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This seems a very important conference, as it draws attention to cultural processes that are 

often invisible or taken for granted. The ways in which texts are connected, drawing on 

each other and sharing styles, ideas and themes, are sometime always obvious. We may 

not always consider the reasons why something rises to popularity at a particular time, what 

factors have shaped its perceived value, or who has been involved in its selection and 

promotion. And it can be hard to think critically about the historical and social norms that 

have shaped our own tastes and perceptions of what is popular.  

 

Comics are an excellent subject to explore these ideas. Their creation, content and form all 

problematize simple models of art, literature and publishing. Today, in 2017, the medium 
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dances along the borders of high and low culture: providing genres such as fantasy and 

horror alongside supposedly more serious fare such as autobiography, philosophy, 

journalism and medical narratives. Comic books exist in multiple forms: from the disposable 

single issue or intangible digital text, to hardbound books of all shapes and sizes. They’re 

not just the product of collaborative authorship, but of committees and corporations, and 

many invisible participants. Characters and content reflect ongoing struggles between 

creators and publishers for creative and economic control. Radically different perceptions of 

comics and their content come from fans, critics, academics and casual readers, who 

assign symbolic capital and establish popularity based on changing values.  

 

One way comics have sought to redefine themselves is of course as graphic novels: 

bringing associations of literariness, permanence and authorship to the medium. This 

redefinition has been based on changes to their material form and has also relied on shifts 

in the conversations about comics that come from fans, critics and scholars.  

 

 
Today I want to use the British–American comic Sandman as a case study to explore some 

of the aesthetic, commercial, conceptual and critical changes that have shaped mainstream 

American comics and their popularity. Sandman has been with us for nearly thirty years in 

various guises: beginning in 1989 with an initial maxi-series that ran for 75 issues, 
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alongside numerous spin offs, then marketed as a series of collected graphic novels in 

different formats, and most recently the prequel mini series Sandman Overture.  

 

Although it began as a horror comic in the tradition of contemporaries like Hellblazer and 

Swamp Thing, Sandman swiftly grew beyond this, to become an epic tale of the rise and fall 

of a god and the impact of his story on the worlds around him. Its author Neil Gaiman 

weaves together mythology, literary history, and interpersonal drama to tell the story of 

Dream, or Morpheus, the deity in charge of mortal dreams, whose increasing humanity 

leads to his downfall.  

 

 
Sandman’s mythic qualities and literary style are well documented, so today I want to go 

beyond this and explore its content against the discourses that surround it. I will 

demonstrate how competing rhetoric from critics, scholars and fans assign cultural value to 

Sandman that is affected by changes to its material form. Alongside this, I will analyse the 

ways in which Gaiman uses intertextuality in his story, arguing that this complicates the 

discourses around Sandman by problematizing simple definitions of authorship and 

literature. My conclusion will draw these points together to show that, despite its literary 

branding and auteur label, Sandman’s aesthetic and content in fact subverts the author 

function and empowers an active audience. Reading Sandman, like dreaming, produces 
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mutable, shifting individual understandings. There are no grand truths, only ideas, which 

are multiple, shifting and contingent.  

 

 
Sandman’s launch back in 1989 framed it as ‘a horror-edged fantasy’. This early advert 

draws on the lexis and aesthetics of horror through the Sandman’s glowing red eyes and its 

references to ‘terror’ and ‘control’. This is borne out by the first story arc, which draws 

together occultism, Hammer horror, hallucinatory drug addiction and a diner massacre. 

Dream is captured by occultist Roderick Burgess in scenes that owe an intertextual debt to 

Hammer movies like this one.  
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This opening (as might be expected for a new serial) feels more like a sequence of 

episodes than a single organic tale as Dream then escapes and seeks out his stolen 

possessions in turn. This brings him into contact with a number of existing DC universe 

characters such as the demon Etrigan, Hellblazer’s John Constantine, and Justice League 

villain Doctor Destiny. This instantly flags Sandman’s content as intertextual and Gaiman 

also exploits the comics medium more subtly to reframe scenes, for example this reference 

to The Wizard of Oz as Dream returns Doctor Destiny to Arkham Asylum.  
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Sandman #8, ‘The Sound of her Wings’, then wraps up the first arc. Rather than dramatic 

adventures, dangerous quests or battles, here Dream meets with his sister Death, argues 

about the purpose of their existence, and then follows her through the city for an evening 

meeting those who have died. The issue’s form echoes this pared down content: for 

example in the first half when Death and Dream talk, the backgrounds are mostly absent 

and instead the characters exist against the white space of the page. This changes when 

they begin to visit various humans, whose mini-stories bring visual detail into the issue as 

you can see in the centre page, and become its focus. 

