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Abstract 

 While previous scholarship concerning Shakespeare comics has considered their 

pedagogical function as teaching tools to make Shakespeare more accessible or their role in 

preserving Shakespeareôs place within the popular culture, this dissertation argues that there is 

much to be gained by looking at Shakespeare comics through the lens of performance studies. 

This dissertation considers Shakespeare comics as ñplayers in ongoing relationshipsò and 

examines the behavior of the adaptors, illustrators, and readers of Shakespeare comics as 

analogous to that of actors and audience members. In doing so, it illustrates the various ways in 

which Shakespeare comics engage both creatively and critically with the playwrightôs work. It 

presents the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet as an example of a Shakespeare comic which 

offers an extensive character study that challenges its audience to question conventional readings 

of the playwrightôs protagonists. It then considers the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night as an 

example of a Shakespeare comic which incorporates the reader into the narrative in a way that 

uses the play as an entry point into a broader commentary upon the social structure which the 

reader inhabits. And finally, it presents the issue of Neil Gaimanôs The Sandman series entitled A 

Midsummer Nightôs Dream and the Kill Shakespeare series by Antony Del Col and Conor 

McCreery as examples of Shakespeare comics which speak to the place of the playwright and his 

dramatic works within the modern world and use the comic form to comment upon the exercise 

of adapting these works into new media. Through an examination of these works, this 

dissertation situates Shakespeare comics within four distinct but related traditions: the literary 

tradition to which Shakespeare belongs, the tradition of adaptation of Shakespeareôs dramatic 

works, the comics tradition, and the performance tradition. 
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Introduction :  

Shakespeare Comics and/as Performance 

 

 Long before the comic itself became a site for scholarship, various disciplines looked 

closely at the relationship between textual and visual representation, attempting to distinguish 

these two forms of representation from one another and to consider how each form works upon 

its audience. Not only have art historians such as E. H. Gombrich and semiotics theorists such as 

Roland Barthes had ña great deal to say about the word and image problemò (Varnum and 

Gibbons xii), but the fields of literary studies, communications and media studies, film studies, 

and many others have also grappled with the question of how to understand the relationship 

between word and image. Visual art inspired by Shakespeareôs dramatic works presents a 

compelling example of this conversation in action. For example, nineteenth-century critics 

understood Shakespeare paintings as interpretations of Shakespeareôs text and judged them on 

how well or how poorly their artists read the scenes which they endeavoured to represent, 

privileging the text over the visual expression of it. As I will note in my first chapter, for 

example, critics of Daniel Macliseôs 1842 painting The Play Scene in Hamlet focused not upon 

the artistôs use of colour or perspective, but were instead suspect of his portrayal of the tragedyôs 

protagonists, which they believed strayed too far from the virtuous figures Shakespeare describes 

in his text: Macliseôs Hamlet looks like ñan ungentlemanly ruffianò and his Ophelia ñis little 

better than a barmaid of an innò (Eagles 28). Such criticisms took for granted that images could 

be read as texts, but in the twentieth century, scholars and critics would begin to ask why this 

was the case, and to raise questions about the implications of engaging in this exercise.  
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 Roland Barthesô seminal essay ñThe Rhetoric of the Imageò introduces the idea of ñthe 

linguistic nature of the imageò (152). Images, Barthes explains, create meaning through a 

combination of discontinuous signs, and they depend upon their viewersô knowledge of the 

signifieds which they represent in order to be understood. This is not so very different from 

spoken language, which creates meaning through a combination of sounds. When brought 

together in a particular order, these sounds can be used to represent a name, concept, or action. 

The same is true for the written word, which uses symbols to represent these sound combinations 

on the page. Barthes thus seems to argue for a very close relationship between the two forms of 

representation. In fact, his essayôs examination of advertisements, in which he considers how 

they pair image and text together in order to make products appear more desirable to consumers, 

presents an early model for how text and image might be made to work together in order to 

create meaning with more force than either could manage individually.  

            As something of a precursor to comics studies, W. J. T. Mitchell continues the discussion 

introduced by Barthes by offering an in-depth analysis of both the textual and pictorial elements 

of the illuminated poetry of William Blake. In Blakeôs Composite Art: A Study of the Illuminated 

Poetry, Mitchell argues that Blakeôs work represents ñnot an indissoluble unity, but an 

interaction between two vigorously independent modes of expressionò (3). He objects to the 

assertion of Suzanne Langer, who argues that the juxtaposition of two art forms inevitably results 

in one of these forms being overpowered by and subordinated to the other. Mitchell, on the 

contrary, suggests that neither the visual nor the poetic element of Blakeôs illuminated poetry 

depend upon the other to be intelligible or interesting, and as such, neither assumes a dominant 

role. Instead, Mitchell sees Blakeôs illuminated poetry as something more like a dialogue 

between the two independent forms. Mitchellôs opposition to Langerôs assertion paves the way 
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for the legitimization of comics as a unique art form by arguing that it is possible for word and 

image to work together without one being absorbed into the other. However, in presenting this 

opposition, Mitchell offers an understanding of the relationship between these two forms which 

differs greatly from that presented by Barthes in his earlier essay. Instead of suggesting that 

images have a ñlinguistic nature,ò Mitchell insists upon the independence of design from text, 

encouraging the consideration of each of Blakeôs images as ña picture in the world of picturesò 

rather than as ña visual translation of matters already dealt with in wordsò (5).        

