scripts, subject
to  revision,  adaptation,  and  even
censorship .  The  edi tor ia l  team
meticulously explains the source of each
text—whether it derives from a Quarto,
the First Folio, or a later collection—and
details  the  rationale  behind  their
choices. This level of scholarly honesty is
rare in popular editions and is one of the
s t ronges t  reasons  the  No r ton
Shakespeare  is  trusted  by  academics
worldwide.

Comprehensive
Introductions
and Annotations
Every  play  and  poem  in  the  Norton
Shakespeare is preceded by a generous
introduction written by a leading expert.
These  introductions  do  more  than
summarize  plot  or  themes;  they place
the  work  within  its  cultural  moment,
discuss performance history, and outline
critical  debates.  The  footnotes  and
marginal  annotations  are  copious  but
never  intrusive.  They  explain  obscure
words,  historical  references,  and
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rhetorical  devices without breaking the
reader's  flow.  In  addition,  each  play
includes  a  brief  history  of  its  textual
transmission,  a  note  on  the  date  of
composition, and suggestions for further
reading.  The  result  is  a  self-contained
course  in  Shakespearean  criticism,
suitable for both undergraduate students
and seasoned scholars.

Cultural and
Historical
Contexts
True  to  its  New  Historicist  roots,  the
Nor ton  Shakespeare  exce l s  a t
contextualization.  The  edition  includes
extensive  appendices  covering  topics
such  as  Elizabethan  theater  practices,
the political and religious climate of the
period,  contemporary  documents  (like
the infamous Defense of  Poesy  by  Sir
Philip Sidney), and even excerpts from
Shakespeare's primary sources. Readers
can examine the historical  accounts of
King Lear, the chronicles of Holinshed, or
the  Italian  novellas  that  inspired  the
plots of  Romeo and Juliet  and Othello.
This contextual material transforms the
reading  experience  from  a  passive
encounter with a canonical text into an
active  investigation  of  Renaissance
culture.

COMPARING THE NORTON
SHAKESPEARE TO OTHER MAJOR
EDITIONS

Norton vs. The

Riverside
Shakespeare
F o r  d e c a d e s ,  t h e  R i v e r s i d e
Shakespeare  was  the  standard
scholarly  edition.  While  the  Riverside
offers  impeccable  textual  scholarship
and  is  still  widely  used,  the  Norton
Shakespeare  surpasses  it  in  several
respects. The Norton is more attuned to
contemporary critical theories, including
feminism,  postcolonialism,  and  queer
studies.  Its  editorial  introductions  are
more discursive and accessible, whereas
the  Riverside  tends  toward  a  more
conservative,  formalist  approach.
Furthermore,  the  Norton's  inclusion  of
multiple texts for certain plays gives it a
pedagogical  flexibility  that  the Riverside
lacks. However, the Riverside remains a
formidable resource, especially for those
who  prefer  a  more  traditional,  unified
textual  presentation.

Norton vs. The
Arden
Shakespeare
The Arden Shakespeare  is  renowned
for its in-depth, single-volume editions of
individual  plays.  Each  Arden  edition
offers  extensive  literary  and
performance  commentary.  The  Norton
Shakespeare,  by  contrast,  provides  a
curated selection of contexts and critical
perspectives  within  a  single,  massive
volume (or a three-volume set in some
formats). For a student taking a single
Shakespeare course, the Norton is often
more  practical  and  economical  than
purchasing multiple Arden volumes. The
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Arden  is  ideal  for  deep  specialization;
the  Norton  offers  breadth,  integration,
and a cohesive editorial vision across the
entire canon.

Norton vs. The
Oxford
Shakespeare
The Oxford Shakespeare is notable for
its  editorial  boldness—it  aims  to
reconstruct the plays as they might have
appeared in performance, rather than as
they  were  printed.  The  Norton,  while
respectful  of  performance,  is  more
conservative  in  its  textual  approach,
preserving  the  language  of  the  early
p r in ted  ed i t i ons  w i th  m in ima l
modernization. The Oxford also famously
attributed co-authorship to several plays,
which  the  Norton  acknowledges  but
presents  with  more  caution.  Both
editions are excellent, but the Norton's
extensive  contextual  apparatus  and
pedagogical focus often give it an edge
in the classroom.

THE PEDAGOGICAL VALUE: USING
THE NORTON SHAKESPEARE IN
THE CLASSROOM

Designed for
Teaching and
Learning
The Norton Shakespeare was explicitly
designed  with  pedagogy  in  mind.  The
introductions, footnotes, and appendices
work together to create a self-contained
learning  environment.  Instructors

appreciate  that  the  edition  does  not
presuppose  extensive  background
knowledge.  A  student  encountering
Shakespeare for the first time can read a
play  with  the  Norton's  annotations
without constant recourse to an external
dictionary  or  reference  book.  The
margins  are  wide  enough  for  note-
taking, and the paper and binding are
sturdy enough to withstand a semester
of  heavy  use.  Many  instructors  build
their entire syllabus around the Norton's
structure,  using  its  introductions  as
assigned reading and its appendices as
primary sources for discussion.