 

Significantly, this issue is described in authorly terms by Gaiman, as Q ‘the first one where 

[… ] I’d found my voice’ (Gaiman in Schnelbach 2015). His narrative voice is assigned to 

Dream in this issue, for example in the centre page here where he narrates ‘Soundless, we 

travel. No heads turn to mark our passing’. The issue is where Gaiman first asserts the 

control over his narrative that would become his trademark. He gives his protagonist a clear 

identity, an internal voice, a family and a background, and the first signs of an increasing 

humanity. The issue was swiftly repositioned as the opening for the entire series in the first 

collected edition and later issues such Sandman 19 (published in 1991) continued its 

trajectory and reinforced its literary focus by adapting William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream within a framing story of a deal between the writer and Dream.  
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As these early examples demonstrate, Sandman itself often functions as a framing story for 

previously existing characters or texts. The Sandman himself is an adaptation of a DC 

character who had previously existed in various incarnations: firstly as a 1930s crime 

fighter, then reworked as a more generic superhero, before being recreated by Joe Simon 

and Jack Kirby in the mid-1970s as an immortal being who lives in the “dream stream”. This 

is the character that Gaiman recreates, although his rewriting acknowledges many of the 

previous versions as shown. Gaiman’s Sandman thus became the flagship title for the 

launch of DC’s Vertigo imprint in 1993, which was based around 8 rewritten or rebooted 

titles, mainly by British creators, and framed by critical and promotional discourse that 

emphasised their literary qualities.  



	 8	

 
For example, these testimonials all appeared on the back covers of Sandman trade 

paperbacks prior to the millennium. They use references to literature and mythology to draw 

attention to Sandman’s grandeur and literary qualities: framing it quite literally as 

‘something more’ than a comic. The rhetoric continues in later editions, such as the spin-off 

Endless Nights. There is an increasing tension here: again these critics emphasise the 

literacy and sophistication of Sandman but they are unable to express this without 

positioning it against the rest of the comics medium. Beaty and Woo suggest that comics 

critics and scholars often engage in this type of doublethink by positioning a ‘great’ comic 

as the exception to the rule, which comes across here in phrases like ‘let alone comic 

books’.  
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In general, academia has also approached Sandman through the lens of literature and 

authorship. Murray (2010: 44) quips that the ‘Brit invasion was also a Lit invasion’ and the 

vast majority of Sandman scholarship to date has considered the series from a narrative 

perspective.  Entire issues of academic journals and many edited collections have now 

focused on Gaiman’s work, of which these are just a selection.  
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Many scholars, such as Katsiadas and Ahmed, draw attention to the Romantic overtones of 

Gaiman’s writing and the parallels between Gaiman-as-author and his protagonist Dream 

as Prince of Stories. Clive Barker also merges the two. The doubling of Gaiman and his 

protagonist is emphasised in Sandman’s final issue, ‘The Tempest’. Gaiman’s decision to 

incorporate the only two Shakespeare plays without known origins into Sandman addresses 

the issue of Romantic authorship or creativity as divine inspiration, as he provides an 

alternate explanation for their genesis. The Sandman ssue reframes many scenes from The 

Tempest as inspired events in Shakespeare’s life, as the playwright explains here. It is 

significant that Gaiman ends his series by reaffirming his incorporation of Shakespeare’s 

legacy into his epic and claiming its construction as a medley of different events and 

influences. When asked why he wants this story of ‘graceful ends’, Dream replies ‘Because 

I will never leave my island’. The issue thus parallels Shakespeare and Dream with 

Prospero, and implicitly with Gaiman, as authors who construct their tales from various 

sources, in pursuit of a legacy and a story of their own.  



	 11	

 
Of course, comics and their surrounding discourses have often relied upon literary 

inspiration and justification. As far back as 1941 researchers and psychiatrists were reading 

superheroes as modern folklore and fairytale (Bender and Lourie 1941). Umberto Eco’s 

landmark essay ‘The Myth of Superman’ (1972) compared the comic’s temporal paradoxes, 

oneiric atmosphere and archetypal character qualities to the myths of Ancient Greece. 

