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Abstract 

 

This thesis addresses the adaptation and appropriation of both William Shakespeare’s 

plays and his identity in contemporary graphic novels.  It argues that there is a great 

disparity between historical accounts of Shakespeare and the way he is currently 

perceived in Western society, and this disparity greatly influences contemporary 

adaptations.  The graphic novel, as a medium of popular literature, is presented as a 

useful and appropriate genre for contemporary adaptations of Shakespeare; this argument 

stems from the analogous relationship displayed between Renaissance theater and graphic 

novels.  To support this argument, the introduction of this thesis contains a brief history 

of the Renaissance theater and authorship, and compares them with graphic novels.  The 

first chapter analyzes several graphic novel adaptations and appropriations of 

Shakespeare’s plays and identity, exploring the roles of authorship, culturally constructed 

identity, and the various ways contemporary authors interpret Shakespeare.  The second 

chapter is a close reading of Neil Gaiman’s graphic novel The Sandman, which is used as 

an example of a text that both adapts Shakespeare’s plays and uses his culturally 

constructed identity as part of its own narrative fiction.    
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Introduction 

 The name Shakespeare is ubiquitous in contemporary western society: as an 

author, Shakespeare functions as an icon of literary superiority, composing texts of 

unmatched genius.  This construction of Shakespeare is known as the myth of 

Shakespeare because it conflicts with what literary scholars know of Elizabethan 

authorship.  Elizabethan authorship was highly collaborative: most of Shakespeare’s 

texts1 are adaptations of earlier works, and were written, performed, and owned in 

conjunction with other members of the Lord Chamberlain’s/King’s Men.  But the 

disparity between the historical and mythical Shakespeare has not weakened the 

widespread prevalence of the myth; the Romantic construction of Shakespeare is still 

commonly accepted in contemporary western society, particularly amongst secondary 

school educators.  In 1817, English critic and essayist William Hazlitt wrote that “there 

can be little doubt that Shakespeare was the most universal genius that ever lived;” 

almost two centuries later, Graphic Shakespeare quotes this excerpt in an introduction to 

their graphic novel adaptation of The Tempest (Grillo, i).  The way an adaptation2 or 

appropriation3 of Shakespeare interacts with the myth of Shakespeare shapes the final 

outcome of the interpretation.  Understanding the relation between the historical 

                                                           
1 This thesis emphasizes the collaborative nature of Shakespeare’s authorship, but wishes to avoid 
redundancy.  Thus, for the purposes of this thesis, whenever phrases like ‘Shakespeare’s texts,’ 
‘Shakespeare’s works,’ or ‘Shakespearean’ are used, they are meant to more precisely mean ‘the works that 
are attributed to William Shakespeare.’ 
2 For the purposes of this thesis, adaptation is defined as the restructuring of a creative form (like a novel, 
poem, play, etc.) into another genre, medium, or setting.  The source text of an adapted work is generally 
fairly recognizable (Sanders 17-20). 
3 For the purposes of this thesis, appropriation is defined as a social process in which one cultural group 
uses the symbols, images, narratives, and/or structures of another group in order to redefine their cultural 
connotations, generally in opposition to their original meaning (Hebdige 15-19).  
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Shakespeare and his myth is the first step in analyzing the impact with authorship and 

texts continue to have on our society.   

The reconstruction of Shakespeare's image and plays into new theatrical 

productions, books, poems, musicals, films, and more recently, graphic novels, have 

solidified his iconic status but problematized his authorship.  Although the nature of 

Shakespearean authorship is generally misunderstood in popular culture, his cultural 

identity still functions as an epitomic symbol of literary quality.  The seemingly 

contradictory claim that culturally and temporally contextualized Shakespearean 

adaptations or appropriations are more structurally and functionally analogous to 

Elizabethan drama than attempted replications has been gaining both academic and 

creative support.  As Elizabethan drama was composed in an innately collaborative 

process as popular entertainment, graphic novels are socially and structurally analogous 

to the Elizabethan stage.  This relationship has resulted in the increase in graphic novel 

adaptations and appropriations of Shakespeare's work and identity.  This thesis is 

primarily concerned with the use of Shakespeare’s work and identity as an author within 

the context of contemporary popular fiction.  Beginning with a brief intro of Renaissance 

theater, I compare its collaborative function with that of several different graphic novels, 

ending the thesis with a more in depth analysis of The Sandman.  This introduction 

establishes the framework by which I compare the Renaissance theater and graphic 

novels.   
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The Elizabethan4 stage had a profound impact on the development of English 

society and its relation to the theater.  Unlike the traveling performances of the Middle 

Ages, Elizabethan theater emerged as its own institution, with explicitly commercial 

interests; as such, performers were generally professional actors in a playing company.  

William Shakespeare was a playwright and actor for the impressively long-standing 

company, The Lord Chamberlain's/King's Men (Kathman 621), and partial owner of the 

very successful Globe theater.  Shakespearean plays have maintained a relatively 

consistent presence on the English stage, though they have been very heavily adapted and 

appropriated to suit the tastes of their evolving audience.  Contemporary constructions of 

Shakespeare’s identity as an authoritative, singular author of unmatched genius conflict 

with historical understandings of Elizabethan authorship as collaborative.  Although 

Shakespeare certainly did not occupy the position of social and authorial power 

frequently imagined by contemporary depictions, his impact on the theater reveals, and 

perhaps even facilitated, the evolving relationships between theater and society.   

 Throughout the Middle Ages, theatrical performances were traveling productions 

staged by amateur actors in a variety of settings, including pageant wagons and the 

countryside (Montrose 19).  Conversely, Renaissance English Theater was characterized 

by the construction of large, permanent theaters that were owned and performed in by 

professional playing companies.  As the minimum cost of entry was merely a penny, 

Elizabethan theaters were publicly accessible venues for popular entertainment.  

Although highly accessible, the theater's physical structure very purposefully reinforced 

hierarchical relations between economic classes.  The theaters were three-storied, roughly 

                                                           
4 The term ‘Elizabethan theater’ refers to the theatrical productions written and performed during the 
Elizabethan Era, or the reign of Queen Ellizabeth I, from 1558-1603. 
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circular, open-air structures centered around a platform stage.  The commoners watched 

the performance while standing on the ground, with the stage roughly head or chest 

height, above which were the first row of balconies which provided both seclusion and 

cushioned seats for wealthy patrons, with the third floor of balconies reserved for persons 

who could pay the extra admission fee. 

 The third story balconies provided desirable seats because the audience had a 

clear view of their occupants.  Attending the theater was a performance in and of itself as 

patrons in the second and third stories publicly displayed themselves, reaffirming their 

social status.  Elizabethan society was very fashion-conscious, so the outfits worn by the 

upper class while attending the theater would determine the next season's fashion trends.  

Out-of-date clothes would frequently be donated or sold at a low cost to a playing 

company.  The physical staging of performances demonstrates the social importance of 

fashion in the theater: the stage was generally lacking in set pieces, with the elaborately 

costumed actors directing the representation.   

 Not only were Elizabethan theaters physically accessible public spaces, their 

onstage performances were meant to be intellectually accessible entertainment for the full 

range of theater goers.  Elizabethan dramas were generally derived from popular culture, 

depicting socially and politically pertinent themes and images.  Accordingly, 

performances did not simply reaffirm old political and social ideologies, but frequently 

challenged them, offering a multiplicity of perspectives, thus facilitating and encouraging 

public discourse.  Though the theater has long been “misrecognized by contemporaries 

and scholars as a merely recreational space, [it actually provided] its makers and 

partakers very serious opportunities for self and collective fashioning” (Doty 187-188), or 
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even a “training ground for citizenship” (Doty 185).  Thus, performances became not 

simply a way to reproduce cultural ideologies but encouraged multiple interpretations, 

and thus public discourse.  

 Theatrical productions were staged by playing companies, which were comprised 

of about ten actors, hired men, apprentices, and usually a playwright.  The nucleus of the 

company was the sharers, or persons who “owned the capital of the company, its 

playbooks and costumes, in common and shared the profits earned” (Wells 2).  The 

owners of a theater were called housekeepers; the sharers of major companies were also 

housekeepers of a theater, associated directly with the company.  Playing companies that 

owned their own theaters, rather than rented the space, were both more financially 

successful, as the profits were divided between fewer people, and socially powerful, 

because they were able to be more prolific, performing with greater frequency and 

gaining greater name recognition, as well as creatively autonomous, staging productions 

as they saw fit (Montrose 206-207).  Companies usually purchased their scripts directly 

from a playwright, after which it became the “exclusive property of the company” 

(Montrose 207).   

 As the synthesis of text and performance, with each actor, director, and technician 

contributing their interpretation to the eventual outcome, theater can be classified as an 

inherently collaborative art form; as terms like 'sharer' connote, Elizabethan theater was a 

financially collaborative institution as well.  Even if a company was lucky enough to 

have a talented playwright in its midst, the script was the property of the company, not 

the individual; the author was simply not recognized as having authoritative privilege of 

the text.  In order to compete with all the other forms of entertainment in London at the 
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time, the Elizabethan theater had an economic interest in variety and experimentation in 

order to keep the audience interested, and thus did not attempt to reproduce identical 

performances, as Elizabethan society did not construct standards of quality through 

faithful reproduction, as our contemporary culture frequently does.  

 The first successful theater built solely for professional theatrical productions was 

the Red Lion, built in 1567 (Ingram 63).  Nine years later, the aptly named “Theater,” 

was constructed under the guidance of James Burbage, whose son Richard would become 

a partial sharer in the Lord Chamberlain's Men playing company alongside William 

Shakespeare.  The Lord Chamberlain's Men performed in The Theater until 1597, when a 

dispute with their landlord led them to dismantle the entire theater, using the materials to 

construct The Globe theater in 1599.  Owned, operated, and performed in exclusively by 

the Lord Chamberlain's Men/King's Men,5 The Globe was an extremely successful and 

enduring theater, frequently filling its 3000-person capacity. 

 Despite the Elizabethan theater's frequently challenging representations of social 

scripts, the monarchy was always supportive of the public theater.  Licensing and state 

censorship was the responsibility of the Master of the Revels, a royal position charged 

with overseeing State festivities (Kidnie 34).  All performances at the public theater had 

to be approved by the Master of the Revels, which meant the regulatory power over the 

professional theater was comfortably within the monarch's sphere of influence.  In fact, 

“the professional theater seems to have been perceived by the Crown as potentially if 

indirectly useful” (Montrose 29) for both the aggrandizement of the state and the 

                                                           
5 The Lord Chamberlain’s Men was the name of the playing company associated with William Shakespeare 
during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I; after her death, King James I assumed the throne in 1603, and the 
Lord Chamberlain’s Men changed their operating name to The King’s Men as James became their patron.   
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supervision of the populace.  Queen Elizabeth I contributed to the stability and success of 

the processional theater as a “cultural and commercial manifestation of London's unique 

size, wealth, sophistication, and diversity” (Montrose 29).  As the population rapidly shot 

from 60,000 to 200,000, diversity was indeed a budding issue in London, and the social 

homogeneity formed through ritualistic actions like attending theatrical performances 

was very beneficial for the monarchy's perpetuation of authority.  

 Elizabethan anxiety regarding the effect of theater upon society was not expressly 

political, as one might expect, but rather a product of intense religious confusion that 

characterized the entire English Reformation as the position of dominant State religion 

vacillated between the Catholic Church and the Church of England.  King Henry VIII 

established the Church of England as the official state religion in 1533, though his 

successors did not maintain a consistent relationship between the state and the church 

(Dickens 130).  The Elizabethan Religious Settlement of 1559 provided a more definitive 

point of contention, which was exacerbated by Queen Elizabeth I's 1559 establishment of 

the Church of England as the official state religion (Dickens 350).  Such a dramatic 

institutional change complicated the process of culturally constructing authority as the 

symbols used to represent this authority, such as Roman Catholic liturgical vestments, 

were resignified as being contrary to the dominant religious institution.  As authority is a 

performative construction both on and off the stage, the theatrical blurring of reality and 

representation was a constant source of Elizabethan anxiety.  