 Building off the work of Barthes and Mitchell, as well as others who look critically at 

those spaces in which word and image intersect, Scott McCloudôs ground-breaking work 

Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art argues for the potential of comics as a serious art form 

worthy of critical examination. McCloud recalls a time when he was himself dismissive of 

comics, believing all comics to be ñbright, colourful magazines filled with bad art, stupid stories 

and guys in tightsò (2) and being met with scorn when he later tried to convince others that 

comics had the potential to be more than ñcrude, poorly-drawn, semi-literate, cheap, disposable 

kiddie fareò (3). In order to lend the medium greater legitimacy, McCloud thus establishes a 

working definition of comics in order to distinguish the comic from other forms and make it 

easier to identify. According to McCloud, comics can be defined as ñjuxtaposed pictorial and 

other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an 

aesthetic response in the viewerò (9). Although McCloud suggests that a comic need not include 

words to qualify as a comic, he nevertheless devotes a chapter of his book to a consideration of 

the shifting relationship between text and image throughout history. In this chapter, he suggests 

that understanding comics as either ña genre of writing or a style of graphic artò is limiting and 

causes people, including artists themselves, to see comics as a lower form of art, in a constant 
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struggle to catch up with other forms which are perceived as older and more established (151). In 

order to combat this way of thinking, McCloud uses his definition of comics to situate the 

medium within a long history of storytelling through sequential visual art, tracing the history of 

comics back as far as a pre-Columbian picture manuscript dated to 1049 CE and Franceôs 

Bayeux Tapestry, dated to the 1070s, and even millennia-old Egyptian paintings (10-14). He also 

establishes a vocabulary for talking about comics, implying that comics communicate in a 

different, if related, language from paintings which visually represent Shakespeareôs texts or 

Blakeôs illuminated poetry. Particularly influential is McCloudôs introduction of the concept of 

ñclosure,ò in which he draws upon the work of Marshall McLuhan to suggest that comics require 

audience involvement in order to ñmentally construct a continuous, unified realityò (67) out of a 

sequence of images. In Understanding Comics, McCloud thus not only argues for the value of 

studying comics, but he also establishes a critical and theoretical framework in which to do so.  

 In their introduction to the 2001 anthology The Language of Comics: Word and Image, 

Robin Varnum and Christina T. Gibbons similarly argue for the importance of studying comics 

as a site upon which word and image intersect. In fact, they cite McCloud as one of their 

inspirations, noting that Understanding Comics was one of the first American texts to consider 

the relationship between word and image that is unique to the genre. However, Varnum and 

Gibbons also build off the foundation which McCloud has laid for them, pointing out gaps in his 

thinking or new areas for exploration in a burgeoning field. For example, they note that McCloud 

offers a list of the different relationships which can exist between words and pictures:  

Pictures can, he says, illustrate a text which is largely complete on its own. 

Alternatively, words can provide a soundtrack to a sequence composed visually. 

Words and pictures can replicate one another. Words can clarify or amplify 

pictures, and vice versa. Words can function as elements in a picture. Words and 

pictures can operate on separate, parallel tracks, each conveying an independent 
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message. And finally, words and pictures can work together to convey an idea 

that neither could convey alone. (153-155)  

Varnum and Gibbons suggest that, while McCloudôs list is extensive, it is not exhaustive, and 

they argue that there are many more ways in which image and text can relate to one another 

which McCloud has overlooked. For example, they note that words and pictures can also create 

meaning within a comic by contradicting one another, and that images can reveal through 

implication what a narrator or character is not saying (xiv). In other words, Varnum and Gibbons 

understand the relationship between text and image in comics to be even more nuanced than 

McCloud originally suggests.  

 Varnum and Gibbons further note that McCloudôs understanding of this relationship 

seems to be contradictory, as McCloud treats comics as ñboth a partnership of separate elements 

and as a unique languageò (xv). While, on the one hand, McCloud insists that words and pictures 

work together to create meaning in comics, with each retaining its individual character, he also 

argues that ñthere is a synergy between words and pictures in comics such that their combined 

effect is greater than or different from what might have been predictedò (xv), which would imply 

a loss of those individual characters in favour of the creation of a unique language which is 

greater than the sum of its parts. Whereas Barthes notes parallels between the way in which 

languages and images convey meaning and Mitchell insists that the two must remain distinct 

within a work in order to be effective, McCloud seems to believe that both contradictory 

understandings of this complex relationship can be true at the same time, at least in comics. 

Varnum and Gibbons also do not put their support behind one of these two schools of thought, 

and instead concede with McCloud that both have merit and are worth exploring further. They 

include in their anthology essays from both sides of the debate. While the chapter discussed at 

length in the paragraph that follows, Marion D. Perretôs chapter on language and Shakespeare 
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comics, takes the position of comics as ñan integral language,ò other essays in Varnum and 

Gibbonsô collection argue that ñin comics, words and pictures are much like partners in a danceò 

(xiv): In ñComedy at the Juncture of Word and Image: The Emergence of the Modern Magazine 

Gag Cartoon Reveals the Vital Blend,ò Robert C. Harvey discusses verbal/visual blending, 

suggesting that in gag cartoons, ñboth words and images are necessary for the completion of 

meaningò (xiv), and in ñDisturbing Comics: The Disjunction of Word and Image in the Comics 

of Andrzej Mleczko, Ben Katchor, R. Crumb, and Art Spiegelman,ò Frank L. Cioffi analyzes 

instances in which words and pictures work against each other in these works, ultimately 

generating ñmeanings that would not exist if either words or pictures stood aloneò (xiv-xv).   

 In her chapter ñóAnd Suit the Action to the Wordô: How a Comics Panel Can Speak 

Shakespeare,ò Marion D. Perret offers an early model for the critical study of Shakespeare 

comics, one which unsurprisingly focuses upon the difficulty of navigating the unique 

relationship between word and image when representing Shakespeareôs text-heavy dramatic 

works in the visual medium of comics. How, Perret asks, can one capture in images ñthe interior 

movement of mind and spiritò (136) which Hamlet undergoes in the playôs famous ñTo be or not 

to beò soliloquy? Having explored the treatment of this scene in a number of different Hamlet 

comics, Perret ultimately concludes that ñthe challenge of translating Hamletôs meditation into 

images can be met if Hamletôs developing insight is drawn not by the artist but from the readerò 

(136). As McCloud establishes, the reader of a comic book participates in the creation of 

meaning by allowing his or her imagination to fill in the gaps in action which exist in the space 

between panels, often referred to as the gutter. So too, Perret says, must a Hamlet comic depend 

upon its readers to recognize that ñwords themselves can be active, not only in Hamletôs mind 

but visually on the pageò (137).  
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 Through the integration of text and image into a unique language, Perret suggests, the 

appearance of the text itself ï its placement, size, font, formatting ï can be performative, 

indicating the tone, volume and pace at which the character is speaking. One example which 

Perret presents as particularly effective is that of Tom Mandrakeôs illustration for the updated 

(1990) Classics Illustrated Hamlet, in which the princeôs famous ñTo be or not to beò soliloquy is 

presented not in one big block of text, but broken into smaller speech balloons that are arranged 

around him in manner that mirrors the intense meditative work in which he is engaged: ñthe 

downward movement of the balloons, which mirrors the darkening of Hamletôs meditation, is 

arrested, visually suggesting the power of thought about feeling over feeling itself: the 

descending balloons abruptly angle sidewards as Hamletôs deliberation turns from the reasons 

men might want to commit suicide to the overwhelming reason they donôt do soò (142). Perret 

thus suggests that the reader must collaborate with the illustrator, who has so meaningfully 

arranged the words and images on the comic page, in order to imagine the intense mental and 

emotional work Hamlet is performing throughout his delivery of this soliloquy, work which 

would not otherwise be externally visible.  

