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INTRODUCTION:
THE NORTON
SHAKESPEARE
WILLIAM AND THE
MODERN READER

W h e n  s t u d e n t s ,
scholars,  and  devoted
readers  first  encounter
the complete works of
the Bard, they quickly
discover  that  not  all
editions  are  created
equal. Among the most
respected  and  widely
used collections is The
Norton Shakespeare
W i l l i a m  s e r i e s ,
published  by  W.  W.
Norton  &  Company.

T h i s  e d i t i o n  h a s
become a cornerstone
of  Shakespearean
scholarship, praised for
its  meticulous  textual
editing, comprehensive
annota t ions ,  and
t h o u g h t f u l
arrangement  of  the
plays  and  poems.  For
anyone seeking a deep
and reliable encounter
with  Shakespeare’s
writing,  the  Norton
edition  offers  an
e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t
balances  academic
rigor  with  genuine
readability. This article
takes an in-depth look
at  what  makes  The
Norton  Shakespeare
such  an  essent ia l
resource,  f rom  i ts
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editorial history to the
f e a t u r e s  t h a t
distinguish  it  from
o t h e r  c o l l e c t e d
editions.

THE ORIGINS OF
THE NORTON
SHAKESPEARE
WILLIAM

T h e  N o r t o n
Shakespeare  first
appeared  in  1997
under  the  general
editorship  of  Stephen
G r e e n b l a t t ,  a
prominent literary critic
and founder of the New
Historicism movement.
Greenblatt  assembled
a distinguished team of
editors,  inc luding
Walter  Cohen,  Jean E.
Howard, and Katharine
Eisaman  Maus,  each
bringing  specialized
expert ise  in  ear ly
modern  l iterature,
h i s t o r y ,  a n d
performance  studies.
The goal was to create
an  edition  that  would

s e r v e  b o t h  t h e
classroom  and  the
scho lar ly  l ib rary ,
p r e s e n t i n g
Shakespeare’s  works
with  f resh  cr i t ica l
perspectives  while
m a i n t a i n i n g  t h e
highest  standards  of
textual  accuracy.
From its inception, The
Norton  Shakespeare
William  distinguished
itself by embracing the
p r i n c i p l e  t h a t
Shakespeare’s  texts
are  not  fixed
monuments  but  living
documents  shaped  by
the  circumstances  of
their  production.  The
editors  paid  c lose
attention  to  the  early
q u a r t o  a n d  f o l i o
v e r s i o n s ,  o f t e n
presenting  multiple
texts of the same play
when  significant
variations existed. This
a p p r o a c h
acknowledged the fluid
n a t u r e  o f
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Shakespeare’s  canon
and invited readers to
e n g a g e  w i t h  t h e
complexities of textual
transmission.

EDITORIAL
PHILOSOPHY AND
TEXTUAL
APPROACH

One  of  the  defining
characteristics  of  The
Norton  Shakespeare
W i l l i a m  i s  i t s
commitment to textual
transparency.  The
editors do not attempt
to  hide  the  editorial
interventions  required
to  produce  a  modern
reading  text.  Instead,
they  provide  clear
explanations  of  their
choices,  often  noting
where  a l ternat ive
readings exist and why
a  particular  version
was  selected.  This
openness  is  especially
valuable  for  students
who  are  learning  to
think  critically  about

how editors shape our
unders tand ing  o f
l iterary  works.
T h e  e d i t i o n  a l s o
i nco rpo ra tes  the
i n s i g h t s  o f
performance  history,
r e c o g n i z i n g  t h a t
Shakespeare’s  plays
were  written  to  be
performed, not merely
read.  Annotat ions
frequently  reference
stage  d i rec t ions ,
blocking  possibilities,
and the ways in which
different  productions
have  interpreted  key
s c e n e s .  T h i s
performance-oriented
perspect ive  helps
readers appreciate the
p lays  as  dynamic
works of theater rather
than static texts to be
analyzed solely on the
page.
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Textual
Variants
and
Multiple