 A watershed event in the evolving Elizabethan perception of the relationship 

between reality and representation, with respect to monarchical authority, unfolded with 

the 1601 Essex Rebellion, in which the Earl of Essex marched a rather small army 
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through the streets of London with the intent of deposing Queen Elizabeth I.  In order to 

gain popular support for his coup, “some of the Earl's conspirators booked the 

performance in the Globe” (Montrose 67) for Shakespeare’s Richard II, a 1595 play 

written and performed by The Lord Chamberlain's Men, which depicts the deposition of a 

questionably tyrannical king.  The audience failed to become inflamed with political 

outrage and the Rebellion was an utter failure, resulting in the execution of the Earl and a 

large number of his supporters for treason.  Though the play did not have the intended 

effect, the fact that the Earl thought the mere viewing of Richard II could ignite a 

political revolution strong enough to topple a stable monarchy is a remarkable testament 

to the potentially profound effect he thought theatrical representations would have on 

reality. 

 The monarchy's disinclination to hold any member of the Lord Chamberlain's 

Men accountable for the composition and production of Richard II demonstrates the 

Elizabethan understanding of the relationship between reality and representation was 

hardly one of direct cause and effect.  And yet, “in at least one case...procurement of the 

performance at the Globe was among the acts that were used in evidence” (Montrose 67) 

to convict the Earl's co-conspirators of treason and sentence them to death.  Essentially, 

performing the potentially treasonous plot of Richard II was not legally problematic, but 

booking a performance of it as a treasonous and highly socially affective play was indeed 

an act of treason.  The signification of Richard II was constructed through its social 

affect, not its literal content.   

 The lack of either collective or individual culpability attributed to The Lord 

Chamberlain's Men or William Shakespeare for the role of Richard II in the Essex 
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Rebellion further demonstrates the lack of singular, authoritative authorship with which 

the Elizabethans identified a performance.  The financial and semiotic benefits to singular 

authorial privilege are based on the cultural identification of the author not as an entity 

but a “function in texts and in the culture at large...[that] varies from period to period and 

from one social order to another” (McHale 200).  This cultural projection of authorship 

upon a text, called the author-function, is a construct of the reading process and greatly 

affects the interpretive connotations and assumptions with which the audience approaches 

the text.  This thesis focuses primarily upon two relation notions of authorship: as the 

social identification and recognition of a person or persons as having created a text, 

and/or a reflection of the social narratives through which the text is being interpreted.   

  Intellectual property was still a very new and limited economic concept within the 

Renaissance theater: sharers in a company had exclusive rights over a specific script they 

had purchased, but this does not mean the themes, images, or even general plot of a play 

could not be either adapted or appropriated by another company as its own production.  

Since the Elizabethan stage functioned as both a physical and metaphorical institution for 

public discourse, its theatrical productions represented various interpretations of social 

and political topics of common interest and anxiety.  A quality production was 

distinguished not by its discovery of new social issues or scripts, but by the 

recontextualization of social narratives within the evolving structure of society (Sanders 

46).  

 As a commercial institution, the Elizabethan theater had a professional interest in 

the cultural development of a text's recognition as the intellectual property of a single, 

authoritative source, which was usually the playing company.  The business of a playing 
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company was made more secure as its rights to its merchandise, plays, became more 

exclusive.  The later years of the Elizabethan period saw evidence of further 

consolidation of authorship into smaller groups of collaborative authors, or even solo 

authorship.  In addition to the financial benefits, singular authorship allowed the cultural 

identification of an author to be conflated with expectations of quality, which greatly 

affected the public reception of the performances.  Although a singular author would 

have greater artistic license when composing, it is still important to note the play itself 

would belong to the company; although the identification of a singular author might have 

been useful, it did not necessarily indicate increased authority over the staging or 

performance schedule, or monetary gain.    

 Much is made of adaptations and appropriations of Shakespeare, but Shakespeare 

himself was an “active adapter and imitator, an appropriator of myth, fairy tale, and 

folklore” (Sanders 46).  For example, the plot of A Midsummer Night's Dream is an 

appropriation of ‘Pyramus and Thisbe,’ from Ovid’s Metamorphoses; samples of 

‘Pyramus and Thisbe’ are also directly performed within Shakespeare’s play (Sanders 

47).  The ubiquitous cultural tensions regarding gender relations, familial obligation, 

coming of age, and the institution of marriage are presented by Ovid and appropriated by 

Shakespeare within the cultural context of Elizabethan anxieties.  Shakespeare frequently 

incorporated mythology into his plays, such as Othello and The Tempest, as well as 

adapted his peers' works, such as As You Like It, which draws heavily from Thomas 

Lodge's Rosalynd (Sanders 47).   

 Although Shakespeare freely appropriated the works of others, he exerted a higher 

degree of authorial influence over his own texts than his peers.  Though his authorial 
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privilege was far more collective, and far less authoritative, than is assumed by 

contemporary representations, Shakespeare occupied the enviable position as partial 

sharer, housekeeper, and chief dramatist of The Lord Chamberlain's/King's Men, which 

was the only company with “a continuous existence throughout the period” (Bentley 12), 

and thus arguably the most powerful.  Since he was a partial owner of the company and 

theater that would perform his work, Shakespeare “was in the very unusual position of 

holding 'a revisionary interest in his own plays'” (Montrose 207), meaning he was able to 

enjoy “conditions for artistic production that far surpassed those of most Elizabethan 

literary professionals” (Montrose 208).  Although Shakespeare's influence upon 

Elizabethan drama cannot fully account for his later iconic status, Shakespeare's 

comparatively authorial position was an important development in the cultural movement 

toward authorship as singular and highly privileged signifier.     

 The construction of Shakespeare's cultural identity as a uniquely superior author 

of high culture texts is factually contradictory to the historical accounts of Shakespeare 

himself, but this contradiction does not prevent the widespread prevalence of the myth of 

Shakespeare in western society.  The cultural and temporal construction of the 

Shakespearean author-function means his authorial identity, and the interpretation of his 

plays, has different meanings at different historical moments.  Both because of and in 

spite of his revisionary interest in his work, Shakespeare's plays have been adapted and 

appropriated since their initial onstage reception (Fischlin 1), and the interest has hardly 

waned.   

 It is exactly this recognition of Shakespeare as a figure of singular importance that 

makes him such a beacon for critical and creative interest.  Adaptations and 



16 
 

appropriations of Shakespeare are generally approached with the intent of reproducing 

his archetypal literary status or subverting it; the Shakespearean author-function is a 

symbol of the social reception of his work.  Shakespearean adaptations and 

appropriations have been used to reproduce and subvert hegemonic ideologies with equal 

degrees of success.  

 Although the classification may initially seem nonsensical, the 1623 publication 

of the First Folio, featuring thirty-six of Shakespeare's plays, could be considered the first 

important adaptation of Shakespeare.  Published seven years after Shakespeare's death, 

the First Folio was compiled by two sharers of The King's Men, John Heminges and 

Henry Condell, who selected which plays to include and organized them into categories 

of comedy, history, and tragedy.  As less than half of the plays featured in the First Folio 

had previously been published, Heminges and Condell were instrumental in establishing 

what would eventually become the Shakespearean canon.  As classifying a literary work 

within a certain genre affects how the audience will interact with the text, one could 

reasonably argue the First Folio provided the structure for Shakespearean criticism for 

centuries to come.  Adapting these plays into a structurally permanent folio, classified 

under one author, disrupted the continual process of recontextualization in which 

Elizabethan playwrights had previously participated; rather than being constructed as part 

of a long intertextual history, the First Folio initiated the identification of the Shakespeare 

as a primary narrative source.   

 The publication of the First Folio also marked The King's Men's very successful 

use of the cultural identification of the Shakespearean author-function to direct the 

signification of their performances.  Though it was published postmortem, the First Folio 
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was identified with the Shakespearean author-function, which began to serve an 

increasingly important role in structuring how the plays would be interpreted; particularly 

during the Restoration, playing companies claimed to have a unique insight into 

Shakespeare's intentions as a means of legitimizing their productions.   

 The publication of the First Folio also helped Shakespeare’s work survive the 

closing of the theaters due to the commencement of the English Civil War, in 1642.  

After an eighteen year hiatus, English professional theaters reopened during the 

Restoration to a considerably more aristocratic audience, seated in much smaller, closed 

theaters, whose price of admission was exclusively high.  Thus, immediately upon their 

resumption, Shakespearean productions were no longer popular entertainment that 

challenged hegemonic scripts; instead, they were commonly adapted and appropriated to 

accommodate evolving theatrical trends, and would continue to be so for years to come.  

Many contemporary critical and theatrical trends that examine 'original' Shakespeare 

actually originated in adaptions of Shakespeare, particularly during Restoration and 

Victorian eras (Taylor 17).  One of the most important staging innovations made during 

this time was the use of movable scenery in the productions of William Davenant, as they 

drew attention to dramatic performance as a representation of a specific time and space.  

As was mentioned earlier in the introduction, Elizabethan stages were relatively bare, 

using minimal props and a stationary backdrop.  Davenant's 1661 production of Hamlet  

“fundamentally altered the history of Shakespearean performance, criticism, and editing” 

(Taylor 15) because it drew attention to Shakespeare's “violation of the prescribed unity 
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of space”6 (Taylor 16), which would remain a recurring theme in literary criticism for 

centuries to come.   

 As theatrical productions of Shakespeare began to appeal to a more aristocratic 

audience, familiarity with them became increasingly associated with the educated classes, 

and his cultural identity as a singular, authoritative author was solidified.  During the 

Restoration, the two playing companies officially recognized by King Charles II both 

claimed to have unique, historical links to Shakespeare (Taylor 14).  The cultural image 

of Shakespeare was expanded in 1709 with Nicholas Rowe's publication of The Works of 

Mr. William Shakespeare, which was both the “earliest illustrated edition of 

Shakespeare's works” as well as his first substantial biography (Taylor 74).  By the 

Victorian era, Shakespeare's cultural artistic value allowed interpretations of his texts to 

be used to reaffirm social standards of morality.  

As these key moments in the development of the Shakespearean author-function 

display, the construction of Shakespeare's cultural identity as a singular author facilitated 

both the social reverence of his work and his increasingly authoritative position over it.  

From the King's Men to the contemporary stage, adaptors of Shakespearean theater have 

long had a financial and artistic interest in maintaining Shakespeare's status as a symbol 

of literary superiority: Shakespeare's plays were among those shown to a more 

aristocratic audience, willing to pay higher admission prices, while a performer's mere 

association with Shakespearean productions will frequently raise the social estimation of 

his artistic value.  Shakespeare’s place among iconic playwrights of Renaissance theater 

                                                           
6 Largely influenced by the sixteenth century critic Lodovico Castelvetro’s interpretation of Aristotle’s 
Poetics, the three unities—of action, space, and time—of drama are neoclassical rules for dramatic 
composition.   
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was thus initiated because of the playwright's unusually pervasive influence in the 

composition and production of his work, while Shakespearean adaptors pragmatically 

correlated Shakespeare's success with their own.    

 In the twentieth century, film replaced theater as the dominant form of popular 

entertainment, but Shakespeare's iconic status maintained his prevalence in theater, film, 

novels, and poems.  More recently, he has been incorporated into graphic novels.  As a 

relatively new literary genre, graphic novels lack a decisive definition, though Will 

Eisner's famous term “sequential art” is frequently used (Eisner 7).  'Sequential art' is far 

too broad, however, as it makes no mention of text; anything from medieval triptychs to 

prehistoric cave paintings could technically be considered sequential art.  Illustrious 

cartoon writer and theorist Scott McCloud has attempted to clarify Eisner's definition, 

calling comics both “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence” 

(McCloud 9) and, more succinctly, a “temporal map” (Hatfield 20).  Although helpful, 

none of these definitions address the fundamental difference between reading a graphic 

novel and reading a book with pictures in it: the sequential combination of text and 

illustration in a graphic novel transforms static images and words into active 

performances.   

 For the purposes of this thesis, the term 'graphic novel' will be defined as a 

literary genre whose synthesis of text and illustration construct a narrative performance.  

Each illustration in a graphic novel represents a scene within a panel, making the reader 

analogous to an audience watching a performance on stage.  Ideally, the eye moves in 

accordance with the illustrative action, creating an observable performance.  The 

illustrations in more contemporary graphic novels frequently break out of the structured 



20 
 

panel format, preferring to take up a large amount of the page, leaving very little negative 

space.7  This particular style ideally engages the reader more fully within the performance 

of the narrative.  All of the graphic novels studied in this thesis employ this technique. 

The performative nature of graphic novels is their distinguishing characteristic as 

a genre, setting them apart from other syntheses of image and text.  Novels, schoolbooks, 

and collections of poetry frequently include both texts and illustrations, but graphic 

novels are distinct because the images and text interpenetrate into each other meaningful 

information that constructs a narrative world; without either text or illustration, the 

narrative would lose its meaning. 