 Although it was written several years before Perretôs, Will Eisnerôs chapter on the writing 

process similarly acknowledges a performative element to the comic, drawing parallels between 

writing for theatre or film and writing for comics. In both cases, he suggests, there is a greater 

distance between the idea and its execution than one would find in, for example, a novel. The 

author of a novel is usually the same individual who conceived of its plot and characters. In 

theatre or film, the completed script is then entrusted to directors, actors, cameramen and others 

involved in the production, whose adaptation of the script for the stage or screen will inevitably 

change its shape. In the same way, the ñscriptò for comics is broken down into panels and 
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interpreted by the artist, whose own creative choices represent a collaboration which will 

similarly affect the shape of the final product (114). Eisner also notes that the mechanics of the 

comic form are more similar to that of film or theatre than they are to the novel: ñwriting for film 

or comics is economical, eschews literary style, and does not need descriptive passages that 

evoke images by analogous prose. The idea is the dominant elementò (114). The visual 

component fills in the gaps by conveying what literary style and vast descriptive passages 

usually express in the novel.   

 Building off Eisnerôs comparison, Kevin J. Wetmore Jr. notes that, when adapting a well-

known narrative (such as those of Shakespeareôs dramatic works), the comics artist faces the 

same choices as the design team of a theatre company: Will the production be period, or 

modernized? Where will it be set? How will the characters be costumed? Like Perret, Wetmore 

also notes that both the theatre and comics demand active participation from their audience in 

order to create believable worlds on the stage or on the page. Comics depend upon the visual 

literacy of their readers: ñOne must not only recognize the image, but also recall if it has been 

used elsewhere or in connection with a different set of words é The reader is required to not 

only link the pictures sequentially and link the pictures to the text; one must fill in the missing 

part of the picturesò (173). This is not so very different from the task of the audience of Henry V, 

who are entreated by the chorus to ñpiece out our imperfections with your thoughtsò (Prologue 

23), and to ñthink when we talk of horses, that you see them / Printing their proud hoofs iô the 

receiving earthò (Prologue 26-27). In drawing attention to these similarities, Wetmore ultimately 

argues in favour of the influence of theatre upon comics, suggesting that ñwhat theatre does in 

time, comic books do in space: juxtapose text and image to tell a storyò (173). 
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 The unique and complex relationship between word and image extant within comics 

closely aligns Shakespeare comics with theatre and film. My project both builds upon and 

departs from those articles discussed above in that it approaches comics based on Shakespeareôs 

dramatic works as analogous to theatrical performances. I have already noted that Shakespeare 

comics share with theatrical productions their meaningful use of costumes and settings, as well 

as the need for active participation from their audience. However, as comics lack the dynamic 

nature of theatrical productions, it is important to elaborate on those characteristics of the 

Shakespeare comic which lead me to suggest that it can be read as performance. In her chapter 

ñWhere is Hamlet?: Text, Performance, and Adaptation,ò Margaret Jane Kidnie conceives of a 

definition of performance in which she describes it as ñeventual ï as having the status of an 

event (bounded in time and space), and as always coming into beingò (105). Shakespeare 

comics, though they might seem to defy this definition at first glance, are indeed eventual. The 

comics I discuss in this dissertation were edited and illustrated to speak to the particular moment 

in which they were produced. For example, the Japanese youth fashions in which artist Nana Li 

costumes the titular protagonists in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet will only have a 

subversive effect for modern audiences who understand their meaning, and they speak to 

elements of contemporary Japanese culture which are of great concern in this particular moment 

in time but have not always been and may not always be so. Shakespeare comics are also always 

coming into being, with each reading creating a distinct and irrecoverable experience. To return 

to the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, in the final moments of the manga, one reader 

might choose to rotate the book in order to properly take in the nearly full-page horizonal image 

of the protagonistsô dead bodies, lingering over the image and allowing it to convey the gravitas 

of this tragic moment. Others, eager for a resolution to the tragic narrative, might instead hurry 
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past it, allowing the image to speak more to the inevitability of the protagonistsô tragic ending 

and to our own desensitization to such violent scenes. 

 In this dissertation, I therefore treat the process of conveying Shakespeareôs narratives 

through a sequence of images paired with text (and the various choices involved in this process, 

including where to set the action and how to visually represent the characters) as analogous to 

bringing Shakespeareôs text to life on stage. In both cases, those involved are engaged in what 

Linda Hutcheon and others refer to as ñadaptation.ò Although the Shakespeare comics discussed 

in the following chapters exist in varying degrees of proximity to Shakespeareôs texts, Hutcheon 

argues against the idea of fidelity as a framework through which to theorize adaptation. Indeed, 

as I will note in the final chapter of this dissertation, there are those who theorize that, at least in 

the case of Shakespeareôs dramatic works, there is no ñoriginal,ò no ur-text against which 

theatrical performances and other adaptations can be measured (see, for example, Margaret Jane 

Kidnieôs introduction to Shakespeare and the Problem of Adaptation). Instead, Hutcheon points 

to three characteristics which adaptations have in common, regardless of their proximity to some 

ñoriginalò: an adaptation is ñan acknowledged transposition of a recognizable other work or 

worksò (8), ña creative and an interpretive act of appropriation or salvagingò (8), and finally ñan 

extended intertextual engagement with the adapted workò (8). I would argue that each of the 

Shakespeare comics discussed in this dissertation qualify as adaptations under Hutcheonôs 

definition. Some of these works endeavour to retell Shakespeareôs familiar narratives in creative 

new ways (as in the case of the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, which relocates the action 

of the tragedy from historic Italy to modern-day Japan) while others use Shakespeareôs 

characters and plot points as a foundation for telling a new narrative (as in the case of Neil 

Gaimanôs treatment of A Midsummer Nightôs Dream in The Sandman series, in which 
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Shakespeareôs characters interact with characters from Gaimanôs own comics universe, such as 

Morpheus, and appear only briefly to advance the titular Sandmanôs narrative). However, all of 

the Shakespeare comics discussed in the chapters that follow represent an act of salvaging, in the 

sense that they endeavor to build a place for Shakespeare within a new medium that is far 

removed from that in which he was writing. Furthermore, I will show that each of these comics 

do indeed engage creatively and critically with their adapted works in the same fashion as do 

theatrical adaptations.   