Wonder Woman writer ‘Marston compared comic books to old mythic traditions.’ (Lopes 35) 

This interpretative ideology continues in much of the scholarship around superhero comics 

today (such as the work of Reynolds,  Brooker and Morrison). Legitimising readings of 

comics draw on myth, folklore, literature and novelisation. Popular new comics genres such 

as autobiographix and graphic medicine often employ established literary structures such 

as the bildungsroman. Media discourse and comics scholarship have both helped to shape 

this pathway towards narrative rather than artistic criticism, as today’s comics scholars are 

more often found within cultural or literary studies departments than art schools (Beaty 

2007), bringing traditions of textual analysis to bear on the medium, and the citation 

systems preferred by many academic publishers and institutions privilege the writer as lead 

name, and easily absorb artists.  
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Just as the media, critical and scholarly discourses around it have privileged the novel over 

the graphic, Sandman’s format and aesthetics have also moved towards the literary and 

book-like. In particular, it draws on various conceptions of the novel to support its status. 

The collections often include short epilogues and prologues, prompting critics such as 

Ahmed (2016: 69) to claim that Q ‘The difference between these issues and the chapters in 

a novel is small’. But to understand the significance of such claims we must consider what 

we mean by a novel.  

 
Rather than focusing only upon the book as object, many critics now define the novel as a 

network, which draws attention to the multiple actors involved, and to the reach that the 

idea of the novel has. This decentres any one particular aspect of the novel and instead 

approaches it as a set of relationships between actors: people like readers, authors, and 

editors, but also non-human actors such as publishing houses, the physical reality of the 

book, and indeed even ideas such as form, genre, prestige and value.  

 

Levine argues that we should pay Q "careful attention to the multiplicity of networks and 

especially to their differences" (2015, 114) and Lanzendoerfer and Norrick-Rühl (2018) 

suggest we can break down the novel-network into three nodes or interlinked networks. 

They argue that these are essentially three states of matter for the novel. Firstly, the novel-
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form: a fluid structure that adopts genres, modes, and design features from other media. 

Secondly the novel-commodity: the bound book, an item of exchange, produced, 

distributed, and consumed. And finally the novel as a point of reference for other media: 

amorphous and at times invisible, but remaining as an ethical and ideological ideal.  

 

 
We have already seen the use of the novel-as-reference-point in the testimonials and 

paratexts around Sandman that claim it as literature. The Romantic images that underpin 

these discourses also draw on the novel-commodity, or book-as-object, for example as in 

Alan Moore and Karen Berger’s suggestions that these texts should be read while sat in an 

armchair. Here too Sandman’s material object moved towards the literary, with painted 

covers that did not include the DC bullet logo, and which were conceptual and often surreal. 

It also did not feature its lead character on the cover (another first) and Dave McKean’s 

abstract art often dominated over the logo.  
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The later Sandman editions are the most obvious examples of this drive towards 

bookishness, for example the Absolute Sandman collections released in 2006 and the 

Omnibus collections released in 2013. But literary aspirations are also apparent in much 

earlier collections and spin offs. For example in 1999 DC released Gaiman’s illustrated 

prose novel The Dream Hunters, a lavishly illustrated hardback book.  
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It combines a literary aesthetic (the hardback binding, the silver embossed lettering, the 

illuminated pages) with a comics physicality in its dimensions and illustrations. It also brings 

in other devices, such as the gatefold page seen here, which is used to introduce the first 

appearance of Dream.  
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The mood is continued in Sandman Overture, released as a prequel in 2013 to mark the 

25th anniversary of the series. It is immediately obvious that the aesthetics and rhetoric 

around this text seek to elevate it to literary status: it was published in hardback with a 

detachable dust cover, and its paratextual material uses elevating language. Sandman: 

Zero was rejected as a potential title in favour of Overture, connoting opera and elitism. The 

bonus material in the deluxe collected edition reinforce the metaphor with titles like 

‘Accompaniments: Composing and Performing The Sandman Overture’.  
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This brings me finally to the novel-form: as a structure that adopts genres, modes, and 

design features from other media. These incarnations of Sandman certainly explore this: as 

well as the references to opera seen in Overture, the gatefold page device has its origins in 

music LPs, rising to prominence in the late 1960s. More generally, the graphic novel also 

borrows its format from another media output, the DVD, often including ‘bonus features’ 

such as artist’s sketches, variant covers, or the writer’s script. This use of the novel-form is 

interesting as it complicates the graphic novel’s literary aspirations by making its 

collaborative creation more visible. This sits in tension not just with Sandman’s literary 

framing, but also with the dominance of Gaiman’s name as author and owner of Sandman. 