 The ongoing dialogue or internal monologue of characters in a graphic novel are 

usually represented by speech balloons.  Speech balloons are a visual perimeter, 

containing words or images that express the words or thoughts of a character.  Speech 

bubbles frequently vary by shape, color, and size, to denote meaning independent of the 

text or symbol contained therein; even persons who had never read a graphic novel would 

generally be familiar with the meaning of the three most common speech bubbles, as 

speech, thought, or scream.  Contemporary speech bubbles are thus a fascinating 

linguistic development as visual signs have been so thoroughly adapted within our culture 

they invoke reliable aural reactions: big means loud, sharp means abrasive, etc.    

 The use of speech balloons is quite distinct from purely textual descriptions of 

actions—such as adverbs—because an effect can be produced subconsciously, even if the 

reader does not read the language, or did not get a clear look at the text.  The human eye 
                                                           
7
 In the visual arts, ‘negative space’ refers to the unoccupied area around and between the subject of an 
image. 
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picks up far more information than the brain immediately recognizes, so changes in color, 

shape, and size can produce a psychological effect upon the reader without his or her 

even noticing it.  As such, one could say graphic novels are more advantageously poised 

than a purely textual novel to incorporate the reader into a narrative fiction, as graphic 

images can produce subconscious, predictable, psychological reactions (McCloud 25).    

 Graphic novels thus create a permanence of performative action which had 

previously been impossible.  A theatrical production, for instance, is a temporary 

production as the representation is created as the performance continues; once it is over, 

so is the representation.  The script can be reread, and the narrative can be internally 

recreated with very vivid imagery, of course, but, just like a when reading a novel, the 

likelihood that each reader will imagine the narrative in a completely different way is 

very high.  Writers of graphic novels get to exert a great deal of authority not only in the 

progression of the plot but also in its presentation.  Film may provide a record of a 

performance, but the actual action of the performance is over.  Graphic novels are unique 

in that they are both performative and permanent: once printed, the production will not 

alter upon the page but will be created again and again with each subsequent reading.  

The act of reading produces the graphic novel representation.   

 In the past decade, particularly after the 1986 publication of Art Spiegelman’s 

Maus, graphic novels have been regarded as a serious literary genre, capable of 

addressing important social issues and narratives.  Graphic novel adaptations of 

Shakespeare have grown in popularity for two main reasons, the first being the equation 

of Shakespeare with quality literature.  Basic familiarity with Shakespeare is part of a 

western, literary education; many graphic novel adaptations of Shakespeare, such as 
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those studied in the first chapter of this thesis, are marketed toward secondary school 

educators, with the purpose of providing a contemporary, more accessible format by 

which teachers can introduce Shakespeare.      

  The second, and certainly more ambitious, motivator for graphic novel 

adaptations and appropriations of Shakespeare is the subversion of hegemonic literary 

thought, resulting in the antithetical signification of his work and identity in order to 

rethink socially constructed concepts like authorial privilege, reality and representation, 

and performance.  Some of these new appropriations of Shakespeare have become 

signified with different meanings “ which express...a form of resistance to the order 

which guarantees their continued subordination” (Hebdige 18).  As a relatively new 

medium within literature, graphic novels are uniquely positioned to resignify the signs of 

a dominant culture, utilizing them in a manner relevant to contemporary ideologies.       

 Contemporary graphic novels and Elizabethan plays thus occupy a similar 

structural position as the synthesis between text and imagery as well as serve a similar 

social function as popular entertainment whose explicitly performative nature allows the 

audience to participate more fully within the narrative's represented reality.  Although our 

society seems to enjoy lionizing Shakespeare, most scholars now recognize an intrinsic 

component of his both his genius and his success is the accessibility of both the subjects 

and language of his work; Shakespeare was not a classical artist, and if he was master of 

anything it was not “the formal rules of dramatic composition....[but] vernacular artistry” 

(Bristol 491).  Thus, “modernized productions of the play that are aimed at popular, 

contemporary audiences may have more in common with the original performances” 

(Round 97) than the somewhat elitist theaters devoted to maintaining what is often 
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perceived as 'traditional' Shakespeare.  Graphic novels are thus well poised to both adapt 

the structure of Shakespearean works into a contemporary context and appropriate their 

cultural signification in order to explore literary archetypes.    

 Both adaptation and appropriation of Shakespearean texts have an impressively 

long history within both academic criticism and creative output.  This thesis is primarily 

interested in the adaptation of Shakespearean theater into graphic novel format, 

particularly since this transition has been successfully utilized to both uphold and dispel 

hegemonic signification; examples of both cases are presented and analyzed in the next 

chapter.  The final chapter is a more in-depth exploration of Neil Gaiman's graphic novel 

The Sandman, chosen because it is an excellent example of both adaptation and 

appropriation of both Shakespeare's work and his identity.  It is one of the contemporary 

works that facilitated the transition of academia's perception of graphic novels from 

pulpy children's nonsense to serious literary production, and a rather lively debate as to 

the text's ultimate treatment of the myth of Shakespeare still continues.   
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Chapter One 

 As Daniel Fischlin and Mark Fortier note in the introduction to their anthology of 

dramatic adaptations of Shakespeare, “as long as there have been plays by Shakespeare, 

there have been adaptations of those plays” (1).  Even four hundred years later, creative 

and critical interest in Shakespeare has not waned, as the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries have adapted Shakespeare into a multitude of genres.  Neil Gaiman's graphic 

novel The Sandman, which appropriated Shakespeare's identity and two of his plays (A 

Midsummer Night's Dream and The Tempest), helped graphic novels gain significant 

academic and popular interest, leading to the notable proliferation of graphic novel 

adaptations of Shakespeare in the past decade.  Companies such as Classical Comics, 

Manga Shakespeare, and Graphic Shakespeare (published by Can of Worms Press) 

produce his canonical plays, such as Henry V, A Midsummer Night's Dream, and The 

Tempest.  Although they have significant stylistic differences, all three companies are 

marketed specifically for adolescents and are heavily endorsed by educational institutions 

as a means by which a new generation may access the work of the icon of English 

composition.  Conversely, graphic novels like Kill Shakespeare, by Connor McCreery 

and Anthony Del Col, appropriate Shakespeare's identity and body of work in order to 

directly challenge  his cultural authority.  Graphic novel adaptations of Shakespeare 

present new and intriguing interpretive challenges to the issues of authorship, cultural and 

temporal recontextualization, and the tension between intellectual and popular culture.  

An analysis of the way these graphic novels interact with Shakespeare exemplify how 

unique The Sandman is. 
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Graphic novels' most important adaptive quality is the innate hybridity of their 

structure: as a synthesis between text and image, graphic novels are constructed as a 

collaborative literary form that functionally creates a theatrical performance on a page.  

This concept forms the marketing tagline for the graphic novel publishing company 

Graphic Shakespeare: “The page becomes the stage.”  The interdisciplinary nature of 

graphic novels has led to a sharp increase in their use within educational institutions.  

Graphic novel adaptations of Shakespeare are particularly popular because they “restage 

Shakespeare's plays, reenvisioning the terms of dramatic performance” (Finlayson 188).  

Thus, although many academics still regard graphic novel adaptations of Shakespeare as 

a low-level substitute for those who have not reached the level of education necessary to 

appreciate Shakespeare's 'original' text, educators, particularly in secondary schools, all 

over the world are enthusiastically and successfully using graphic novel adaptations as a 

preferred method to study Shakespeare.   

 Although contemporary cultural identification of Shakespeare constructs him as a 

genius and the sole author of his texts, such a portrayal is not historically accurate.  

Rather, it fulfills the aims of dominant social institutions that use the authority of 

Shakespeare's cultural identify to legitimize their interests.  Authorship in Elizabethan 

England was highly collaborative; Shakespeare did not have the degree of authorial 

privilege he is given today.  Graphic novels are likewise collaborative, making the 

process of their production more similar to that of Elizabethan theater than contemporary 

literature attributed to a single author.        

 One of the most complex aspects of graphic novel adaptations of Shakespeare 

comes from the oppositional social space occupied by graphic novels and Shakespeare.  
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Though this thesis seeks to avoid artistic value judgments, the common cultural 

understanding of graphic novels limits them to the realm of popular, or 'pop,' culture, and 

possibly even 'low art,' while Shakespeare is elevated to a status of intellectual culture 

and high art.  Although the interplay of productions that are constructed with such 

contrasting semiotic values might initially seem to impede clarity, the tension is highly 

informative on both ends as a popular adaptation of high culture naturally yields “an 

interplay between two cultural systems—high and pop culture—that operate in parallel 

realms, two bodies of reference, sets of cultural institutions, canons of aesthetic 

standards, [and] modes of constructing cultural authority” (Grande 1).  Essentially, the 

origins and perceptions of graphic novels and Shakespeare allow the two to expand upon 

each other.      

 Capitalizing on Shakespeare's paradoxical cultural position as both a ubiquitous 

presence in popular culture and the icon of high culture, Classical Comics, Manga 

Shakespeare, and Graphic Shakespeare use the graphic novel genre to straddle the divide 

between contemporary popular interest and canonical quality.  While Shakespeare's plays 

were lucrative due to the popular accessibility of the Elizabethan theater, the success of 

contemporary graphic novel adaptations is dependent on the cultural perception of 

Shakespeare as primarily inaccessible, and in need of translation.  Financially, graphic 

novel adaptations occupy an advantageously pragmatic position as some familiarity with 

Shakespeare is required for students in Western schools: “in the British educational 

system [students] must write examinations on Shakespeare” (Grande 6).  Unlike most 

literary productions, graphic novel adaptations of Shakespeare are sold in a market of 



27 
 

educational necessity, which has undoubtedly contributed to their critical acclaim from 

educators.   

 The success of these companies is thus dependent on their reinforcement of 

Shakespeare's cultural authority and singular, superior authorship.  Classical Comics 

includes a biography of Shakespeare after each graphic novel that calls him “one of the 

most widely read authors and possibly the best dramatist ever to live” (130).  The 

introduction to Graphic Shakespeare's The Tempest includes an excerpt from the 

eighteenth century critic William Hazlitt, who begins his analysis of the play by saying 

“there can be little doubt that Shakespeare was the most universal genius that ever lived” 

(I).  All three companies edit the text and illustrate the plot of Shakespeare's plays as they 

see fit: though strict adherence to the First Folio is considered unnecessary, the 

authoritative social position of Shakespeare's authorship is invariably maintained.        

 Because graphic novel adaptations of Shakespeare are marketed for the purpose 

of being highly accessible, they “are not considered products of high culture” (Allen 50), 

despite their frequently great artistic sophistication.  As graphic novels inherently create a 

dialectic between words and images, reading them presents training in aesthetic 

appreciation that is not present in the texts alone.  One critic from Financial Times cited 

on Manga Shakespeare's website writes: “A cartoon version of Shakespeare is in some 

way truer to the original than reading the text alone; the visual element was always 

supposed to be part of the experience” (mangashakespeare.com).  Classical Comics, 

Manga Shakespeare, and Graphic Shakespeare all address the tension between text and 

image with a different set of assumptions regarding literary privilege.     
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 Classical Comics uses differing textual translations to reinforce Shakespeare as a 

marker of high culture as the texts are available in three different formats of varying 

difficulty, although the illustrations stay identical.  The 'original text' is early modern, 

marketed as “just as the bard intended” (classicalcomics.com), ideal for “purists” 

(classicalcomics.com) and advanced students, the 'plain text' versions literally translate 

Shakespeare into colloquial English and are marketed for persons who find “the language 

of Shakespeare rather cryptic” (classicalcomics.com), while the 'quick text' versions 

reduce the dialogue as much as possible so “young” and “reluctant” 

(classicalcomics.com) readers can understand Shakespeare too.  Naturally, the closer the 

reader is to accessing 'original' Shakespeare, the more educated he or she is assumed to 

be.    

 As opposed to the very minimalist stage setting typical of the Elizabethan Era, 

Classical Comics illustrates their Shakespearean adaptations using large, highly detailed, 

colorful images.  The illustrations are set within the time period of Shakespeare's play, 

fully immersing the the reader within the narrative's world.  Maintaining identical 

illustrations despite extensive textual formatting strongly privileges the illustrations over 

the text because the actual plot sequence is conducted visually rather than textually.  

Classical Comics' strong privilege of illustration over dialogue constructs the graphic 

novel as a kind of performance in and of itself, serving as a liminal zone between 

theatrical performance and literary text.   