 While previous scholarship concerning Shakespeare comics has considered their 

pedagogical function as teaching tools to make Shakespeare more accessible (such as Shannon 

R. Mortimore Smithôs chapter in Locating Shakespeare in the Twenty-First Century, entitled 

ñReinventing Shakespeare through Comics, Graphic Novels, and Mangaò), or their role in 

preserving Shakespeareôs place within popular culture (such as Douglas Lanierôs article in 

Shakespeare Studies entitled ñRecent Shakespeare Adaptation and the Mutations of Cultural 

Capitalò), I will argue that there is much to be gained by looking at Shakespeare comics through 

the lens of performance studies. The growing number of Shakespeare comics raises pressing 

questions concerning the representation of Shakespeare in new media and the way in which 

modern audiences engage with Shakespeare, questions which a performance studies approach is 

uniquely equipped to address: What is gained (or lost) in presenting Shakespeare in a non-

theatrical medium? How does the medium shape the way in which Shakespeareôs plays are 

presented? How might the unique relationship between text and image which characterizes the 

comic shed new light on our understanding of Shakespeareôs work? What insight might an 

analysis of Shakespeare comics grant us about the relationship between a performance and its 

source text?   
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 In his seminal introduction to performance studies, Richard Schechner begins by 

expounding upon what distinguishes a performance studies approach from other scholarly 

approaches through which one might examine a piece of media. He identifies behavior as the 

ñobject of studyò for this approach. For a critical examination of Shakespeare comics, a focus 

upon behaviour as the object of study means moving away from discussions of the function or 

cultural cachet of Shakespeare comics and towards a consideration of how they work, 

approaching them as what Schechner refers to as ñplayers in ongoing relationshipsò (2). In the 

case of Shakespeare comics, I understand the performance to reside not in the words and actions 

of the characters on the comics page, as though they were actors in a theatrical production, but 

instead in a collaboration between the adaptors and illustrators of the comics and their readers. In 

considering how the illustrators of Shakespeare comics shape their readersô relationship with the 

physical book and the images contained within, this study will argue that Shakespeare comics 

create their readers as active performers within the narrative, establishing their own legitimacy 

by enlisting the reader as co-author. By examining the way in which the editors and illustrators 

of Shakespeare comics depict the behavior of the playsô characters ï how they imagine the 

characters present themselves, how they imagine the characters interacting with one another and 

with their environment ï a performance studies approach reveals that the creators behind 

Shakespeare comics are not just retelling familiar narratives, but are using both their medium and 

their content to engage critically with identities that are themselves performed, such as those of 

class, gender and sexuality. 

 The first chapter, ñMousetraps and Metatheatre: Staging Hamletôs Play Scene in the 

Visual Artsò continues the work begun in this introduction by offering a close critical reading of 

depictions of Hamletôs famous Play Scene in three different visual media: Francis Haymanôs 
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illustration for Sir Thomas Hanmerôs The Works of Mr. William Shakespear, Daniel Macliseôs 

painting The Play Scene in Hamlet, and the Classics Illustrated comic of Hamlet, illustrated by 

Alex A. Blum. More specifically, I assert that these works use the ñplay within a playò 

convention as a sort of structural link which eases the transition of Shakespeareôs tragedy into a 

static visual medium, allowing their artists to convey both narrative and thematic elements from 

Hamlet in formats which differ greatly from that for which Shakespeare was writing. Through 

their use of various visual techniques which allow them to recreate the metatheatrical effect of 

the Play Scene in performance, Hayman, Maclise and Blum move their own work beyond 

representation and toward interpretation. Through their unique presentations of Hamletôs 

ñMousetrap,ò these works offer more than simply faithful visual depictions of the scene. Instead, 

they engage with the scene in critical readings which explore key themes within Shakespeareôs 

tragedy and even experiment with the audienceôs relationship to this pivotal moment in the play.         

 Chapter Two, ñStar-Crossed in Shibuya: Embodying Adolescence in the Manga 

Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet,ò will consider how adaptor Richard Appignanesiôs edit of 

Shakespeareôs text and artist Sonia Leongôs illustrations come together in the manga to challenge 

modern assumptions about adolescence. I argue that Appignanesi and Leong ultimately 

downplay the role of Romeo and Julietôs youth as a cause of their tragic demise by presenting the 

protagonistsô young age in a way that highlights how complicated and multi-layered identities 

truly are, and in turn how reductive it is to highlight one facet of an individualôs identity at the 

expense of all others (whether it be oneôs age, or oneôs surname). For example, the clothing worn 

by Romeo and Juliet throughout the manga places them into specific Japanese youth subcultures, 

with which many of the mangaôs English-speaking readers will not be familiar, thus emphasizing 

that the experience of adolescence differs greatly from culture to culture, and even from one 
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individual to the next. Thus, to reduce Romeo and Juliet to their youth is to overlook crucial 

elements of their characters. Indeed, through the way in which their respective edits and 

illustrations embody the youth of the tragedyôs protagonists, Appignanesi and Leongôs Romeo 

and Juliet reveals how deeply oneôs experience of adolescence is affected by all the other facets 

of his or her identity, challenging readings of the play which cite the rebelliousness and 

impulsiveness of the protagonistsô youth as a primary cause of the tragedyôs bloody conclusion. 