The Three-
Volume Set vs.
The Single-
Volume Edition
The Norton Shakespeare is available in
several  formats,  including  a  massive
single-volume  edition  (often  weighing
over  six  pounds)  and a more portable
t h r e e - v o l u m e  s e t  ( d i v i d e d
chronological ly  or  thematical ly,
depending  on  the  version).  The  three-
volume set is  popular for  courses that
only  cover  a  portion  of  the  canon,  as
students can purchase just the volume
they need. However, the single-volume
edition  remains  the  definitive  reference
work,  with  the  complete  canon,  all
introductions, and all appendices in one
binding.  For  comprehensive  survey
courses,  the  single-volume  edition  is
often  the  most  cost-effective  and
practical  choice.
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THE DIGITAL AND EVOLVING
NATURE OF THE NORTON

SHAKESPEARE

The Fourth
Edition and
Beyond
As of the current Fourth Edition (2020),
the  Norton  Shakespeare  continues  to
evolve.  The  latest  edition  incorporates
new  scholarship  on  Shakespeare's
collaborators,  updated  bibliographic
references,  and  refreshed  introductory
materials.  It  also  reflects  recent
developments  in  performance  studies,
digital humanities, and global reception
of Shakespeare. The editors have refined
the  textual  notes  and  added  new
contextual  documents.  The  Fourth
Edition  remains  faithful  to  the  original
vision  of  Stephen Greenblatt,  but  it  is
very  much  a  contemporary  resource,
responsive to the shifting landscape of
literary studies.

Digital Access
and Online
Resources
In  addition  to  the  print  edition,  the
Norton Shakespeare is available through
Norton  Ebooks  and  various  digital
platforms.  The  digital  version  offers
powerful search functionality, the ability
to  highlight  and  annotate,  and  instant
access  to  glossary  definitions.  For
instructors,  Norton  provides  a  suite  of
online  teaching  resources,  including
lecture slides, quiz banks, and discussion

prompts. The digital format also allows
for  easy  comparison  of  different  texts,
making it  a valuable tool for research.
While  some  purists  still  prefer  the
physical  book,  the  digital  edition
enhances  the  Norton  Shakespeare's
accessibility  and  utility  in  the  modern
classroom.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES

No edition  is  without  its  critics.  Some
scholars  argue  that  the  Norton
Shakespeare's New Historicist emphasis
can overshadow the purely aesthetic and
linguistic dimensions of the plays. Others
have pointed out that the sheer size and
weight  of  the  single-volume  edition
make  it  unwieldy.  There  have  been
debates  about  the  se lect ion  o f
contextual  materials,  with  some critics
suggesting  that  certain  documents
receive undue emphasis while others are
neglected.  Additionally,  the  Norton's
decision to print multiple texts for some
p lays  bu t  no t  o the rs  has  been
questioned; why, for instance, are both
Quarto and Folio versions of Hamlet not
presented fully? These critiques are valid
and  reflect  the  inevitable  compromises
that  any  large  editorial  project  must
make.  Yet,  even  the  harshest  critics
generally acknowledge that the Norton
Shakespeare represents  a  monumental
and  beneficial  contribution  to
Shakespeare  studies.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF THE NORTON
SHAKESPEARE

In  the  crowded  field  of  Shakespeare
editions,  the  Norton  Shakespeare  has
earned  its  place  as  the  most  widely
adopted and deeply respected resource
fo r  teach ing  and  research .  I t s
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combination  of  r igorous  textual
scholarship,  generous  contextual
apparatus, and pedagogical clarity sets
it  apart.  Whether  you  are  a  student
encountering Hamlet for the first time, a
teacher  designing  a  syllabus,  or  a
scholar exploring the nuances of textual
transmission,  the  Norton  Shakespeare
offers  an  unparalleled  gateway  into  the
wor ld  of  the  Bard.  I t  honors  the
c o m p l e x i t y  a n d  r i c h n e s s  o f
Shakespeare's  works  while  remaining

accessible and engaging. By embracing
textual  multiplicity,  historical  context,
and  critical  pluralism,  the  Norton
Shakespeare  does  not  simply  present
the  plays—it  invites  readers  into  an
ongoing  conversation  about  what
Shakespeare  means  and  has  meant
across  centuries.  For  anyone  serious
about understanding the complete works
of  William  Shakespeare,  the  Norton
Shakespeare remains not just a choice,
but  the  benchmark  against  which  all
other editions are measured.