 In order to keep the adaptive interpretation of Shakespeare's plays consistent 

despite extensive textual reformatting, Classical Comics uses the graphic novels' 

illustrations as a performance that guides the adaptation's interpretation.  For example, 
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critics have long debated whether Shakespeare's play Henry V valorizes the British state 

and military might or serves as an anti-war allegory; while none of the differing textual 

formats offer a clear opinion, the consistent illustrations unequivocally glorify English 

power.  Set on the rolling French countryside and featuring characters in garb of the 

1400s, the illustrations of Henry V set the English siege of Harfleur (III.i) in the middle of 

the afternoon, depicting the scenery and costumes as being very brightly colored (41-44).  

Astride a white horse, clad in impeccably clean, gleaming armor that drips with jewels, 

and regally silhouetted by rays of sunlight filtering through the background, Henry V is 

drawn as the epitome of monarchical power and dignified patriotism as he rallies his 

troops, similarly bedecked in fine armor and jewels (42-44).  While speaking, each panel 

zooms progressively closer to his face, depicting an ever more detailed grimace of 

determination, until his horse abruptly leaps into the air as he brandishes his mighty 

sword (measuring almost the entire length of his body), crying “I see you stand like 

greyhounds in the slips, straining upon the start.  The game's afoot!” (43).  Henry V's 

speech continues with a full-page illustration, depicting the King and his army charging 

forward, as though they were going to spring from the page and attack the reader, while 

he exclaims “Follow your spirit, and upon this charge, cry 'God for Harry!  England and 

Saint George!'” (44).   

 Manga Shakespeare, on the other hand, both freely abridges the script of 

Shakespeare's plays and recontextualizes them within a contemporary, Japanese setting.  

Manga is a huge subset of graphic novels in and of themselves; in fact, they are “the 

fastest growing comics market for Western readers” (Grande 1).  Manga as a genre is not 

central to the aims of this thesis; briefly then, manga are Japanese graphic novels that use 
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a linguistic and artistic structure that became popular in Japan during the late nineteenth 

century (Bosker).  Manga are most frequently published in black and white, and even 

when translated into Western languages, the text boxes read right to left, as Japanese 

script.  Manga generally center around very action-oriented plotlines, so the illustrated 

panels are usually structured as an almost cinematic sequence, allowing the eye to follow 

the movement. 

 All Shakespearean adaptations sit astride the cultural tension between their initial 

production and contemporary reproduction.  Manga Shakespeare is unique in its 

emphasis on this tension, “translating the text into the popular visual medium of manga, 

but at the same time retaining many of Shakespeare's lines rather than resorting to 

modern paraphrase” (Grande 9).  Set in contemporary Japan, Manga Shakespeare's 

adaptations “inject a revivifying contemporaneity into Shakespeare” (Grande 14), 

recontextualizing Shakespeare to produce culturally relevant meanings.   

 Their 2008 publication of A Midsummer Night's Dream, set in contemporary 

Japan, uses modern technological devices to illustrate the social tensions within the play.  

For instance, the opening conversation between Egeus and  Theseus regarding the refusal 

of Egeus' daughter, Hermia, to marry the man of his choice, Demetrius  (I. I), is 

conducted via a security camera (14-17).  Set inside Theseus' grand palace, Egeus is not 

physically present during the opening scene, but viewed by Theseus on some kind of 

computer monitor (14-17).  Computers are given a high degree of authority throughout 

this version of A Midsummer Night's Dream, most especially when the traveling 

company of actors is rehearsing, as they practice in front of a computer monitor that 

either approves or rejects the quality of their performance (39-40); their initial rehearsal 
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prompts the computer to flash “REJECTED” (40) in large letters on its screen, prompting 

Quince's further chastisement of Bottom's theatrical suggestions.   

 Manga Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream uses Theseus' security camera 

and the playing company's computer to explore interpersonal disconnectedness, 

particularly between the monarch and his subjects, as Theseus is literally removed from 

social interaction.  Drawing Egeus on a security camera illustrates shared Elizabethan and 

contemporary concerns with social stratification.  Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's 

Dream was very responsive to Elizabethan concerns regarding the tension between 

representation and reality, previously discussed in the introduction.  As Bottom first 

begins to practice his lion's roar, his onomatopoetic sounds are part of the illustration, 

first drawn in very bold, sharp lettering to show his roar was loud and abrasive, but then 

getting progressively smaller and more rounded as he corrects himself, lest he frighten 

the women.  The metadramatic commentary of Shakespeare's play is reproduced even 

more literally during Puck's conversations with Oberon, as Puck is frequently drawn as a 

puppeteer, dangling the other characters on strings as he recounts his adventures (47).   

 Graphic Shakespeare's The Tempest, on the other hand, illustrates its characters as 

caricatures of their intents and actions, placing a strong emphasis on character 

development rather than social issues.  Prospero's hands, for instance, become huge as he 

performs magic, frequently expanding to several times the size of his body (6, 15, 21); his 

magic books are likewise illustrated totally out of proportion, generally standing at least 

half as tall as Prospero (117).  Ariel is drawn as a huge, translucent blob with a barely 

distinguishable face.  His coloring is strongly affected by Prospero's mood: when he is 

angry, Ariel turns a bright, fiery red (16), but is white when Prospero is at peace (130).  
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Caliban is drawn as a spindly green creature whose physical outline resembles tree roots, 

which plays into both his identification with the natural landscape of the island and 

Sycorax's, Caliban's mother's, imprisonment of Ariel within a tree (I.ii, 19).  When 

Caliban is roaming the island by himself, he is depicted as being almost as tall as the 

surrounding shrubbery (20), but he shrinks to a third of his regular size when being 

chastised by Prospero (24-25).   

 The ever-vacillating portrayal of the characters in Graphic Shakespeare's 

adaptation of The Tempest shifts “the focus 'from adapted content to the process of 

adaptation'” (Grande 18).  While Classical Comics and Manga Shakespeare illustrate the 

texts to depict a particular interpretation or social issue, Graphic Shakespeare is primarily 

interested in literally portraying the eternal process of reinvention in literary production.     

 Although Classical Comics, Manga Shakespeare, and Graphic Shakespeare 

approach Shakespearean adaptation from a wide range of artistic styles, they all reinforce 

Shakespeare's status as an ideological structure within the dominant culture.  Gary Taylor 

argues that “overestimating Shakespeare's importance and uniqueness” (407) insult the 

truth of the creative process, glorifying only one writer where credit is due to many.  He 

also posits the cultural authority of Shakespeare's authorship is denigrating to the work 

itself because “if we believe that Shakespeare's work was perfect and all-encompassing, 

we cannot edit it,” (407), meaning any adaptation of Shakespeare is of lesser social and 

artistic value than the 'original.'   

 Puffin Graphics' 2005 futuristic science fiction adaptation of Macbeth deviates 

sharply from the stylistic and marketing precedents set by its peers because it is neither 
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interested in educating the reader nor in making Shakespeare's play more accessible; 

instead, this adaptation uses Shakespeare's play as an opportunity for artistic creativity.  

Unlike the three adaptations previously discussed, this graphic novel privileges itself, 

constructing its own narrative identity rather than reinforcing Shakespeare's.  Even the 

epilogistic biography of Shakespeare refrains from either validating or challenging his 

position of artistic supremacy, merely noting he “is regarded as the greatest writer in the 

English language” (Cover 175).   

 Puffin Graphics' Macbeth strongly privileges the visual art as the focal point of 

the adaptation.  The illustrations fill every centimeter of each panel with highly detailed 

characters, motion lines, and accentuated onomatopoetic expressions.  The chaotic 

illustrations contrast successfully with the rather modernist structure of the panels, each a 

neat, closed rectangle, laid out with razor-like precision.  As the only negative space on 

the page lies in the border between panels, the precise structure of the panels prevents the 

extremely active illustrations from bleeding into each other, creating an indiscernible 

mess.  The illustrations very successfully incorporate the reader into the world of the 

graphic images, using motion lines8 in almost every panel to guide the reader's eye 

toward the represented action, such as during Macbeth and Macdonwald's opening battle 

(9).  Puffin Graphics' Macbeth includes a long and detailed appendix describing the 

collaborative process of creating the visual art for the adaptation, including both 

preliminary sketches and screen shots of the computer program used to fine-tune the 

inking.             

                                                           
8 Used mostly in graphic art, ‘motion lines’ are abstract lines that appear around a moving object, indicating 
direction and force.   



34 
 

 Puffin Graphics' Macbeth is an important Shakespearean adaptation because its 

purpose is creative rather than educational, privileging itself as an independent work of 

art rather than a means to help schoolchildren access Shakespeare.  Unfortunately, as 

successful as the illustrations are at incorporating the reader within the represented 

narrative, the text is so heavily abridged the actual plot of the graphic novel is almost 

incomprehensible, even to a reader familiar with the source text.  It's hardly surprising 

this particular adaptation is frequently overlooked, as it caters to an audience of 

enthusiasts of the graphic novel genre, not struggling students or critical academics.  

Thus, Puffin Graphics' Macbeth avoids addressing the struggle for authority between the 

high and pop cultural systems that construct a graphic novel adaptation of Shakespeare, 

leaving very little room to critically engage with the work.    

 Conversely, some graphic novel adaptations of Shakespeare are composed 

specifically to address issues like Shakespeare's authorship, cultural authority, and the 

tension between high and popular culture.  Dissatisfaction with Shakespeare's archetypal 

status has thus led to the publication of graphic novels that appropriate Shakespeare's 

identity and the meaning of his texts in order to defy the reproduction of the ideologies of 

the dominant classes.  As Alan Sinfield notes, Shakespeare has maintained a central role 

in educational institutions because he “has been made to speak mainly for the right” 

(159), reinforcing the ideologies of hegemonic social groups.  Yet Sinfield continues on 

to emphasize Shakespeare “does not have to be a crucial stage in the justification of 

elitism in education and culture.  He has been appropriated for certain practices and 

attitudes, and can be appropriated for others” (161).  Dick Hebdige's comments on style 
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support such a claim, saying “commodities can be symbolically 'repossessed' in everyday 

life and endowed with implicitly oppositional meanings” (Hebdige 16).  

 Kill Shakespeare, published in 2010, is an original graphic novel series by Conor 

McCreery and Anthony Del Col that appropriates the archetypal characters of 

Shakespeare's plays, and features Shakespeare himself as a character, within a shared,9 

intertextual universe of Shakespearean narratives.  Kill Shakespeare is still a work in 

progress: the last volume has yet to be published.  The series commences with the 

protagonist, Hamlet, setting sail away from his homeland, only to be shipwrecked on an 

island ruled by Richard III.  The central conflict within Kill Shakespeare is the power 

struggle between the army led by Richard III and the Prodigal Rebellion, composed of 

characters who recognize the mysterious wizard, William Shakespeare, as their Creator, 

whom Richard III accuses of being a usurping tyrant.  The Three Fates identify Hamlet as 

the “Shadow King,” (25), meaning he is the only man who can locate Shakespeare, which 

prompts Richard III to strike a deal: if Hamlet returns with Shakespeare's quill, which is 

“the source of his power” (25), Richard III will resurrect his father from the dead.    

 Kill Shakespeare explores the myth of Shakespeare in a very literal manner within 

the text: as an author, he is actually worshiped as a god; as a writer, the source of his 

power lies within his quill, prompting a quest to steal it; as a genius, his worshipers are 

called the Prodigals.  The series builds up the tension regarding the truth of Shakespeare's 

identity and authorship for several volumes: is Richard III correct in classifying 

Shakespeare's authorial authority as tyranny, or is Falstaff's view of Shakespeare as a 

                                                           
9 A shared universe is a fictional universe that has been constructed by a variety of authors.  For instance, 
DC Comics and Marvel Comics each have their own universes, which feature the collective sum of all the 
characters published under those companies.   
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benevolent Creator true?  Do any of the characters have free will, or are they merely 

figments of Shakespeare's imagination?  In volume 9, Hamlet finally locates Shakespeare 

in the middle of the Globe woods, though he is quite disappointed by his find.  

Shakespeare's character is a manic alcoholic; living all by himself, he continually paces 

his small hut, scribbling random phrases and muttered to himself.  The Creator of reality 

is thus an alcoholic buffoon, wasting away.   

 Kill Shakespeare is not interested in addressing the quality of Shakespeare's work 

nor the authenticity of his authorship; rather, this graphic novel challenges the myth of 

Shakespeare as a Romantic genius.  Criticism and creative works that directly defy 

Shakespeare's cultural status treat him as a very powerful social institution that 

legitimizes ideological reproduction.  From this perspective, assuming Shakespeare's 

authority results in creative stagnation.  Criticism of literature is thus part of the process 

that frees new authors and readers from the continual, cyclical reproduction of hegemony.  