Versions
A  notable  feature  of
T h e  N o r t o n
Shakespeare William is
i t s  w i l l i ngness  to
i n c l u d e  m u l t i p l e
versions  of  certain
plays. The case of King
Lear  is  perhaps  the
most famous example.
Rather  than  conflating
the  1608  Quarto  and
the  1623  Folio  texts
into a single composite
version,  the  Norton
edition  prints  both
separately,  allowing
readers to compare the
two distinct versions of
the  t ragedy .  Th i s
decision  reflects  a

growing  consensus
among  scholars  that
the two texts represent
different  stages  of
Shakespeare’s  artistic
process,  each with  its
own  integr i ty  and
dramatic  logic.
Similarly,  the  edition
handles  Hamlet  with
careful attention to the
textual  situation.  The
t h r e e  e a r l y
versions—the  First
Q u a r t o  ( Q 1 ) ,  t h e
Second  Quarto  (Q2),
and the Folio (F1)—are
all considered, with the
editors  providing  a
clear  explanation  of
how they arrived at the
read ing  tex t .  Fo r
readers  interested  in
textual scholarship, the
a p p e n d i c e s  a n d
introductory  materials
offer  a  wealth  of
information  about  the
print ing  history  of
Shakespeare’s works.
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FEATURES OF THE
NORTON
SHAKESPEARE

WILLIAM

The  Norton  edition  is
packed  with  features
designed  to  enhance
t h e  r e a d i n g
experience.  These
include comprehensive
introductions  to  each
play, detailed footnotes
that explain unfamiliar
words  and  historical
r e f e r e n c e s ,  a n d
thematic  essays  that
place the works in their
cultural context. Let us
explore  some  of  the
key  components  that
make  this  edition  so
highly regarded.

Compreh
ensive

Introducti
ons and
Annotatio
ns
E a c h  p l a y  i n  T h e
Norton  Shakespeare
William begins with an
introduction written by
one  of  the  vo lume
e d i t o r s .  T h e s e
introductions  do  more
than  summarize  plot
and  themes;  they
situate the play within
its  historical  moment,
discuss its sources, and
h igh l ight  c r i t i ca l
debates  that  have
shaped  its  reception.
The  introductions  are
written in an accessible
style  that  does  not
presuppose  extensive
pr io r  know ledge ,
making them valuable
for  both  newcomers
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and  seasoned  readers.
The  annotations  are
placed at the bottom of
each  page,  a  layout
choice  that  facilitates
e a s y  r e f e r e n c e .
Glosses explain archaic
vocabulary, allusions to
classical  mythology,
and  references  to
contemporary  events
and  figures.  The
editors strike a careful
balance,  providing
enough explanation to
clarify meaning without
overwhelming  the
reader  with  excessive
commenta ry .  Fo r
particularly  difficult
passages,  the  notes
offer  paraphrases  that
illuminate  the  sense
without  imposing  a
single  interpretation.

Maps,

Illustratio
ns, and
Suppleme
ntal
Materials
T h e  N o r t o n
Shakespeare  William
also includes a variety
of  supplementary
materials  that  enrich
t h e  r e a d e r ’ s
understanding. Maps of
London,  the  Globe
Theatre,  and  relevant
geographical  locations
help visualize the world
in  which  Shakespeare
l ived  and  worked.
Illustrations from early
printed  editions  and
historical  productions
offer  a  visual
d imens i on  t o  t he
textual  experience.  A
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
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glossary at the end of
the  volume  provides
definitions  of
Elizabethan terms that
recur  throughout  the
works.
Add i t i ona l l y ,  the
edit ion  inc ludes  a
detailed  chronology of
Shakespeare’s life and
times,  as  wel l  as  a
b i b l i o g r a p h y  o f
r e c o m m e n d e d
secondary  sources  for
further  study.  These
tools make The Norton
Shakespeare  William
not  just  an  edition  of
the works but a small
reference  library  in  a
single volume.

EDITIONS AND
FORMATS OF THE
NORTON
SHAKESPEARE
WILLIAM

Over  the  years,  The
Norton  Shakespeare
h a s  a p p e a r e d  i n
several  editions  and

formats,  each  tailored
to  different  audiences
a n d  u s e  c a s e s .
Understanding  the
differences  among
these versions can help
readers choose the one
that  best  suits  their
needs.

The
Single-
Volume
Complete
Works
The most iconic format
is  the  single-volume
complete works, which
c o n t a i n s  a l l  o f
Shakespeare’s  plays
and poems in one large
but manageable book.
This  edition  is  widely
used in college courses
and  remains  a  staple
on  the  she lves  o f
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s c h o l a r s  a n d
enthusiasts. The paper
quality,  binding,  and
typography  are  al l
designed for durability
a n d  c o m f o r t a b l e
reading.  The  single-
vo lume  ed i t ion  i s
ava i l ab le  i n  bo th
h a r d c o v e r  a n d
paperback,  with  the
paperback  being  a
popular  choice  for
students  due  to  its
affordability.