Smith draws attention to Gaiman’s role as validator of anthologies and spin offs, arguing 

that Q ‘his author(ity) manifests itself throughout the entire work in implicit and explicit ways’ 

and pointing to the way in which this is emphasised in interviews with his collaborators. For 

example colourist Daniel Vozzo says Q ‘If he [Gaiman] doesn't agree with or like 

something, he'll let you know it, which is fine. And then you change it because he is the 

man.’ (McCabe: 190) Smith also asserts that Gaiman’s constant use of citations, quotations 

and references to other authors can be read in this way: as Q ‘demonstrat[ing] his 

command of authors/others – specifically by incorporating them into the body of his work 

and (re)authoring them.’ 
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Applying Foucault’s author function reveals how this ideology of authorship is used to 

reinforce Gaiman’s ownership of Sandman. Foucault’s discussion of the meanings attached 

to the author label can be broken down into four parts, as follows: a consistent style; a 

consistent ideology/doctrine; an existing historical figure (i.e., a real person); and a 

consistent standard of writing. Gaiman fits all of these criteria. His style is consistent and 

identifiable across all the media he works in: strongly narrated and generally adapting 

mythology or fairy tale within the setting of a new fantasy world. His ethical stance 

frequently reappears in shared themes across his work: employing and extolling the power 

of fantasy or humanizing mythic figures. He is a recognizable public figure both inside and 

outside his texts (alongside celebrity wife Amanda Palmer) as he promotes his work via 

social media and public appearances. And finally the standard or quality of his work also 

remains consistently erudite: whether it’s children’s literature or non-fiction his writing is 

clearly literary with frequent reference to fairytale and myth.  
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For example Gaiman’s novel Stardust (1999) opens with the poem ‘Song’ by John Donne, a 

high culture literary reference, before proceeding to its first chapter, which mobilises fairy 

tale tropes through its visual style, phrases such as ‘There was once’ and ‘Hearts Desire’, 

and suggestive capitalisation. Reflecting on his writing in a speech given at MythCon 35 

(2004), Gaiman specifically marks this tone as not just literary, but authorly, inspired by his 

childhood reading of authors such as CS Lewis, who Q ‘made me aware of the writer, that 

there was someone standing behind the words, that there was someone telling the story. I 

fell in love with the way he used parentheses – the auctorial asides that were both wise and 

chatty’ (Gaiman 2016: 40). This tone occurs repeatedly in Sandman, for example when 

Gaiman-as-narrator introduces the legend of Loki and addresses the reader directly in 

parenthesis, also using these asides to clarify the people involved (Sandman #27).  
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Gaiman’s acknowledgement that he wants to be the ‘someone standing behind the words’ 

can also be seen in his overwriting and reauthoring of literary characters, as Smith 

suggests. His choice of intertextual references are often self-consciously erudite: alongside 

Shakespeare he includes literary characters, historical figures and deities, such as Ben 

Jonson, Kit Marlowe, Geoffrey Chaucer, Mark Twain, Julius Caesar, Marco Polo, Odin, 

Thor, Loki, Bast, Anubis, Beelzebub, Lucifer, Cain and Abel. However, these sit alongside 

‘low’ culture references taken from folklore and the superhero genre, for example Titania, 

Oberon, Puck, Batman, Element Girl, Martian Manhunter, and the various previous versions 

of the Sandman. Gaiman’s overwriting thereby problematizes its own literary status and 

concepts of literary ownership. Sandman’s intertextuality and his reuse and reauthoring 

undermines notions of singular creation, intellectual ownership and Romantic genius. While 

Gaiman himself dominates its paratexts and critical discourse as the author figure, the text 

simultaneously foregrounds the artificial nature of this function. 
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Complicating authorship and singularity is, of course, one of the main themes of Sandman 

as a series. By redefining Dream, its central character, as a nexus around which so many 

lives and stories revolve, the series demonstrates that our lives are not singular, but 

interwoven into a web of associations, intercrossing with other people’s lives. Dream says 

many times that he has no story of his own and the comic demonstrates over and over how 

stories are not singular or isolated, as the events in all of its characters’ lives impact on 

each other and minor characters often take on major roles in later issues. In Sandman a 

life, like a dream, or a text, is, as Barthes would have it, ‘a multi-dimensional space, a tissue 

of quotations, none of them original, where meanings blend and clash’. Again, this speaks 

to the artificiality of the author function – control and ‘authorship’ are illusions. 
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Sandman’s visual elements also support this problematisation. Although Gaiman’s name 

looms large over the text, many aspects of Sandman’s art have played a significant part in 

its canonisation. This is most notable in the series covers, which were all designed by Dave 

McKean, and in its lettering by Todd Klein. McKean’s covers are abstract and symbolic, 

using a range of artistic methods in postmodern combination, from collage to photography, 

and photocopiers to photoshop.  
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Klein’s lettering is similarly foregrounded, as he creates unique fonts for many characters. 