By challenging the institutional constructions of Shakespeare, works like Kill 

Shakespeare challenge Shakespeare's cultural authority in order to move toward a more 

egalitarian identification of authorship: reproducing a sycophantic perception of 

Shakespeare constructs an extremely stratified system of creative value, which stifles 

creativity.  Graphic novel appropriations of Shakespeare can thus be used to combat his 

status, allowing new authors equally legitimate claims to literary excellence.   

 Identifying Shakespeare as an institution that reproduces the standards and ideas 

of the dominant culture complicates not only adaptation but the entire process of literary 

production.  If all literature is the result of intertextuality, meaning “everything we think, 

say, or do relies upon ideas, words, and cultural norms that pre-exist” (Cohn 4), is there 
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any such thing as a 'new' or 'original' production?  Is all creative production a continuous, 

cyclical process of reproduction, or does our cultural structure enable genuine intellectual 

and creative progress?  And for that matter, how does the semiotic value invested in an 

author and his or her work develop?  The following chapter will address all of these 

questions through a close-textual analysis of Neil Gaiman's graphic novel The Sandman, 

particularly issues 19 and 75, which appropriate Shakespeare's authorial identity and 

canonical plays A Midsummer Night's Dream and The Tempest, respectively.  

 Graphic novel adaptations in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries are 

temporally and culturally constructed through the tension between the historical 

Shakespeare and the contemporary genre.  As the contemporary construction of 

Shakespeare identifies his work as the product of intellectual culture, inaccessible to a 

popular audience, graphic novels are frequently marketed as a structural conduit between 

high and popular culture and art.  Although adaptations for the purposes of an educational 

institution such as those produced by Classical Comics, Manga Shakespeare, and Graphic 

Shakespeare reinforce Shakespeare's cultural authority, while graphic appropriations, 

such as Kill Shakespeare, challenge it, each adapted or appropriated text provides as 

“means by which notions about Shakespeare's cultural significance is created, extended, 

debated, revised, and renewed” (Lanier 19-20).    

 From its initial publication in 1989 until its conclusion in 1996, The Sandman has 

long been heralded as both one of the best graphic novels of all time and a crucial catalyst 

in the proliferation of graphic novel adaptations of Shakespeare in the past decade or so.  

The adulation of the series, I believe, is due to its rather masterful evasion dichotomizing 

Shakespearean adaptation as either primarily hegemonic or subcultural.  Approaching 
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Shakespeare from a creative rather than educational perspective, The Sandman is 

uninterested in reinforcing or undermining Shakespeare's cultural authority.  Instead, it 

chronicles the process by which such authority develops and examines what the narrative 

ideologies say about a particular culture.  At its core, The Sandman focuses on the art of 

storytelling.   
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Chapter Two 

 Launched in 1988, Neil Gaiman's graphic novel The Sandman displays a great 

deal of- textual and social hybridity: incorporating characters, symbols, and themes from 

various myths and works of literature.  The series follows the transformative journey of 

Dream of the Endless, also aptly called Morpheus, from the time of his imprisonment to 

his death and rebirth.  The Endless are seven siblings—Dream, Death, Destiny, Desire, 

Despair, Delirium, and Destruction—who personify experiences of human life and 

facilitate the natural forces for which they are named.            

 The Sandman both adapts and appropriates two of Shakespeare's plays, A 

Midsummer Night's Dream and The Tempest, as well as incorporating the bard himself as 

a character in the series.  Though Shakespeare is a somewhat minor character in the arc 

of the graphic novel series, he is nonetheless instrumental in exploring the related themes 

of the construction of authorship and the relationship between reality and representation.  

As Elizabethan society was itself concerned with the tension between reality and 

representation, the choice is exceedingly appropriate.       

 The second volume of The Sandman, The Doll's House, introduces Shakespeare 

in issue 13, “Men of Good Fortune,” as Will Shaxberd, a struggling young playwright 

whose work is generally disregarded.  Dream comes upon him while he is meeting with 

Hob Gadling in 1589, with whom Dream and his sister, Death, had made an agreement a 

century before that he need not die until he decided he wants to (119).  While at the bar, 

Kit Marlowe criticizes Shaxberd's play, prompting him to lament “I would give anything 

to have your gifts.  Or more than anything to give men dreams, that would live on long 
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after I am dead” (126).  And this point, Dream interrupts and whisks him off to discuss 

the terms of their Faustian agreement.   

 Shakespeare himself frequently made puns about his name, repeating the word 

“will” to illustrate is desires and identity: “Whoever hath her wish, thou hast they 'Will'” 

(Sonnet 135, 1).  Dream likewise makes puns on the shortening of William to Will, 

saying “I heard your talk, Will.  Would you write great plays?  Create new dreams to spur 

the minds of men?  Is that your will?” (127); Shaxberd's 'will,' to become a great writer, 

is fulfilled at the price of losing his own 'will,' in being a conduit for the stories Dream 

gives him.  The exact terms of the arrangement between Dream and Shakespeare are 

never established, though Hob does ask Dream, during their 1789 meeting, “That lad, 

Shakespeare, you did some kind of deal with him, didn't you?” (132), to which Dream 

only responds “perhaps” (132).  He does, however, confirm that the hierarchical 

relationship between the two is not absolute when Hob asks whether the bargaining piece 

was for Shakespeare's soul, Dream confirms “nothing so crude” (132).    

 Shakespeare, this time spelled 'Shekespear,' appears as a central character in issue 

#17, entitled “A Midsummer Night's Dream,” as the third of four stories contained within 

the third volume of the series, Dream Country.  The stories within Dream Country are 

related by their demonstration of the construction of reality through performative 

participation within a narrative.  'Performative participation' is especially important in 

this volume because the difference between interpersonal power relationships and 

authorial authority are explored: though the two certainly affect each other, these texts 

demonstrate that an individual exerting power over another does not equate authority 

over a narrative.  The means by which authorial authority/privilege is established and 
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limited is explored in each issue of Dream Country.  Though always approached from a 

fantastical setting, the issues of Dream Country provide examples of the practical, 

demonstrative effect narratives have in the shaping of reality. 

 The volume commences with “Calliope,” featuring a writer, Richard Madoc, who 

purchases, imprisons, and sexually abuses a muse named Calliope in order to gain artistic 

inspiration.  He is wildly successful until Calliope manages to contact Dream, who frees 

her and entraps Madoc in a dream from which he cannot wake.  As Calliope is about to 

leave, it is revealed she and Dream were lovers and he is the father of her son (28), a 

detail which will become very significant several volumes later.  “Calliope” exemplifies 

the distinction between interpersonal power and narrative authority mentioned above, as 

Madoc exerts a great deal of power over Calliope—imprisoning and raping her—yet he is 

almost entirely without authority over his texts: Calliope was his sole source of 

inspiration.  Once Calliope is removed from his ownership, Dream tortures Madoc by 

imprisoning him in a dream state, in which he is accosted by an overabundance of ideas 

until he goes insane, ripping at his skin and tears off his fingernails.  Upon Calliope's 

request, Dream shows mercy and releases Madoc from his dream, but leaves him 

completely depleted, unable to think of any new ideas (34); his compositional abilities 

cease with the departure of Calliope.  “Calliope” introduces the important question of 

inspiration in the determination of authorial authority: is there such a thing as an 'original' 

narrative?  From whence do new narratives come?   

 In the world of The Sandman, reality is a narrative, a story, that is created and 

continued by the character's collective participation in it—thinking and acting according 

to the structural outline of a narrative as though it were a reality makes it so.  Reality is 
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thus constructed through intertexual layers of narrative that evolve according to time and 

place, implying “all creation is social creation, all production is always reproduction: 

everything we think, say, or do relies upon ideas, words, and cultural norms that preexist” 

(Cohn, 4).  Essentially, everything has a cultural origin, so a 'new' narrative is not one 

created in a vacuum but one that rethinks the currently accepted narratives in another 

way, restructuring them to introduce an altered perception of the narratives, and thus a 

different meaning.  Thus, the author of a narrative has not technically created it, but taken 

preexisting cultural narratives (including everything from literal stories to culturally 

acculturated assumptions) and retold it through their own personal lens of perception.  

“Calliope” is an example of what authorship is not: Madoc's total dependence on Calliope 

for inspiration negates his status as author of his narrative because this dependence 

implies his productions are not being filtered through his personal insight but Calliope's.   

 The relationship between Madoc and Calliope foreshadows that of Shekespear 

and Dream in that both interactions depict a human writer's use of a non-human entity to 

gain narrative inspiration, though they differ in several very important ways.  The most 

notable of these distinctions is the contrasting interpersonal power structures between the 

characters, and the effect this has on the actual process of writing and the eventual 

outcome of the project.  

 “A Dream of a Thousand Cats” provides a contrary example of inspiration and 

narrative construction; unlike “Calliope,” narratives are used here not for personal 

financial gain but to restructure reality through social, collective participation.  Delving 

Dream Country even further into the surreal, this issue is narrated by a house cat 

recounting an epiphanic dream in which she traveled to the heart of the Dreaming to meet 
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the King of Cats/Cat of Dreams to ask for an explanation for the authority humans have 

over the lives of cats.  The King showed the narrator a former reality in which cats were 

the larger, dominant species and humans were tiny creatures used for sport hunting.  One 

day, after waking from a dream, a man preached to his human community, telling them to 

dream of a world in which humans are the dominant species, believing that if enough 

people dream this new reality, it will be so.  He reiterates time and again “dreams shape 

the world” (53); after a few thousand of the humans dreamed this new reality, it was so.  

“A Dream of a Thousand Cats” concludes with the narrator house cat's manifesto, 

preaching the truth of what she dreamed, saying “if enough of us dream...we can change 

the world” (56).   

 “A Dream of a Thousand Cats” introduces the reader to a successful example of 

authorship: the humans realize cultural narratives are representations of reality which are 

sustained only through continual participation with them as reality.  A narrative is by 

nature cultural; the humans were only able to restructure the narrative of their reality 

when, “one night, enough of them dreamed” (54).  Saying “enough of them dreamed” 

supports the classification of narrative as being inherently cultural, because it is only 

through collective participation in said narrative as reality that it became so, and presents 

the idea that this collective participation is a kind of active performance.  The 

relationship between reality and representation is explored to a much great extent in “A 

Midsummer Night's Dream.”           

 Like “Calliope,” “Dream of a Thousand Cats” demonstrates the great difference 

between interpersonal power and authorial authority: if the King of Cats is to be believed, 

cats once exerted almost complete dominance over humans, and yet although they lived 
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in a world in which they had almost no personal power, the humans were able to band 

together and exert authority as authors of the narrative of their existence to construct it as 

they saw fit.  It is important to note the King of Cats emphasizes the humans did not 

change the world but “dreamed [it] so it always was the way it is now.  There never was a 

world of high cat-ladies and cat-lords.  They changed the universe from the beginning of 

all things, until the end of time” (55).  “Dream of a Thousand Cats” thus constructs 

reality as being a narrative of seemingly complete permeability.  If all of existence can be 

restructured and reordered, even the past, how is a narrative of reality ever established?  

Why is there an apparent order, why are we not continually jostled around?  And if 

dreams, or a desire, for change are so powerful, why was Madoc so helpless without 

Calliope?   

 The answer to all of these questions can be found in the theme of the power of 

collectivity throughout The Sandman as a whole.  Reality is both participatory and 

performative; The Sandman allows the characters to construct the narrative of their reality 

through contextualization with each other and their surroundings.  Madoc held no 

authority over his narrative because he barely participated in its creation, he essentially 

stole it.  The humans were able to dream a new reality because they all banded together 

and envisioned the world as they would have it; they performed a new narrative and gave 

it strength through participation, through belief.  Participatory performance of and belief 

in a reality is prevalent throughout the graphic novel, whether establishing context or 

describing a character: the Endless siblings are manifestations of human consciousness, 

they are all part of a collective process of creation, drawing from both each other and 

mankind.  One of Dream's central issues is his isolation, particularly after his 
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imprisonment in the first volume of The Sandman, “Preludes and Nocturnes.”  As the 

graphic novel progresses, he becomes ever more deeply involved in the affairs of others, 

which facilitates his eventual transformation.              