The Multi-
Volume
Set
For those who prefer a
lighter  physical  load,
T h e  N o r t o n
Shakespeare William is
also  available  as  a
mult i -vo lume  set ,
typically  organized  by
genre :  comedies ,
histories,  tragedies,

and poetry. This format
allows readers to carry
on ly  the  re levant
volume to class or on a
trip.  The  multi-volume
set includes the same
editorial content as the
single-volume  edition,
with the advantage of
being  more  portable.
Some  readers  also
appreciate  the  ability
to focus on one genre
at  a  time without  the
weight of the complete
works.

The
Digital
Edition
In keeping with modern
reading  habits,  The
Norton  Shakespeare
William is  available  in
digital  formats  for  e-
readers  and  tablets.
The  digital  edit ion
retains the full  textual
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apparatus,  including
a n n o t a t i o n s  a n d
introductions,  and
offers  search
funct ional i ty  that
makes it easy to locate
specific  passages,
characters, or themes.
Fo r  s tuden t s  and
researchers  who  work
across  multiple  texts,
the  digital  edit ion
provides  a  convenient
way  to  access  the
material  without  the
bulk of a physical book.
The digital version also
allows  for  adjustable
f o n t  s i z e s  a n d
highlighting,  features
that  support  c lose
reading  and  note-
taking.

WHY THE NORTON
SHAKESPEARE
WILLIAM MATTERS
FOR STUDENTS

F o r  s t u d e n t s
e n c o u n t e r i n g
Shakespeare  for  the
first  time  in  a

university  setting,  The
Norton  Shakespeare
William  offers  an  ideal
entry point. The editors
have  designed  the
edition  with  pedagogy
in  mind,  recognizing
that  many  readers
need  gu idance  in
n a v i g a t i n g  t h e
linguistic  and  cultural
distance  between  the
Elizabethan  era  and
the  present  day.
The  footnotes  are
particularly  valuable
for  non-specia l ist
readers.  They  explain
not  only  vocabulary
but  also  grammatical
constructions that may
be  unfami l iar .  For
example,  the  use  of
“thou” and “you” and
t h e  s u b t l e t i e s  o f
Elizabethan  pronouns
are glossed where they
c a r r y  s o c i a l  o r
emotional  weight.
Similarly,  historical
references  that  might
now be obscure,  such
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as  allusions  to  court
politics  or  religious
controversies,  are
explained in a way that
illuminates  the  text
without  interrupting
the  flow.
M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
introductions  to  each
play encourage critical
thinking by presenting
multiple  perspectives
o n  k e y  i s s u e s .  A
student  reading  The
Merchant of Venice, for
instance,  will  find  a
nuanced  discussion  of
the play’s treatment of
A n t i - S e m i t i s m ,
acknowledging  both
the  historical  context
a n d  t h e  o n g o i n g
debate about how the
play should be taught
and  performed  today.
T h i s  b a l a n c e d
approach  fos te rs
informed  discussion
and  helps  students
develop  their  own
interpretive positions.

THE NORTON
SHAKESPEARE
WILLIAM IN
SCHOLARLY
RESEARCH

Beyond the classroom,
T h e  N o r t o n
Shakespeare William is
a  trusted resource for
scholars  engaged  in
literary  research.  The
edition’s  textual  rigor
a n d  e x t e n s i v e
apparatus  make  it  a
reliable  starting  point
for  ser ious  study.
Scholars  appreciate
t h e  c l e a r
documentat ion  of
editorial  decisions,
which  allows  them  to
eva luate  the  text
critically and to cite the
edition with confidence
i n  t h e i r  o w n
publications.
T h e  i n c l u s i o n  o f
mul t ip le  texts  for
certain  plays  has  also
facilitated  research
i n t o  t h e  e a r l y
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t r a n s m i s s i o n  o f
Shakespeare’s  works.
Scholars  interested  in
the  differences
between  the  quarto
and  folio  versions  of
plays  such  as  Hamlet
or Othello can use the
Norton edition to study
these variants  without
needing  to  consult
f ac s im i l e s  o f  t he
original  documents.
The  editors’  thorough
n o t e s  o n  t e x t u a l
matters  provide  a
foundation  for  further
investigation.