Gene Kannenberg Jr aligns these elements with Gaiman’s author function as identifying 

markers when he describes them as Q ‘the few graphic constants in the books’ (179) 
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In addition, alongside this constancy exists a collective of nearly 50 additional artists, 

colourists, pencillers and inkers who brought their own styles to individual story arcs or 

single issues. Kannenberg points out that they were deliberately ‘chosen for specific stories’ 

based on content or theme, ‘such as the ‘cartoony’ artist Mike Allred for the light-hearted 

tale of ‘Prez, the Teenage President’, or the fantasy artist Charles Vess for A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream and The Tempest).’ (Kannenberg: 179)  
 

 
Marc Hempel’s selection for The Kindly Ones arc was claimed by Gaiman in similar terms, 

saying: Q ‘I wanted a sense of form. I wanted a sense of everything reducing to light and 

shadow, […] to simple shape.’ (McCabe: 6) By contrast, Michael Zulli’s coloured pencils for 

The Wake created an ethereal look with heavy depth. As well as varying their method, 

many of the artists also play with a vast variety of influences and techniques that take them 

beyond their own era, such as woodcuts, tomb paintings, or in homage to figures such as 

Audrey Beardsley and August Doré (Smith 2008). While some of these artists received 

mixed reviews (The Kindly Ones arc was described as ‘artificial’ and ‘distancing’ by fans), 

the stylistic variety was never in doubt, and literary tropes were again mobilised to respond 

to criticism as Gaiman claimed that Q ‘With The Kindly Ones story collected in a book, 

you’re in there and it may be distancing for the first couple of pages but as it goes on, you 
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are in that world.’ P6. Again the novel-as-reference-point and form is cited as essential to 

the artwork’s success (and vice versa).  

 

 
The variety and multiplicity are continued in later Sandman incarnations, such as Sandman: 

Overture. This six-issue miniseries had a consistent creative team: scripted by Neil Gaiman, 

with art by JH Williams III, colour by Dave Stewart, and lettering by Todd Klein, but still 

echoed the varied art used in Sandman the first time round. Many pages bring together a 

range of contrasting styles and techniques like this. Here the artwork shifts from a flat 

perspective and bold colourway, with no discernable use of background or panelling, to 

more subtly coloured hues as we re-enter the ‘world’ of the comic, combined with an 

overuse of geometric panel borders. Echoing the inspirations of previous Sandman artists, 

J.H. Williams based the look of this scene on the early work of Peter Max, relying on bright 

block colours and psychedelic patterning to create a ‘fluid’ and ‘colourful’ scene that he 

says Q ‘defied comics […] or at least the notion of panel-by-panel comics storytelling’.  
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We can also see this artistic variety in the various chapters, which use different styles and 

media to suit the mood, for example the City of the Stars (#4) – ‘a city made of light’, in 

which no black is used. These contrasting chapter styles extend out to the rest of comic.  
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Colourist Dave Stewart’s (2015) response when asked about his favourite colour are 

similarly multiple, as he replies Q ‘They’re all my babies. How can I choose?’ But he 

continues that he privileges combinations over original colours, such as ‘Certain rusty red, 

yellow green, and mustard yellow hues’. Again multiplicity is emphasised – Stewart cannot 

choose one colour, just as Sandman’s art cannot be singular.  

 

With multiple names and styles attached the author function becomes, quite paradoxically, 

both foregrounded and undermined. Critical paratexts around Sandman often ignore its 

artistic contributions by using extracts from the comic to illustrate claims about Gaiman in 

isolation, or draw attention to its literary qualities and Gaiman’s singular authorship. 

However within Sandman itself a varied artistic style is emphasised, the runs of particular 

artists are clearly apparent, and intertextual references are foregrounded. So despite its 

literary branding and surrounding critical rhetoric, it destabilises clear-cut authorship and 

undermines the notion of Romantic creation.  