 The final story of Dream Country is “Facade,” which follows the struggles of 

Urania Blackwell after she enters the tomb of Ra, the Egyptian sun god, and he 

transforms her into a metamorph, which enables her to shape herself into any of the 

elements naturally found in the human body; the cost of this power is she looks like a 

living mummy, and thus shuts herself in her apartment, unable to die but too ashamed to 

leave.  Serendipitously, Dream's sister Death happens to be in the apartment building and 

stops by Blackwell's home to advise her to simply open the curtains, look at the sun, and 

ask Ra to take back her powers.  He acquiesces and Blackwell dissolves into a pile of 

dust.   

 “Calliope” and “Facade” bookend Dream Country very effectively: the first 

shows a character's belief in his own authorial authority as he exerts power over the 

source of his narrative, and the last shows a character's debilitating loss of authority over 

her own narrative by bequeathing an absolute power to forces outside herself.  Unlike 

Madoc, Blackwell is able to learn to direct her narrative reality.  When she realizes 

Death's identity, Blackwell begs her to take her life, but Death refuses, saying “your life 

is your own.  So is your death” (109).  Blackwell thus has to choose between several 

thousand more years as a metamorph, constantly transforming, or death, which until now 

has consistently eluded her despite her best attempts.  Her experience foreshadows 

Dream's progressive transformation and eventual decision.            
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 “Facade” establishes some very important truths of The Sandman, one of which is 

the direct correlation between someone or something's function and its continued 

existence; essentially, all things experience some kind of a death.  Though Blackwell has 

been trying to kill herself for quite awhile, Death assures her “even the metamorphae die 

eventually—hey, listen, eventually everything dies.  It just takes a little bit longer for you 

guys” (107).  She goes on to speak of her own death, saying “when the first living thing 

existed, I was there, waiting.  When the last living thing dies, my job will be finished.  I'll 

put the chairs on the tables, turn out the lights and lock the universe behind me when I 

leave” (108); Death is thus aware that she exists through her continual, performative 

function in the construction of reality.   

 The reason for Blackwell's transformation and a central truth of The Sandman is 

revealed by Death as she notes “mythologies take longer to die than people believe.  They 

linger on in a kind of dream country that affects all of you” (109).  She then explains that 

Ra “still keeps bringing the metamorphae into existence, though the battle your kind 

fought finished ages ago” (109); the sun god Ra is apparently not quite dead, nor willing 

to let go of the narrative, the myth, which shaped his existence, leading him to transform 

Blackwell into a metamorph under his service when she entered his tomb, though his 

“never-ending battle against Apep” (109) is over, since Apep died three thousand years 

ago.  Death's comments on the lingering traces of mythologies tie into the construction of 

narrative as a continual process of intertexual contextualization, an evolution of 

relevancy.  Thus, mythologies, the Endless, gods, and narratives will all die when they no 

longer have any relevancy, any connection, to the collective understanding of existence.            
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 The emphasis on masks in “Facade” reiterates the performative construction of all 

aspects of reality, including identity, and ties it back into “A Midsummer Night's 

Dream.”  On the occasion she tries to go out in public, Blackwell grows a face that acts as 

a mask, which eventually dries up and falls off; she literally creates and sheds herself.  

Though it's never directly explained, one can infer she is unable to keep the face-masks 

on because her status as a metamorph is one of constant transformation, and thus 

disenables her from performing only one representation, as though that were the only one 

available.  This process of wearing a mask to represent oneself is also depicted in “A 

Midsummer Night's Dream,” where Robin Goodfellow switches places with the human 

actor and plays himself onstage, using the disguise of a costume of himself to evade 

detection as he disappears into the night (85).    

 Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream revolves around issues of authority 

and identity construction.  One of the central points of tension within the play is Hermia's 

disobedience toward her father, Egeus, in refusing to marry the man of his choice, 

Demetrius.  Egeus' anger is the result of his identification of his daughter as his property, 

which is confirmed by Theseus, the Duke of Athens, as he reminds Hermia that her 

“father should be as a god” (1.i.47)  because he is her creator, and he may thus “leave the 

figure or disfigure it” (1.i. 51).  Theseus' enforcement of patriarchal authority is also 

evident in his nuptials to Hippolyta, who is Queen of the Amazons and thus an iconic 

figure of virginal, female power.  He admits “I wooed thee with my sword/And won thy 

love doing thee injuries” (1.i. 16-17).  Though the nature of these 'injuries' is not 

expounded upon in great detail, Theseus' courtship with a sword—a  symbol of phallic 

might and violence—and Oberon's accusations that Theseus raped and deceived 
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Perigenia, Ariadne, and Antiope (II.i.78-80) construct the marriage between Theseus and 

Hippolyta as an institutional affirmation of patriarchal dominance.  Theseus' forceful use 

of a powerful woman is analogous to Madoc's use of Calliope in “Calliope,” which 

further contextualizes the adaptation of A Midsummer Night's Dream within Dream 

Country.     

 The second conflict within the play is between Oberon and Titania, the Faerie 

King and Queen, concerning guardianship of a young Indian boy with whom they are 

both enamored.  Titania and Oberon's mutual, but of course contrasting, claims of 

legitimacy of ownership over the “changeling” (2.i.23) is a metaphorical coming of age 

struggle for the boy: Oberon represents his introduction into manhood, as he “would have 

the child/Knight of his train, to trace the forests wild” (2.i.24-25), while Titania 

“withholds the loved boy/Crowns him with flowers” (2.i.26-27), thus reinforcing his 

youthful connection to a mother figure and delaying his masculine development.  Titania 

is the only mother figure in the play, as women are represented as vessels, not makers, for 

their children; the actual formation of a child is dependent on his or her father, “to whom 

you are but as a form in wax/By him imprinted and within his power” (I.i.49-50).   

 The tension between reality and theatrical representation is touched upon by the 

traveling company that is planning on performing “The Most Lamentable Comedy and 

Most/Cruel Death of Pyramus and Thisbe” (I.2.10-11) for Theseus' wedding.  While 

rehearsing, his fellow actors warn Bottom to not perform his role as a lion too 

realistically, lest he “fright the/Duchess and the ladies that they would shriek—and/that 

were enough to hang us all” (65-67); so literally does the company take the power of 

theatrical representation that they worry an actor in a lion suit could so terrify their 
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female audience members that they would all be sentenced to death.  Though such 

concerns might seem hyperbolic and ridiculous to a contemporary reader, the effect 

theatrical representations could have on reality was an important issue in Elizabethan 

society, as Shakespeare and his company would experience firsthand in the Essex 

Rebellion of 1601, discussed in the introduction.  It is important to note the company in A 

Midsummer Night's Dream is only concerned with the effect their performance will have 

upon the women of the audience, agreeing “a lion among ladies is a most/dreadful thing” 

(III.1.27-28); their apprehension further enforces the construction of women as inherently 

gullible and weak.   

 Theseus and Hippolyta explicitly discuss the relationship between representation 

and reality, offering contrasting opinions on the subject in the final act of A Midsummer 

Night's Dream, after they have heard the accounts of the various characters in the play.  

On the one hand, Theseus discredits the validity of their stories, saying “the lunatic, the 

lover, and the poet/Are of imagination all compact” (V.i.7-8), and that “the poet's 

pen...gives to airy nothing/A local habitation and a name” (V.i.15-17).  Hippolyta, on the 

other hand, professes a central truism of Dream Country, and The Sandman as a whole, in 

saying “but all the story of the night told over/And all their minds transfigured so 

together...grows to something of great constancy” (V.i.23-26); essentially, she confirms 

the power of collective participation in a narrative to construct reality, which connects A 

Midsummer Night's Dream to “A Dream of a Thousand Cats.”      

 The third issue of Dream Country, “A Midsummer Night's Dream,” adapts 

Shakespeare's play in order to appropriate the cultural construction of Shakespeare's 

authorship and foreshadow future events in the rest of The Sandman.  The play-within-a-
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play aspect of A Midsummer Night's Dream is reflected in Gaiman's graphic novel as 

Dream has commissioned Shakespeare—now called Will Shekespear—to compose two 

plays for him, the first of which is performed in “A Midsummer Night's Dream” before 

an audience of the faerie folk featured in Shakespeare's play.  Although their roles are 

performed onstage, the human characters of A Midsummer Night's Dream are not 

featured, which inverses the relationship between reality and fantasy: instead of showing 

an audience of humans watching faeries onstage, faeries are watching humans perform.    

 The tension for authorial authority between Dream and Will Shekespear in “A 

Midsummer Night's Dream” reflects the conflict between Egeus and Hermia as both 

relationships problematize a creator's claims of authority over his creation.  The 

relationship between Dream and Shekespear is very hierarchical both textually and 

visually: Shekespear assures Dream he has written his play “as you told me, Lord” (64), 

while Dream directly introduces himself to Richard Burbage as “your patron for this 

play” (65); Dream's authority is further enforced as he is always drawn at least a head 

taller than Shekespear (64, 78), and dressed in robes of royal purple, while Shekespear is 

clad in simple traveling clothes (63).   

 Dream continues to assert his authority by making a pun out of Shekespear's 

name, telling Titania “Will is a willing vehicle for the great stories” (81); calling 

Shekespear a 'vehicle' makes him analogous to the powerless women of A Midsummer 

Night's Dream, who serve only as vessels for reproduction and are not credited as 

contributing to the formation of a child.  Just as Theseus' admonitions to Hermia imply 

“the male is the only begetter; a daughter is merely a token of her father's potency” 

(Montrose 139), Dream speaks of Shekespear as a convenient means to an end, noting 
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that the so-called “great stories...will live for an age of man; and his words will echo 

down through time.  It is what I wanted” (81).  Referring to the plays he specifically 

requested as “the great stories” (81), Dream references the canonization of Shakespeare's 

body of work; implying that his social reverence was very purposely facilitated by 

Dream.  He explains his motives to Titania and Auberon (as Oberon's name is spelled in 

Gaiman's adaptation) by saying “they shall not forget you.  That was important to me: 

that King Auberon and Queen Titania will be remembered by mortals, until this age is 

gone” (83), though no explanation is given for why Dream should care what mortals 

remember.    

 Dream's use of the word 'remembered' seems quite errant as the entire company of 

faerie folk agree Shekespear's play contrasts with their recollection of past events, though 

some are more amused by the performance than others.  Auberon, for instance, thanks 

Dream for the play but notes “this diversion, although pleasant, is not true.  Things never 

happened thus” (83).  Dream is unperturbed by Auberon's criticism, insisting “oh, but it is 

true.  Things need not have happened to be true.  Tales and dreams are the shadow-truths 

that will endure when mere facts are dust and ashes, and forgot” (83).  Such a comment 

seems to be a self-referential comment on the nature of adaptation itself, saying that so 

long as the message is conveyed, the performance has been preserved.  Just as Dream 

makes a pun of 'Will' Shekespear's name, the faerie folk address Dream as “Lord 

Shaper,” (68, 81, 83) confirming his function as a 'shaper' of a culture's narratives, which 

reinforces his authorial authority.   

 However, the text does allude to the possibility that the events of Shekespear's 

play did indeed happen thus, as Titania knows the plot of the play before it is performed, 
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remarking “in the old tale there was a love potion, that left the goddess rutting with an 

ass...” (73).  It is unclear, however, whether the faerie folk are pretending none of this 

ever happened to save themselves from acknowledging the improper marital conflict 

between Titania and Auberon, or if the tale of A Midsummer Night's Dream is an 

adaptation of an older story with which the faeries are familiar.  This lack of clarity 

reinforces Dream's function as an adapter of narratives in order to affect reality: as Puck 

exclaims “this is magnificent!  And it is true!  It never happened; yet it is still true.  What 

magic art is this?” (75).  Puck's exclamation offers a third possibility, that the play is true 

because it foreshadows events soon to come; just as Titania is infatuated with the little 

changeling boy in the play, so too does she lavish attention upon Hamnet, Shakespeare's 

son, in “A Midsummer Night's Dream.”  The last panel of the issue reads: “Hamnet 

Shakespeare died in 1596, aged eleven” (86), alluding to the possibility that losing his 

son was an inadvertent sacrifice Shakespeare made in his deal with Dream.  Referring to 

a narrative's transformative effect on reality as 'magic art' connects “A Midsummer 

Night's Dream” with the final issue of The Sandman, which is an adaptation of The 

Tempest, featuring a magician's problematic relationship with his magic.  