COMPARING THE
NORTON
SHAKESPEARE
WILLIAM TO
OTHER EDITIONS

Several  other  major
e d i t i o n s  o f
S h a k e s p e a r e ’ s
complete  works  are
available, including the
Oxford  Shakespeare,
t h e  A r d e n
Shakespeare,  and  the

Riverside Shakespeare.
Each has its strengths,
b u t  T h e  N o r t o n
Shakespeare  William
occupies  a  distinctive
place in the landscape.
T h e  O x f o r d
Shakespeare  is  noted
for  i t s  innovat ive
approach  to  texts,
often  preferring  the
m o r e  t h e a t r i c a l
versions  found  in  the
F o l i o .  T h e  A r d e n
S h a k e s p e a r e  i s
renowned for  its  deep
scholarly  apparatus,
w i t h  e a c h  p l a y
p u b l i s h e d  a s  a
separate  volume  with
extensive commentary.
T h e  R i v e r s i d e
Shakespeare,  long  a
classroom  standard,
offers  a  more
conservative  text  with
solid annotations.
The  Norton  edition
distinguishes  itself
t h r o u g h  i t s
c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
access ib i l i t y  and
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scholarly  depth.  It  is
less  voluminous  than
the multi-volume Arden
series, making it more
practical  for  courses
that cover many plays.
I t s  e d i t o r i a l
transparency is greater
t h a n  t h a t  o f  t h e
Rivers ide,  and  i ts
performance-oriented
annotations rival those
of  the  Oxford.  For
many  readers,  The
Norton  Shakespeare
William represents the
b e s t  b a l a n c e  o f
features,  offering  a
t e x t  t h a t  i s  b o t h
author i tat ive  and
inviting.

THE ROLE OF THE
NORTON
SHAKESPEARE
WILLIAM IN
SHAKESPEARE
STUDIES

The  influence  of  The
Norton  Shakespeare
W i l l i a m  e x t e n d s

beyond its function as
a  reading  text.  The
edit ion  has  helped
shape the direction of
Shakespeare  studies
by  emphasizing  the
importance of historical
c o n t e x t ,  t e x t u a l
mu l t i p l i c i t y ,  and
performance.  The
editors’ commitment to
N e w  H i s t o r i c i s t
a p p r o a c h e s  h a s
encouraged scholars to
examine  the  plays  in
relation to the political,
social,  and  cultural
cu r ren t s  o f  ea r l y
modern  England.
At the same time, the
edition’s  attention  to
pe r f o rmance  has
fostered  a  greater
appreciation  for  the
p lays  as  works  o f
theater.  By  including
anno ta t i ons  tha t
d i s c u s s  s t a g i n g
poss ib i l i t i e s  and
referencing  notable
p roduc t i ons ,  t he
Norton  edition  invites
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readers to imagine the
plays  in  performance,
b r i d g i n g  t h e  g a p
between  the  printed
page  and  the  stage.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING VALUE
OF THE NORTON
SHAKESPEARE
WILLIAM

In  a  field  as  rich  and
c o n t e s t e d  a s
Shakespeare  studies,
no  single  edition  can
satisfy  every  reader’s
needs. Yet The Norton
Shakespeare  William
has earned a place of
distinction  through  its
commitment to textual
i n t e g r i t y ,  i t s
p e d a g o g i c a l
accessibility,  and  its
o p e n n e s s  t o  t h e
complexities  of  the
canon.  For  students
encountering the Bard

for  the  first  time,  for
scholars  pursuing
advanced  research,
and for general readers
seeking a reliable and
engaging  edition,  the
Norton  co l lect ion
remains  an  invaluable
resource.  Its  careful
e d i t i n g ,  h e l p f u l
annota t ions ,  and
thoughtfu l  design
e n s u r e  t h a t
Shakespeare’s  works
continue to speak with
clarity  and  power  to
each new generation of
readers.  Whether  you
are reading Hamlet for
the  first  time  or
returning to King Lear
after many years, The
Norton  Shakespeare
William offers a faithful
a n d  i l l u m i n a t i n g
companion  on  the
journey  through  the
greatest  works  of  the
English language.