 

 
This diversity and mutability is echoed in the fan discourses around Sandman.  My research 

into online forums demonstrates that even 30 years later Sandman generates ongoing 

discussion. I viewed a randomized selection of messages across three different forums and 

then looked more closely at the Neil Gaiman board. Its Sandman section spans 2001-2017 
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and contains over 450 separate threads, an average of about one per fortnight over 16 

years. Inductive analysis of a corpus of 200 threads on this forum revealed that discussions 

are based around the following themes:  

 

• Fans showcasing their creative work like poems, paintings, Lego models, or tattoos. 

• Rumours or requests for new texts or products such as movies, tv series, fan films, 

trading cards, or new editions.  

• Questions about continuity, or minutiae such as ‘should Destruction be older than 

Dream’. 

• Philosophical speculation (for example about the nature of Death et al, or the path 

from Delight to Delirium, which is a very popular subject). 

• Literary or mythological analysis (for example of characters, or comparisons to 

classic literature). 

• Favourite characters or scenes, or other likes or dislikes. 

• Fans that are seeking or selling editions or merchandise. 

• Direct messages or questions for Neil. 

• New members asking for Sandman starting points or advice. 

 

The discussions consider the material product (or novel-commodity), alongside adaptive 

formats (or considerations of the novel-form) and larger questions about Sandman’s 

content, whether philosophical or literary (that draw on the novel-as-reference point). They 

take the form of creative response as well as being based around critical discussion and 

reflections on emotional affect. This ranges much more widely than the critical and 

academic discourse around Sandman and so I looked more closely at the oldest and most 

recent pages on the Neil Gaiman Board to give a sense of the breakdown of these various 

responses and to discover if they have changed over time.  
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This demonstrates that the fan discourse is mostly concerned with continuity or fact-finding. 

Bigger questions raised by Gaiman’s writing are another dominant category, although this 

lessens significantly as time passes. By contrast, creative work in response to Sandman 

rises over time. Another striking point is that discussion of its literary or mythic qualities 

does not make up a great proportion of the threads – although there are conversations 

comparing characters like Destiny to the works of Le Carre or Kafka, these amount to just 

12% of the total at the start, and this drops to 5% in more recent years. It therefore seems 

that the fan discourses around Sandman are less concerned with its literary weight and 

instead focus more on the personal and the physical – discussion about the quality of new 

texts or editions and the hunt for older copies or other merchandise make up a fair 

proportion of the discussion. The personal also looms large, both creatively and 

philosophically, for example in threads such as ‘Would you like to be immortal?’ So rather 

than identifying literary qualities or performing analysis, fans are primarily concerned with 

creatively expressing and critically reflecting on their own reactions and responses to 

Sandman. This represents a significant departure from the critical and academic rhetoric 

around the series.  

 

While fans do not, perhaps, seek to elevate Sandman to literary status in the same manner 

as critics or academics, they do continue to elevate its author to a position of godlike power. 
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In these 200 threads, which contain multiple discussions of favourite scenes or comments 

on new editions, there is little consideration of the art that has rendered them – which is 

particularly odd given that the point of many of the new issues was to reprint and recolour 

the art in higher quality. In fact only one thread specifically addresses the artwork – and this 

is a criticism of Hempel’s work on The Kindly Ones arc.  Although we might perhaps expect 

this on a forum entitled the ‘Neil Gaiman board’, we have seen that the rhetoric around 

Sandman has always sought to elevate Gaiman to this position of authority and control, 

even as the comic’s content and aesthetic undermine this. In fact the one thing that almost 

everyone knows about Sandman, even if (like my partner) they have never read it, is that it 

is by Neil Gaiman.  

 

 
This elevation of the writer in comics has been more widely noted by recent scholars. In the 

provocatively titled The Greatest Comic Book of All Time (2016), Beaty and Woo draw out 

the factors that have led to the same ‘canonised’ comics being cited again and again. They 

critique the adoption of what they call ‘a naïve version of auteur theory’ by fans and 

scholars to create a pantheon of star writers and artists, with a subsequent drift towards the 

author as critical discourse around comics privileges the ‘novel’ over the ‘graphic’. By 

drawing attention to the contrast between the critical rhetoric and the visual aesthetic of 

Sandman I hope to have demonstrated the truth of their argument. When multiple versions 
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of Dream converse in Sandman: Overture in a dizzying blend of perspectives, styles and 

sizes, Gaiman is undermining the idea of his singular voice – even as the comic’s paratexts 

reiterate his authority and ownership.  