 The strong correlation between reality and representation is reflected in the 

background scenery used by the Lord Chamberlain's Men in “A Midsummer Night's 

Dream.”  As stated in the introduction, the staging of Elizabethan performances was 

generally fairly minimal, including just a backdrop and perhaps a few props; accordingly, 

“A Midsummer Night's Dream” shows the Lord Chamberlain's Men performing in front 

of three backdrops hanging from their wagons, all of which feature the very similar 

setting of a verdant clearing with a few trees scattered around.  The landscape of the 
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backdrops matches the actual clearing, Wendel's Mound, on which the company is 

performing in both color and texture (66, 69); as the play begins, the illustrations show 

the actors up close, making it almost impossible to tell the difference between the 

backdrop and the actual location.  The metadramatic intertextuality of “A Midsummer 

Night's Dream” is reinforced by the progressively diminishing visual distinction between 

the stage and reality.   

 As the faeries leave and the humans wake up from their dream at the end of  “A 

Midsummer Night's Dream,” Hamnet, Shekespear, and Puck's costumes reveal the 

transformative effect the play had on them.  Acting as the little Indian boy onstage and 

being seduced by Titania during intermission (78), Hamnet is directly analogous to the 

changeling boy who causes so much conflict in A Midsummer Night's Dream.  The last 

time he is drawn in his regular traveling clothes is when the Lord Chamberlain's Men first 

pull up to Wendel's Mound to meet Dream; Hamnet tries to get his father's attention, but 

he is ignored.  The second panel on the page (64) shows him staring off into the distance, 

a bitter expression on his face, while his father hurries away from him.  Immediately 

afterward, Hamnet changes into his changeling costume, which he wears for the entirety 

of the issue.  He awakes still dressed as the changeling and, once again, attempts to get 

his father's attention, but he is again brushed aside (86).  The last panel's declaration that 

“Hamnet Shakespeare died in 1596, aged eleven” (86) allows the reader to assume 

Shekespear unknowingly sacrificed his son for his talent, a deal he ensured through 

consistent negligence.   

 Shekespear likewise spends the issue costumed as Theseus, the ever-doubting but 

highly authoritative Duke of Athens, as a visual reflection of his developing authority.  
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When The Lord Chamberlain's Men first arrive at Wendel's Mound, Shekespear is 

dressed in common traveling clothes and addresses Dream as “Lord” (64), while Dream 

stands high above him, clad in aristocratic purple robes.  Though he wears the costume of 

a king, Shekespear is initially terrified when he first lays eyes on the audience of faerie 

folk before him and stumbles over his lines (69).  His personal authority continues to 

grow as he performs an authoritative role, however: by the intermission, he even dares to 

snap at Dream, saying “Your kind care not for human lives.  Dark stranger, already I 

regret our bargain” (75).  Awaking from the dream with the rest of the company, 

Shekespear is still dressed as a king, indicating he has transitioned from Shekespear, the 

struggling playwright, to Shakespeare, the developing icon of literary composition.  The 

change is confirmed in the spelling of Hamnet's name: “Hamnet Shakespeare died in 

1596” (86).  The Sandman never directly addresses why the spelling of Shakespeare's 

name continually changes, but one can infer each alteration signifies a rite of passage in 

his authorial development.      

 Finally, Puck's theft of the mask of himself and subsequent performance as Robin 

Goodfellow is a rather quintessentially metadramatic construction of identity through 

performance.  Puck is the only character in “A Midsummer Night's Dream” who 

challenges Dream's authorial authority as he renders the actor who portrays him 

unconscious, steals his mask, and plays himself; by performing himself, Puck constructs 

himself, saying “you played me well, mortal.  But I have played me for time out of mind.  

And I do Robin Goodfellow better than anyone” (77).  Puck's use of a mask of himself to 

perform himself is similar to Blackwell's constant process of shedding masks of herself in 

“Facade,” and also further alludes to the eventual adaptation of The Tempest, which 
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features a masquerade.  Puck keeps on his mask after the play is over so he can 

clandestinely stay in the human world as the faerie folk open the door to Wendel's Mound 

and leave.  Alone on the dark field, Puck throws away the mask of Robin Goodfellow 

while simultaneously delivering the entire concluding aside from A Midsummer Night's 

Dream.  Puck no longer needs the mask because he has completed the construction of his 

identity and evaded the continuation of his servitude to Auberon: he is free.    

 As Puck delivers the play's final aside, the panels zoom in closer to his face, 

revealing his rather maniacal expression and glowing red eyes (85).  The last line of A 

Midsummer Night's Dream, “and Robin shall restore amends” (V.i.421), is emphasized in 

the graphic novel, as each word is separated into its own speech bubble, indicating Puck 

has thus-far unrevealed intentions.      

 “A Midsummer Night's Dream” thus tentatively closes with Shekespear evolving 

into Shakespeare, asserting his authority as he stands up to Dream.  The issue confirms a 

reader would be able to infer before ever even opening “A Midsummer Night's Dream:” 

there is a strong correlation between reality and representation.  The issue is inconclusive, 

as Dream's remark that “the price of getting what you want, is getting what you wanted” 

(81) is not explained, nor his Hamnet's death, or Puck's disappearance.  

 Although Puck becomes a very important antagonist in the main arc of The 

Sandman, Shakespeare himself is not seen again until the final issue of the series.  Unlike 

Dream Country, the issues of The Wake, the final volume of The Sandman, are not all 

independent yet thematically related stories: the first three issues of the The Wake depict 

the funeral of the original Dream, divided into three chapters.  Characters from the 
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entirety of The Sandman, as well as many external ones, gather within the Dreaming to 

mourn the loss of Morpheus and construct the new Dream.  The new Dream is illustrated 

just like the original, but with opposite coloring: instead of black robes he is clad all in 

white, and instead of wearing a ruby he keeps an emerald (24).  Though he seems so 

similar to Morpheus, he explicitly notes “[I am] not Morpheus.  I have no right to that 

name.  I am Dream of the Endless: it is enough” (26).  Many of the funeral's attendants 

seem quite confused as to who has died, since they all see Dream of the Endless in his 

castle, albeit very changed.  While strolling away, Cain confirms “Nobody died.  How 

can you kill an idea?  How can you kill the personification of an action?” (44), to which 

another attendant persistently presses “then what died?  Who are you mourning?” (44).  

Abel jumps in, stuttering “a puh-point of view” (44).   

 Both Cain and Abel's comments support Destruction's theory that the Endless are 

constructed in dichotomous opposition to their realms.  As Dream, Morpheus constructed 

reality, though as his name would indicate, he was destined to change.  In fact, as 

Destruction and Dream are talking during Dream's funeral, he notes “you've never been 

inclined to listen to my advice in the past, but, well: things change, don't they?” (75).  

Dream agrees, and Destruction responds, “wise lad.” (75).  If Dream is a personification 

of the collective unconscious, his identity will always be in the process of changing as the 

minds which construct him evolve; conversely, his function as the personification of the 

collective unconscious remains the same.  This cyclical process of identity construction is 

similar to the tension between the body natural and body politic that was so important in 

Elizabethan England, discussed in the introduction, and explicitly referenced by Dream's 
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raven, Matthew, as he attempts to remember the origins of an old saying, “the King is 

dead.  Long live the King” (92).   

 Issue #73, “Sunday Mourning,” is a comedic portrayal of Hob (now Robbie) 

Gadling, the man who made a bargain with Dream that he didn't have to die until he 

wanted to, as he attends a twentieth century American Renaissance festival with his 

girlfriend, Guenevere.  “Sunday Mourning” addresses the inherent problem that arises in 

artistic adaptation or recontextualization of history: all perspectives are culturally 

constructed, so the classification of 'accuracy' will change depending on the culture's 

needs.  The issue commences, for instance, with Gadling complaining that “nobody in 

England had even heard of the Renaissance until it had been over for centuries” (95), 

meaning historical trends are usually recognized in hindsight, which shapes how the 

contemporary culture imagines the past was experienced.  Gadling makes the same point 

when his girlfriend says she cannot play a Queen at the Renaissance festival because she 

is black, which wouldn't be historically accurate; he says the Queen of Aragon was black, 

but Guenevere insists she was Spanish.  Gadling comments on the social construction of 

racial identification, arguing “trust me, if Catherine of Aragon had been in Alabama in 

the 1950s they'd have made her ride in the back of the bus” (96).  As Guenevere is 

completely ignorant of Gadling's deal with Dream, she continually dismisses his 

historical corrections as the ramblings of a charming know-it-all.  Drifting away from 

Guenevere, Gadling runs into Death, who confirms that Dream has died and offers to 

allow him to die now too, an offer he once again refuses.  He shares his recollection of a 

dream he had, in which Destruction, the original Dream, and himself were walking along 

a beach together.  His dream offers closure to the arc of the original Dream: now that he 
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has no more responsibilities, he is off with his brother, somewhere near the end of the 

world.   

  The final issue of The Sandman, “The Tempest,” is a more personal 

exploration of the character Shakespeare, and the impact his authorship has had on his 

life.  This appropriation of The Tempest draws upon the play's metafictional parallel 

between magician and author in order to explore how the series has constructed 

Shakespeare's cultural authority and relationship to his texts.  “The Tempest” presents the 

writing process as a mimetic transformation of reality into theatrical representation.  

Rather than definitively establish the extent of Shakespeare's authorial authority over his 

own texts, “The Tempest” is primarily interested in exploring the price of authorship, as 

it depicts Shakespeare's relationship to his texts and the people around him.   

 The graphic novel medium of “The Tempest” is more successfully employed as a 

literary structure than in The Sandman's previous appropriation of a Shakespearean play, 

“A Midsummer Night's Dream,” as the illustrations make the interconnectedness between 

Shakespeare's life and texts more explicit, and situate Shakespeare's progress in his 

narrative composition.  Illustrations of  Shakespeare composing his play are structurally 

and thematically connected to his life through text boxes, which show excerpts of his 

text, drawn as though they were handwritten upon pieces of parchment.  For instance, as 

Shakespeare writes at his desk in Stratford-upon-Avon, text boxes   featuring lines 

between Prospero and Miranda as they discuss Caliban are included inside panels 

depicting Shakespeare watching his daughter, Judith, being courted by Thomas Quiney, 

who is presented as a rather dull and banal boy.  The third panel includes a text box 

featuring Miranda's line “Tis a villain, sir, I do not love to look on” (165; I.ii.310), 
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underneath an illustration of Judith, sullenly staring at the floor while Thomas Quiney 

speaks to her.   

 This formula is continued throughout the issue, as when Anne Hathaway, 

Shakespeare's wife, chides him for living “in words, not in the real world” (166).  Though 

he verbally refutes his wife's accusations, Shakespeare sits down immediately after their 

conversation and composes Caliban's famous lament against Prospero: “You taught me 

language: and my profit on't/Is I know how to curse.  The red plague rid you/For learning 

me your language” (166; I.ii.364-366).  This conversation refers to Dream's foreboding 

comment in “A Midsummer Night's Dream,” that “the price of getting what you want, is 

getting what once you wanted” (81); “The Tempest” thus indicates the price of 

Shakespeare's masterful authorship of theatrical representations is a great disconnection 

with reality.        

 “The Tempest” goes on to explain that Shakespeare's disconnection with reality in 

favor of representation is because he constructs his identity through his texts.  When 

asked by Dream if he sees himself reflected in his tale, Shakespeare replies he “would be 

a fool” (175) to deny it, but goes on to explain he also sees himself in all the male 

characters of The Tempest.  He makes no mention of Miranda's origins to Dream, but 

when previously speaking with Judith, he tells her his play is “about a lovely young girl, 

just like you, my dear” (148).  Shakespeare's identification with his characters is 

explicitly illustrated as he reads Prospero's lines, delivered right after the masque, to 

Anne Hathaway.  While reading lines from The Tempest (IV.i.148-158), the panels of the 

graphic novel switch back and forth between Shakespeare and Prospero.  Interestingly, 

when Prospero says “we are such stuff as dreams are made on, and our little life is 
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rounded with a sleep” (173), he is reading from a script, not speaking conversationally.  

This further connects Shakespeare's identity with the characters of his texts.   

 Dream appears as Shakespeare finishes writing, though Shakespeare does not 

immediately recognize his longtime patron, insisting “but you have changed since last I 

saw you” (167), to which Dream calmly responds “not I, but you, good Will” (167).  The 

two travel to Dream's palace in the Dreaming, and over a cup of wine, discuss what 

Dream has given Shakespeare, and the cost of this talent.  When Shakespeare asks why 

Dream acquiesced to his requests, Dream simply replies “because you had a gift, and the 

talent.  Because you were no worse a man than many another...And because you wanted 

it...so much...”(178).  Though Shakespeare expresses his fear for his soul, having dabbled 

in witchcraft, Dream assures him “I opened a door within you, that was all” (181).  