Appignanesi and Leong therefore reveal the potential of comics to engage with Shakepeareôs 

dramatic works through close character studies, such as that which they present in the Manga 

Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet. However, another entry in the Manga Shakespeare series, the 

Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night, expands upon this potential by engaging with Shakespeareôs 

dramatic works in a markedly different way, moving outside of the play itself to offer a broader 

social commentary.  

 Chapter Three, ñSteampunk for the Holidays: Setting and Space in the Manga 

Shakespeare Twelfth Night,ò will consider the rich setting created by artist Nana Li which ties the 

Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night in with the steampunk genre. The use of steampunk motifs 

helps to place the manga within a sort of liminal space, both physically and temporally, and the 

chapter explores the critical readings which this performance choice opens up. More specifically, 

I argue that, by experimenting not only with where the action of the play is set and what that 

setting looks like, but with the physical form of the manga book itself, the Manga Shakespeare 

Twelfth Night gives the reader a much more tangible role in the production than he or she has in 

the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet. In some scenes, Appignanesi and Li curate the 

readerôs experience of the physical text so that it mirrors or comments upon what is taking place 

within the narrative (such as the moment of the twinsô reunion, in which the act of reading forces 
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the reader to separate the two pages containing images of Sebastian and Viola, recreating the 

moment of the separation). In others, Liôs illustrations disorient the reader within the mangaôs 

setting by creating a discontinuous sense of space within the panels in which it is unclear how 

the location of one scene connects to the next (for example, in the endless staircase leading down 

to Malvolioôs cell) in order to challenge the practice of presenting identities as natural and 

inevitable. In creating the reader as part of the narrative in this way, the manga reveals the 

potential for Shakespeare comics to offer a broader commentary upon the nature of social 

categories such as gender and class. By including two entries which take such different 

approaches to Shakespeareôs dramatic works, the Manga Shakespeare series thus showcases the 

full scope of the comicôs potential to engage with and interpret the playwrightôs work.       

 Finally, Chapter Four, entitled ñWill in the Gutter: Adaptation in Shakespeare Comics,ò 

considers the nineteenth issue of Neil Gaimanôs The Sandman series, entitled ñA Midsummer 

Nightôs Dreamò and Anthony Del Col and Conor McCreeryôs Kill Shakespeare series as 

examples of Shakespeare adaptation. These comic series offer a new entry-point into existing 

discussions about adaptation: How might comics, with their prominent place within popular 

culture, speak to Shakespeareôs own place in modern society? What new insight do the original 

narratives presented in the adaptations of Gaiman, Del Col and McCreery offer about 

Shakespeare and his dramatic works? I argue that, in the case of these comic adaptations, the 

relationship between Shakespeare and the comic medium is neither exclusive nor reciprocal. In 

other words, this relationship is not defined by the authority which Shakespeare can lend to the 

comic form or the cultural cachet which the comic can lend to Shakespeare. Instead, these 

Shakespeare comic adaptations self-consciously situate themselves within the literary tradition to 
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which Shakespeare belongs, within the tradition of adaptation of Shakespeareôs works, within the 

comics tradition, and within the performance tradition.  

 Overall, this dissertation seeks to demonstrate that a performance studies approach to 

Shakespeare comics which considers them as ñplayers in ongoing relationshipsò (Schechner 2) 

and examines the behavior of the adaptors, illustrators, and readers of Shakespeare comics as 

analogous to that of actors and audience members reveals a level of creative and critical 

engagement with the playwrightôs work which might otherwise be overlooked. Some 

Shakespeare comics offer extensive character studies which challenge their audience to question 

conventional readings of the playwrightôs protagonists. Others engage in broader social 

commentary by incorporating the reader within the narrative in a way that allows the comic to 

speak to the social structure which he or she inhabits. And finally, still others speak to the place 

of the playwright and his dramatic works within the modern world and use the comic form to 

comment upon the very act of adapting these works into new media. 
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1 

Mousetraps and Metatheatre:  

Staging Hamletôs Play Scene in the Visual Arts  

 

Introduction  

 

           In their chapter outlining scholarly perspectives concerning the use of the play-within-a-

play, Gerhard Fischer and Bernhard Greiner outline the different functions which this theatrical 

convention can serve within a dramatic work. Perhaps the most self-evident of these functions is 

the ability of the play-within-a-play to facilitate self-referentiality within the dramatic work (xii). 

Certainly, Hamlet as a character engages in a great deal of self-reflection, with the prince 

delivering lengthy speeches in which he agonizes over his responsibility as the son of a murdered 

king and raises questions about what is in store for him after he dies. But, more than that, Hamlet 

is, in many ways, a play about playing. From Hamletôs vow to perform an ñantic dispositionò in 

order to ward off the suspicion of those he investigates, to Hamletôs lengthy advice to the 

players, to what will be the focus of this chapter, the tragedyôs famous Play Scene, Hamlet 

constantly draws its audienceôs attention to its own theatricality. However, Fischer and Greiner 

also identify another function of the convention which has received less attention in discussions 

of Hamlet, and which is particularly valuable to non-theatrical reimaginings of the tragedy. This 

is the capacity of the play-within-a-play to act as ñas an artistic agency of mediation between 
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conventional genres, or of generic transformation, permitting shifts from one genre to anotherò 

(xii). They note that the convention is also prevalent ñin film, opera, and musical theatre, and it 

frequently serves as a device in narrative fiction as wellò (xii), and as such Fischer and Greiner 

suggest that the play-within-a-play acts as a structural link for artists who endeavour to represent 

a work from one of these forms in another. In the chapter that follows, I will argue that the play-

within-a-play motif can serve the same mediating role in shifts between the theatre and the visual 

arts. More specifically, I will detail how a selection of visual artists have used the motif to ease 

the transition of Hamlet, a text written for the stage, into three more static visual media: 

illustration, painting, and comics. The artists discussed in this chapter use the play-within-a-play 

motif to underline the theatricality of their respective media, allowing it to act as a connecting 

thread between the visual arts and the theatre for which Shakespeare was writing. In doing so, 

these artists highlight the capacity of the visual arts to interpret and engage with Shakespeare in 

creative new ways that move beyond faithful representation, just as theatrical productions were 

already understood to be capable of doing. 