 
By way of conclusion I want to suggest two ways we might consider the Sandman case 

study as emblematic of comics’ fluid and turbulent relationship with cultural worth. Scholars 

such as these have done significant work on the historical legitimation of comics. Gabilliet’s 

cultural history examines the social and economic relationships that have shaped the 

development of comics publishing. He considers how these have contributed to the 

visibility, recognition, and cultural legitimacy of comics. In particular he points out that while 

the graphic novel format has shifted comics towards the field of adult culture, the inertia of 

the monthly market has simultaneously trapped the medium at large as part of adolescent 

culture. 

 

Lopes also offers a linear discussion of how the industry has grown. Rather than economic 

imperatives, he focuses on the role of fans. He argues that throughout comics history, 

fandom has been the driving force behind changes, such as the distribution of comics (as 

the direct market replaced the mass market). It has also revalued the field (by defining 

creators as auteurs), and significantly changed its consumption (by collecting not just 

consuming). Lopes argues that as a result since the 1980s comics have reached a new 
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cultural credibility and can today be read as an example of Bourdieu’s ‘heroic age’, as they 

have finally generated autonomous principles for their own understanding. This is, of 

course, still fraught with struggles and internal divisions, which Lopes claims as responsible 

for the ‘strange dilemma’ that confronts those comics creators who ‘want[ing] to expand the 

comic book to encompass more “literary” pretensions.’ 

 

Both critics points towards a split in the field and its audience that I think underpins some of 

the tension between Sandman’s surrounding rhetoric and material product, or between the 

fan response and the comic’s industry, scholarly and critical framing. I find this notion of an 

internal tension or division echoed over and over again in approaches to comics. For 

example, it appears in Charles Hatfield’s (2005) work on the narrative tensions within the 

comics page (which might contrast word/image or surface/sequence to reinforce particular 

themes or meanings), or Benoit Peeters’ (2007) work which uses a series of binary 

divisions to break down the workings of the page, or even my own research (2014) that 

identifies internal contradictions shared by comics and the Gothic.  

 

 
David Ball’s work on Chris Ware’s comics also notes this divided tension that he names 

‘comics against themselves’ – the tendency to bring in high-minded literary themes while 

simultaneously undoing or undermining them (Ball 2010: 106). Again, Ball situates these 
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comics as a reaction to the monthly mass market. I interpret this as the type of process we 

see in other media that subvert high culture or genre, such as the television show South 

Park, or in texts of the ‘mash up’ literary genre such as Pride and Prejudice and Zombies 

(2009). In these texts canonical beliefs and books are simultaneously acknowledged and 

undermined.  This enacts the contradictory impulse that seems present in ideology and 

literature today, reflecting Lyotard’s lack of faith in metanarratives as part of the postmodern 

condition (Lyotard 1979). Szép also notes the particular tendency of comics to be self-

referential, arguing that these texts are, first and foremost, about being comics, and should 

be defined as a rhetorical mode. For example this page from Sandman Overture, which is 

half of a double page spread in which perspective flattens, panels fall from the page, and 

the story we are being told becomes doubled in the pages of a fictional book held by the 

character of Destiny. 

 

 
Most recently, Christopher Pizzino (2016) develops this body of criticism by turning its focus 

back onto the comics themselves as he uses the notion of legitimation as a tool to read the 

comics page. He defines and argues for a process called ‘autoclasm’ (or ‘self-breaking’) – a 

split energy that articulates comics’ status problems in comics-specific terms on the page. 

Essentially Pizzino argues that the ‘coming of age’ bildungsroman narrative continually 

applied to comics in the mainstream media, as in these examples, is a fiction. The fact that 
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this same ‘news’ is still being reported year after year, using childish rhetoric, is indicative of 

what remains an ongoing struggle for legitimation. This is also apparent in the rhetoric of 

exceptionality around Sandman that I have explored.  

 

Pizzino argues that the Q ‘signs of these struggles can be read on the comics page’ (2), 

which demonstrates a split energy that articulates its status problems. He offers four case 

studies, that include reading The Dark Knight Returns (1986) through the language of the 

comics code (and particularly the notorious accusations of Frederic Wertham which are re-

voiced through its psychiatrist figure), and Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home (2006) as 

articulating the disruptive and queer pleasures that comics offer. Using this model I’d like to 

conclude by suggesting that Sandman’s incorporation of literary intertextuality and its 

problematisation of authorship are examples of autoclasm that can be seen in its pages.  

 

 
Sandman’s intertextual references draw on high and low culture and often reauthor events. 