Dream thus confirms Shakespeare's authorial authority, constructing himself more as a 

helpful inspiration than a dictatorial narrator.   

 Dream's role in the genesis of Shakespeare's plays is complicated by the 

ambiguous status of his existence: as one of the Endless, he is even higher than a god 

because in Gaiman's world gods are formed from dreams.  Thus, gods are created in the 

unconscious of humans and are made powerful by belief in them, or their collective 

participation with the representation of their power as reality.  Like all the Endless, 

Dream is a manifestation of consciousness whose name reflects his function, “and as a 

constituent of consciousness, he is the psychological function of dreaming” (Rauch 23), 

meaning the mere continued existence of humans sustains him.  But this would mean 

Dream is essentially a personification of the collective unconscious; would that not mean 

he is in fact created by Shakespeare (and every other dreamer in the world)?  Saying 
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Dream gave Shakespeare his talent and inspiration would be the equivalent of saying 

Shakespeare took inspiration from his own culturally contextualized imagination to 

compose works that reproduce his culture's archetypes, which hardly conflicts with the 

concept of an individual, privileged author.  Thus, from an analytical standpoint, 

Shakespeare's authorial authority is no more minimized by having originated with Dream 

than in dreams.  

 The authority Dream seemed to exert over Shakespeare in “A Midsummer Night's 

Dream” is further refuted by the lonely, melancholy presentation of Dream and 

Shakespeare's assertive tone.  Dream aligns himself with Prospero, saying he wanted 

Shakespeare to write The Tempest because he “wanted a tale of graceful ends...a play 

about a King who drowns his books, and breaks his staff, and leaves his kingdom” (181).  

Though Dream attempts to evade the subject, Shakespeare's presses him, saying “and if 

you 'opened the door,' then I still did the work.  I put each word down, I made the actors 

talk.  I gave your stories the forms in which they will be remembered.  I have earned an 

answer to my question.  Why?” (182).  Dream confesses The Tempest is an expression of 

his impossible desires, lamenting “I am not a man.  And I do not change...I am Prince of 

stories, Will; but I have no story of my own.  Nor shall I ever” (182).  Such claims are 

particularly ironic as they are placed in the last issue of an epic graphic novel, whose 

narrative centers on Dream's transformative journey.   

 The depiction of Dream as a sad, lonely entity who is trapped and defined by his 

function, and used by Shakespeare for inspiration, strongly ties him to the muse featured 

in issue #17 “Calliope.”  This correlation reverses the question of authorial authority, 

opening the possibility that Shakespeare is exploiting Dream.  “Calliope” literalizes the 
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definition of authorship as “raping the muse” (Rauch 126), associating the writing 

process with sexual abuse.  This relationship is briefly, but significantly, constructed in 

“The Tempest” as well, as Anne Hathaway tells her husband “you do not what what you 

wanted as soon as you have it, but must always be pining and plaining after something 

more” (166).  Shakespeare responds to her with lines from his narrative poem, The Rape 

of Lucrece:  

  What win I, if I gain the thing I seek? 

  A dream, a breath, a froth of fleeting joy. 

  Who buys a minute's mirth to wail a week? 

  Or sells eternity to get a toy? (262-265) 

Though Shakespeare's lamentations clearly indicate his authorial authority came due to a 

great sacrifice, it ultimately does not support the idea that he exploited or exerted great 

power over Dream, as he explicitly constructs his subordinate position to Dream, saying 

“for a goodly part of my life I have been in your service” (175).  While drinking with 

Dream at his palace, Shakespeare asks if his son, Hamnet, would have lived, had Dream 

not granted him his talent, though he immediately changes his mind and orders Dream 

not to say (179); this interaction connotes Shakespeare's authorship came at the price of 

his son's life. 

 “A Midsummer Night's Dream” and “The Tempest” thus appropriate 

Shakespeare's plays in order to study his authorial position.  Though Elizabethan theater 

was a collaborative process, made specifically for popular entertainment, the 
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contemporary construction of Shakespeare's myth depicts a singularly superior author 

who exerted a very strong degree of authority over his own texts; Shakespeare currently 

functions as an icon of high culture and academia.  In contrast to the majority of graphic 

novel renditions of Shakespeare's plays published in the last decade, The Sandman is 

interested in making Shakespeare's authorial status, not his plays, more accessible.  

Shakespeare's literary quality is not challenged, but the graphic novel's very human 

depiction of the bard's transformative journey, from unknown struggling playwright to 

demigod of the English language, demystifies his authorship, allowing the reader regard 

the myth of Shakespeare as a cultural construction, which inverses the authorial 

relationship between the Shakespearean author-function and his audience.   

  



64 
 

Works Cited 
 
Bentley, Gerald Eades.  The Profession of Player in Shakespeare's Time, 1590-1642.  
Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1984.  Print.   
 
Bloom, Harold.  Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human.  New York: Riverhead 
Books, 1998.  Print. 
 
Bosker, Bianca.  “Manga Mania.”  The Wall Street Journal.  August 2007.  Web.   
 
Bristol, Michael D.  “Shakespeare: The Myth.”  A Companion to Shakespeare.  Ed. David 
Scott Kastan.   Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 1999.  489-502.  Print.   
 
Cohn, Jesse.  “Mise-en Page: A Vocabulary for Page Layouts.”  Teaching the Graphic 
Novel.  Ed.    

Tabachnick, Stephen E.  New York: The Modern Language Association of 
America, 2009.  Print. 

 
Classical Comics.  Home page.  Web. 16 April 2011.  <http://www.classicalcomics.com/> 
 
Dickens, A. G.  The English Reformation.  2nd ed.  Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State 
University Press,  1989.  Print.    
 
Doty, Jeffery S.  “Shakespeare's Richard II, 'Popularity,' and the Early Modern Public 
Sphere.”   Shakespeare Quarterly 61.2 (2010): 183-205.  Print.     
 
Eisner, Will.  Comics and Sequential Art.  Tamarac: Poorhouse Press, 1985.  Print. 
 
Finlayson, Caitlin J.  “The Boundaries of Genre: Translating Shakespeare in Antony 
Johnston and Brett  

Weldele’s Julius.”  Teaching the Graphic Novel.  Ed. Tabachnick, Stephen E.  
New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 2009.  Print. 

 
Fischlin, Daniel; Fortier, Mark (eds).  Adaptations of Shakespeare: A Critical Anthology 
of Plays From  the Seventeenth Century to the Present.  London: Routledge, 2000.  Print.     
 
Gaiman, Neil.  The Sandman: The Doll's House.  New York: DC Comics, 1990.  Print.   
 
Gaiman, Neil.  The Sandman: Dream Country.  New York: DC Comics, 1991.  Print. 
 
Gaiman, Neil.  The Sandman: The Wake.  New York: DC Comics, 1997.  Print.   
 
Grande, Troni. Ed. Bond, Kevin; Chin, Gail; Rheault, Sylvain.  “Manga Shakespeare and 

the Hermeneutic Problems of 'Double Access.'”  University of Regina. Faculty of 
Arts., 2010.  <http://hdl.handle.net/10294/3091   

 

http://www.classicalcomics.com/


65 
 

Graphic Shakespeare.  Home page.  Web.  16 April 2011.  
<http://graphicshakespeare.com/>  
 
Hatfield, Charles.  “Defining Comics in the Classroom.”  Teaching the Graphic Novel.  
Ed. Stephen E.  Tabachnick.  New York: The Modern Language Association of 
America, 2009.  19-27.  Print.   
 
Hebdige, Dick.  Subculture: The Meaning of Style.  London: Routledge, 1979.  Print.   
 
Holderness, Graham.  Visual Shakespeare: Essays in Film and Television.  Hatfield: 
University of  Hertfordshire Press, 2001.  Print.   
 
Ingram, William.  The Business of Playing: The Beginnings of the Adult Professional 
Theater in  Elizabethan London.  New York: Cornell University Press, 1992.  Print.   
 
Kathman, David.  “The Question of Authorship.”  Shakespeare: An Oxford Guide.  Ed. 
Stanley Wells  and Lena Cowen Orlin.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003.  620-632.  
Print.    
 
Kidnie, Margaret Jane.  “Shakespeare's Audiences.”  Shakespeare: An Oxford Guide.  Ed. 
Stanley Wells  and Lena Cowen Orlin.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003.  32-43.  
Print.   
 
Lanier, Douglas.  Shakespeare and Modern Popular Culture.  Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002.  
Print.     
 
Manga Shakespeare.  Home Page.  Web.  16 April 2011.  
<http://mangashakespeare.com/> 
 
McCloud, Scott.  Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art.  William Morrow 
Paperbacks, 1994.  Print. 
 
McCreery, Conor; Del Col, Anthony.  Kill Shakespeare.  San Diego: IDW Publishing, 
2010.  Print.   
 
McHale, Brian.  Postmodernist Fiction.  London: Routledge, 1987.  Print.   
 
Montrose, Louis Adrian.  The Purpose of Playing: Shakespeare and the Cultural Politics 
of the  Elizabethan Theater.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1996.  Print.   
 
Rauch, Stephen.  Neil Gaiman's 'The Sandman' and Joseph Campbell: in Search of the 
Modern Myth.   Pennsylvania: Wildside Press, 2003.  Print.   
 
Riddell, James A.  “Ben Jonson's Folio of 1616.”  The Cambridge Companion to Ben 
Jonson.  Ed.  Richard Harp and Stanley Stewart.  Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000.  152-162.   Print.   

http://mangashakespeare.com/


66 
 

 
Romer, Barbara.  Classical Comics.  Home page.  Web.  15 May 2011.  
 <http://www.classicalcomics.com/testimonials.htm>l  
 
Round, Julia.  “Transforming Shakespeare: Neil Gaiman and The Sandman.”  Beyond 
Adaptation:  Essays on Radical Transformations of Original Works.  Ed. Phyllis Frus 
and Christy Williams.   Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2010.  95-110.  
Print.   
 
Sanders, Julie.  Adaptation and Appropriation.  London: Routledge, 2006.  Print.   
 
Sinfield, Alan.  “Give an Account of Shakespeare and Education, Showing Why You 
Think They Are  Effective and What you Have Appreciated About Them.  Support 
Your Comments with Precise  References.”  Political Shakespeare: New Essays in 
Cultural Materialism.  2nd ed.  Ed. Jonathan  Dollimore and Alan Sinfield.  New York: 
Cornell University Press, 1994.  158-181.  Print.   
 
Shakespeare, William.  Henry V.  Ed. Clive Bryant.  Litchborough: Classical Comics 
Ltd., 2008.  Print.   
 
Shakespeare, William. Macbeth: The Graphic Novel.  Ed. Cover, Arthur Byron.  Illus. 

Tamai, Tony Leonard.  Towcester: Puffin Graphics, 2005.  Print.  
 
Shakespeare, William. Manga Shakespeare: A Midsummer Night's Dream.  Ed. Richard  

Appignanesi.  Illus. Kate Brown.  London: SelfMadeHero, 2008.  Print.   
 
Shakespeare, William.  A Midsummer Night's Dream.  Eds. Bevington, David; Kastan, 

David Scott; Hammersmith, James; Turner, Robert Kean.  New York: Bantam 
Books, 1980.  Print.   

 
Shakespeare, William.  Shakespeare's Poems: Venus and Adonis, The Rape of Lucrece, 
and Shorter  Poems.  Eds. Katherine Duncan-Jones and H.R. Woudhuysen.  London: 
Arden Shakespeare,  2007.  Print.   
 
Shakespeare, William.  The Tempest: The Complete and Illustrated Play.  Illus. Grillo, 
Oscar.  London:  Can of Worms Publishing Ltd., 2009.  Print.   
 
Shakespeare, William.  The Tempest.  Ed. Frank Kermode.  Harvard University Press, 
1954.  Print.   
 
Shakespeare, William.  The Tempest.  Eds. Vaughan, Virginia; Vaughan, Alden T.  

London: The Arden Shakespeare, 1999.   Print. 
 
Sparknotes LLC.  “No Fear Shakespeare.”  Home Page.  Web.  15 May, 2011.  
 <http://nfs.sparknotes.com/> 
 

http://www.classicalcomics.com/testimonials.html
http://nfs.sparknotes.com/


67 
 

Taylor, Gary.  Reinventing Shakespeare: A Cultural History, from the Restoration to the 
Present.   Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989.  Print.   
 
Wells, Stanley and Lena Cowen Orlin.  “Introduction.”  Shakespeare: An Oxford Guide.  

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003.  Print.   
 

 