 Each of these media is distinct in their method of storytelling and their relationship to 

both the theatrical tradition and Shakespeareôs text. As such, looking at the treatment of the same 

scene in each of these forms will allow for a more complete understanding of how visual artists 

have endeavoured to convey both narrative and thematic elements from Hamlet in media which 

differ so greatly from that for which Shakespeare was writing. Jay David Bolter and Richard 

Grusin refer to this process as ñremediation,ò which they define as ñthe representation of one 

medium in anotherò (45). As an example, they offer the various film verions of Jane Austenôs 

novels which represent literary works in the dynamic visual medium of the film (44). Bolter and 

Grusin further suggest that new media remediates its predecessors in a wide variety of ways, 



19 
 

representing a spectrum of ñperceived competition or rivalry between the old media and the 

newò (45). In some examples of remediation, an older medium is highlighted and represented 

ñwithout apparent irony or critiqueò (45). In others, there is an effort to refashion the older 

medium (46). And, in still others, ñthe new medium can remediate by trying to absorb the older 

medium entirely, so that the discontinuities between the two are minimizedò (47). Indeed, I 

allude in this chapter to the concern of some visual artists of Shakespeare with distancing 

themselves entirely from the theatrical traditions of the plays which they represent in their 

illustrations or paintings. However, Bolter and Grusin argue that even those examples of 

remediation which exist on the more extreme end of the spectrum, those which endeavour to 

make a radical break from earlier media, can never transcend their precursors entirely. Instead, 

Bolter and Grusin suggest, remediations will forever be in conversation with those earlier forms. 

It is this conversation which I wish to explore in the chapter that follows, as I consider how a 

selection of artists endeavour to represent texts written for the stage in a static visual medium. In 

acting as a connecting thread between the visual arts and the theatre for which Shakespeare was 

writing, the theatricality of the works discussed in this chapter makes the role of the audience or 

viewer a central concern. This role continues to be of primary importance in Shakespeare comics 

in which, as I noted in the previous chapter, the relationship between the reader and the adaptors 

and illustrators of Shakespeare comics becomes one of collaboration.     

           Hamletôs Play Scene invites the theatrical audience to become witnesses. No longer do we 

watch as the Danish prince struggles with whether or not to act on the shocking accusations of 

murder made by his fatherôs ghost. Instead, because the scene is presented in the form of a play-

within-a-play, the audience watches with Hamlet as the production of The Murder of Gonzago 

unfolds, anxious to see if Claudius will be moved by the similarities between the fictional murder 
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being played out on the stage and his own murder of the king. However, the metatheatrical effect 

of the play-within-a-play convention also forces audience members to remain aware that they are 

watching a performance, and I would argue that this awareness encourages audiences to self-

consciously question just how reliable their witness testimony truly is. In her article about 

Hamletôs Play Scene, Gillian Woods notes how the play ñunsettles distinctions between 

performance and realityò (Woods n.p.). Citing Hamletôs rejection of his motherôs use of the word 

ñseemsò to describe his grief, Woods notes that outward displays of emotion are not to be trusted 

in Hamlet, because a person could ñplayò them without ever truly feeling them (Woods n.p.). In 

other words, one cannot always trust the evidence of oneôs eyes. Woods further notes that the 

line between performance and reality is dangerously thin in Shakespeareôs tragedy, in that the act 

of pretence can nevertheless produce something real, as is the case with the real tears that the 

player produces as he recites the speech about the destruction of Troy (Woods, n.p.). In Hamletôs 

Play Scene, then, a scene comprising multiple layers of performance, pretence, and deception, 

how can any witness truly discern what is real?    

 Other authors have similarly written about the authority of the witness in Shakespeareôs 

tragedy. Christine Phillipsô article ñSpeaking to the Yet Unknowing World: Hamlet, Horatio and 

the Problem of Imperfect Witnessò considers the role of Horatio in Hamlet. Hamlet recruits 

Horatio, with whom he is close friends, as a witness shortly before the Play Scene, imploring 

him to watch Claudiusô expression for any sign of guilt throughout the playersô production of 

The Murder of Gonzago. In the final moments of the tragedy, the devastated Horatio is again 

placed in the role of witness, as he is tasked with relating to Fortinbras all the tragic events which 

have occurred at Elsinore. Phillips uses Horatioôs position as ñan engaged witness who is 

charged with being objectiveò to speak to what she calls the ñclinicianôs dilemmaò (97) in 
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bearing witness to the needs and experiences of patients. She suggests that Horatio embodies 

three key aspects of this dilemma: the process of ñattribution of authority to the witness, the 

tension between engagement and objectivity when bearing witness, and the inevitability of 

partial accounts,ò concerns which the visual art discussed in this chapter likewise explores (97). 

Similarly, in his chapter ñSpeaking as One Witness to Another,ò Paul A. Kottman writes about 

Hamlet and Horatio as ñco-witnessesò of Claudiusô guilt in the Play Scene and introduces the 

idea of ñanticipatory temporalityò when speaking about the witnessing of a scene. Kottman 

argues that ña scene begins presently only insofar as the relation that it inaugurates here and now 

is, from the start, oriented (beyond all intentions and desires) toward a future testimony among 

witnesses from the original sceneò (140). He suggests that the meaning of a given scene of 

human interaction lies in its futurity, in the relationships that it ñinaugurates, alters, or affirmsò 

going forward and in ñthe anticipation of an address between actors and witnesses, one that will 

look back on a prior scene or prior scenesò (140). In other words, witnesses play an important 

role in giving meaning to a scene both prior to its unfolding, by approaching it with expectations 

that will shape how they are affected by it and how they will remember it, and after the fact by 

processing the scene and discussing it with others. It is for this reason, however, that witness 

testimony must be regarded with suspicion, as the witnessô memory of the event is not an exact 

record of what transpired but is instead shaped and reshaped as the witness reflects upon his or 

her experience and compares it to that of others who were present at the scene. To return to 

Shakespeareôs tragedy, both Horatioôs and Hamletôs experience of the Play Scene is coloured by 

the fact that Hamlet has expressly recruited Horatio to join him in witnessing this scene, and the 

two friends intend to reconvene later to discuss and analyze what has transpired during the 

playersô performance. Their experience is further shaped by the fact that they watch the scene 
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unfold with the knowledge that they will likely refer back to this moment if they are called to 

testify to Claudiusô guilt.    