For example the Sandman Special ‘The Song of Orpheus’, recasts Orpheus as the son of 

Dream and the muse Calliope. After his failed attempt to rescue his wife from the 

Underworld and his dismemberment at the hands of the Bacchante, Orpheus is in turn 

rejected by his father. Gaiman’s framing story parallels the events of the traditional tale as 

Dream walks away but does not look back.  
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While citations like this have generally been read as elevating Sandman to literary status, I 

think we should look more closely at how they are treated in the narrative. Rather than 

being acts of literary ownership and authorship, Gaiman’s references to Shakespeare, 

Orpheus and the like are in fact reauthored in a manner entirely specific to mainstream 

comics and which expresses the medium’s autonomy and history. Gaiman uses the trope of 

retroactive continuity – i.e. when events are overwritten to create a new coherent history. 

Pre-existing characters, literary texts, and even global historical events are all explained 

away in Sandman as a consequence of his narrative – as here, where Orpheus’s legend is 

sustained while simultaneously repositioning him as a member of Gaiman’s Endless family, 

and his death is incorporated into the narrative as a motivator for Dream’s later actions.   

 

Along similar lines, Gaiman’s combination of high and low culture references demonstrates 

the same type of cross-fertilisation that can be seen in mainstream comics where multiple 

characters inhabit the same universe. The funeral scene that concludes the tale brings 

together multiple characters in incongruous combinations, such as John Constantine, 

Doctor Occult and Phantom Stranger, shown here complimenting each other’s trenchcoats. 
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Sandman’s aesthetic and formal qualities also reflect the contradictions that exist in comics 

creation. The dramatically varied art produced by Gaiman’s collaborators enacts the 

multiplicity of comics production, where pencillers, inkers, colourists and letterers 

collaborate on a single text. This is even sustained within the work of singular artists such 

as McKean, Klein or Williams through their use of collage and mixed methods. Taken 

together, these overwritten histories, overlapping universes, and changing artists reflect the 

mutable nature of dreams and narratives, supporting the comic’s themes of diversity and 

postmodern construction.  

 

 
In this way, the narrative of Sandman is enacting its own struggles with authorly control and 

postmodern originality. At a wider level it articulates the ongoing tension between comics 

and the graphic novel label and singular authorship or auteurship.  

 

My final example (from the collection World’s End) demonstrates this in a number of ways. 

It problematizes authorship by assigning the narrative voice and perspective to a minor 

character, Brant, who only appears in this issue. The events shown (which is the future 

funeral of Dream) prefigure the end of the series, disrupting narrative time and 

foregrounding the artificiality of storytelling. The narrative further emphasises this artificiality 

by punning on the difference between ‘words’ and ‘worlds’. Finally, the use of a double 



	 37	

splash page draws attention to the artistic contribution, disrupting the flow of panelled 

sequences and replacing them for the next few pages with these larger metapanels.  

 

This scene, like many others, also interrogates the connection between dreams and 

narrative and problematizes the borders between the two. Most readers encountering these 

pages when they were first published did not understand their meaning but this then 

changed as the narrative progressed. By contrast, those who read Sandman retrospectively 

today are likely well aware of what is happening here. Readers will arrive at the meaning at 

different points. This sits at odds with casual assumptions around audience practice and 

storytelling. We tend to think of stories as structured, containing universal meaning that we 

can all find, creating a communal act of reading where we can share something. Dreams on 

the other hand are often viewed as closed, singular, obscure, and unable to be shared. 

Throughout Sandman Gaiman instead shows that dreams are more like stories, and can be 

shared, but his postmodernity tells him that reading, like dreaming, produces shifting 

individual understandings. We cannot ever be certain that we share the referential meaning 

of what we encounter – there are no grand truths, only changing ideas. This reliance on 

intertextual interpretation and enactment of an active readership also can be seen in the fan 

response to Sandman, which is significantly more diverse than the critical and academic 

discourses around it. 
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Sandman’s treatment of word and image demonstrates the particular status struggle of a 

collaborative medium against singular authorship and the graphic novel label, and 

interrogates notions of literary creation and postmodern originality. Through its performance 

of this autoclasm, perhaps this novel-seeming-comic-book can also illuminate 

understanding of the author function in the publishing industries at large, where similar 

collective processes (like the work of editors, agents, readers, reviewers and so forth) are 

occluded by the single name on the cover, and frames of legitimation are taken from 

various sources. As boundaries between high and low culture blur, and social media and 

new technologies increasingly reframe reading as a dialogic process and create new 

possibilities for collaborative creation and active interpretation, the case study of Sandman 

exposes the limitations of auteurship in a postmodern world.  

 

 
 