 There are many ways in which the play itself problematizes this act of witnessing. To 

begin, the theatre troupe does not stage the murder as it happened, but rather they present 

Hamletôs idea of how the murder might have happened since neither they nor the prince actually 

witnessed the crime. Like the playôs audience, Hamlet receives the details of the kingôs murder 

second-hand through his fatherôs ghost, a source which the prince admits he fears to be 

unreliable. Hamletôs Play Scene also highlights the fact that the audienceôs gaze is being curated. 

Hamlet arranges the production of The Murder of Gonzago with a specific audience in mind, and 

with the goal of eliciting a specific reaction from that audience. Finally, the Play Scene in 

Hamlet emphasizes that what one sees in a play is as much about the viewer him- or herself as it 

is about what is being represented. Although the audience knows by this point in the play that the 

new king is indeed guilty of murder, through observing Claudiusô other interactions, Hamlet 

does not witness these interactions and his evidence against the king is much less solid. 

Specifically, when Claudius rises from his chair at the climax of the Play Scene, he has not 

actually confessed to anything. Hamlet has simply determined ahead of time that, should 

Claudius react strangely to the production, he will accept that reaction as proof of his uncleôs 

guilt, in much the same way that Othello determines ahead of time to accept the handkerchief as 

proof of Desdemonaôs infidelity, seemingly not taking into account the multitude of other ways 

in which it could have fallen into Cassioôs hands.  

           In considering the representation of Hamlet, and the Play Scene in particular, in new 

media, one must therefore ask: How does the metatheatrical effect of this scene, and the 

audienceôs own experience of witnessing, change when the tragedy is moved off the stage and 
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reimagined as visual art? In discussing the frontispiece to Nicholas Roweôs edition of Hamlet, 

Stuart Sillars makes the important point that we cannot read Shakespeare illustration and 

paintings as records of theatrical performance. First, he insists that visual artists inspired by 

Shakespeare endeavoured to keep their work separate from the theatrical tradition: ñFrom the 

very earliest printed versions of theatrical texts, illustrations have sought not to represent stage 

action but instead to recreate the plays in a form suited for the medium of printò (6). Sillarsô 

comment here thus enforces the idea that the artists discussed in this chapter were aware that a 

change in medium necessitated a change in the way in which the narrative was presented and 

were making conscious choices in their work to ease the move from representing Shakespeareôs 

text on the stage to representing Shakespeareôs text in a static visual medium. Importantly, easing 

this move did not mean minimizing deviations from the established theatrical tradition or from 

Shakespeareôs text. Instead, I will argue that the artists discussed in this chapter are deeply 

concerned with encouraging viewers to see the visual arts as an arena in which artistic 

exploration and critical interpretation of Shakespeareôs characters and themes can take place, just 

as effectively as they can in the theatre. Shakespeare comics, which convey a narrative through a 

series of sequential images, have the capacity to engage with the playwrightôs dramatic works 

even more extensively, since the image presented in each new panel can build off or even 

respond to ideas presented in earlier panels.  

 Sillars argues that it is impossible for a static image to recreate the dynamic effect of a 

theatrical performance. He notes that, in the frontispiece to Roweôs Hamlet, the Danish prince 

appears to have started up so quickly upon seeing his fatherôs ghost that he has knocked over his 

chair. The inclusion of this detail in the frontispiece was read as a nod toward the theatrical 

tradition in which the actor portraying Hamlet would kick over his chair upon the ghostôs arrival, 
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in order to increase the dramatic effect. However, Sillars criticizes this reading by suggesting that 

this powerful stage moment can never realistically be represented in a static image: 

  In the theatre, what is presumably most effective in the falling chair is that in its 

  immediacy, it reveals the violence of Hamletôs reaction. What is seen in the image 

  is the result of that movement. It can function as a memorial of the event; but it  

  can recapture neither the movement itself nor the essentially dynamic response, a  

  combination of mind and body, that the movement reveals and which made it  

  such an effective theatrical event. For the reader who witnessed the performance,  

  the engraving may function as a memorial trigger; for one who has not, it may  

  suggest a response of great immediacy. But in itself it remains essentially   

  distanced from these events, because of the change in medium the moment has  

  undergone. (8)  

 

This observation suggests that there is a dramatic difference in the role of the viewer in visual art 

inspired by the depiction of Claudiusô outburst in response to The Murder of Gonzago. Like 

Hamletôs overturned chair in Roweôs frontispiece, Claudius being on his feet is the result of his 

violent reaction to the play before him, and not the violent reaction itself. While the scene seems 

to implicitly invite the viewer to act as witness, in all of its forms (as evidenced by the fact that 

Macliseôs painting includes as its caption Hamletôs instructions to Horatio to watch Claudiusô 

reaction carefully), Sillars would insist that, in viewing a painting or illustration of this scene, we 

are not actually seeing the proof of Claudiusô guilt, so much as the after-effects of this proof. The 

viewer, then, is positioned as quite an unreliable witness. However, I would argue that this is not 

a failing of the medium of the visual arts, but a different way of arriving at the same thematic 

conclusions. As established above, the audience is encouraged to question witness testimony in 

theatrical productions of Hamlet as well, in various ways: First, the very character who invites 

the audience to witness is the same character who has earlier questioned the trustworthiness of an 

eyewitness account, as Hamlet expresses his uncertainty about the ghostôs testimony. Second, the 

audience watches Hamlet formulate his plan, and are therefore biased by the knowledge of what 

Hamlet expects to find and the meaning he has already attributed to it, long before the play-
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within-a-play has even begun. And finally, the sceneôs use of metatheatre encourages audience 

members to be self-conscious about the very act of watching in which they are engaged. The 

supposed limits of the visual arts, then, actually reaffirm Hamletôs theme of the unreliability of 

witness accounts and the untrustworthiness of visual proof. 

           In order to further illustrate the capacity of visual art inspired by Shakespeare to represent 

and engage with the playwrightôs characters and themes in creative new ways, this chapter will 

examine the use of meta-theatrical effects in three pieces of visual art which recreate Hamletôs 

Play Scene. Francis Haymanôs frontispiece, depicting the scene for Sir Thomas Hanmerôs 1744 

illustrated edition entitled The Works of Shakespear, is noteworthy for being the very first to do 

so. Prior to this edition, visual depictions of Shakespeareôs tragedy had focused upon the playôs 

famous Closet Scene or the scene of Prince Hamletôs encounter with his fatherôs ghost (Young 

32). Thus, Hayman had no tradition upon which to build, but was instead in a position to pave 

the way for a new tradition of representing this pivotal scene in the visual arts. Daniel Macliseôs 

painting, The Play Scene in Hamlet, was exhibited a century later in 1842, by which time the 

tradition of representing Hamletôs Play Scene had become well-established. This painting 

represents a different form of visual storytelling, since it is accompanied not by the entirety of 

Shakespeareôs text, but instead by a single passage, that in which Hamlet instructs Horatio to 

watch carefully for Claudiusô reaction to The Murder of Gonzago. The third work which I will 

discuss, the ninety-ninth issue of the Classics Illustrated comic series, illustrated by Alex Blum 

and published in 1962, also retells Shakespeareôs tragedy through a combination of text and 

image. This comic of Hamlet represents yet another form of visual storytelling: the Play Scene 

unfolds in a series of sequential images embedded with an abridgement of Shakespeareôs 

dialogue, rather than appearing in advance of the complete text, as does Haymanôs frontispiece, 
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or being accompanied by only a short passage from the play, as is the case with Macliseôs 

painting. In each of these works, the respective artists highlight the theatricality of the scene they 

represent in an effort to recreate in a static visual medium the metatheatrical effect which 

Hamletôs Play Scene has in live performance. In doing so, these artists use the theatrical 

convention of the play-within-a-play as a structural link connecting the visual arts to the theatre 

for which Shakespeare was writing. This emphasis upon theatricality within their work allows 

each of these three artists to engage creatively and critically with Shakespeareôs tragedy in a 

manner which closely resembles that of the director and actors of a theatrical production of the 

play. While I will argue that all three of these works raise questions about the authority of 

witness accounts through their depiction of Hamletôs Play Scene, they each approach this theme 

in markedly differently ways based on the artistôs choices regarding elements such as character 

design and placement. However, while all three works make their audience a central component 

of this exploration of the theme of witnessing, only Blumôs Hamlet comic for the Classics 

Ill ustrated series creates the reader as co-author in the tragedyôs narrative.      

 

Francis Hayman ï Frontispiece to Hamlet for Sir Thomas Hanmerôs Illustrated Collection 

The Works of Shakespear (1744) (Fig. 1.1) 

 

           It was not until after Shakespeareôs death that scenes from his plays would begin to be 

represented in visual art. Artist Henry Peacham drew an early scene assumed to be inspired by 

Shakespeareôs Titus Andronicus and John Quarlesô 1655 edition of The Rape of Lucrece 

contained an engraved frontispiece, but aside from these outliers there is no evidence of 
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illustrations of Shakespeareôs work until more than ninety years after his death. Indeed, Jacob 

Tonsonôs six-volume edition of Shakespeareôs plays, edited by Nicholas Rowe and published in 

London in 1709, marks the first illustrated collection of his plays, and one of the first real efforts 

to represent scenes from Shakespeareôs dramatic works in the form of visual art (Young 17). The 

success of Tonsonôs innovative volume, designed by Fran­ois Boitard and engraved by Elisha 

Kirkall, would in turn spark the production of more than a dozen additional illustrated 

Shakespeare collections over the course of the eighteenth century (West 232). An illustrated 

edition is thus a good place to begin our consideration of how artists have endeavoured to ease 

the transition of Hamlet into the visual arts, since the popularity of these collections meant that 

they would have been read ñby a different, and considerably larger, section of the populationò 

(Sillars 4) than the scholarly editions being released at the same time. 

           Sir Thomas Hanmerôs illustrated collection The Works of Mr. William Shakespear was 

published in six volumes between 1740 and 1744. It contained frontispiece illustrations with art 

by English painter and illustrator Francis Hayman and engraved by French illustrator and 

engraver Hubert Gravelot. His edition is particularly useful for studying how editors and artists 

navigated the process of moving Shakespeareôs plays from the stage to a static visual medium 

because we still have access to his written instructions to Hayman, his illustrator. These 

instructions reveal Hanmerôs primary concerns in representing scenes from Shakespeare in visual 

art. Hanmerôs insistence upon fidelity to Shakespeareôs text is evident throughout many of his 

letters. In offering suggestions for Hayman so that he may ñreconsider and improveò (Allentuck 

290) a drawing he submitted for Macbeth, in which the artist recreates Lady Macbethôs 

sleepwalking scene, Hanmer notes that Lady Macbethôs eyes are closed in the image, while in 

Shakespeareôs text ñthe contrary is expressly declaredò (Allentuck 292). Indeed, onlookers in the 
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scene remark that while Lady Macbethôs eyes are open, ñtheir sense is shutò (5.1.22). As a result, 

Hanmer chastises Hayman for his lack of care in remaining faithful to Shakespeareôs words: ñI 

am afraid you have not read over the scene, which you should never fail to doò (Allentuck 292). 

Hanmerôs letters also reveal the specificity with which he instructed his illustrator, down to the 

exact second of a scene which Hayman was to represent and the posture in which each figure in 

the painting ought to be depicted. This is the case with his instructions for Haymanôs illustration 

of The Merchant of Venice. Hanmer describes an alcove in which are kept the three caskets for 

Portiaôs marriage test, stating that the curtain concealing this alcove ñmust be open with one of 

Portiaôs Gentlewomanôs hand upon the curtain as having just drawn itò (300). Hanmer, then, 

would seem to be very conscious of the dramatic effect of the scenes he and his illustrator were 

creating, and he ñstagesò them in a way that is both faithful to Shakespeareôs text and consistent 

with the theatrical goal of inspiring within their audience heightened emotions such as suspense 

(as in the case of Portiaôs casket test) and horror (as in the case of Lady Macbethôs 

sleepwalking). Although Hanmerôs instructions to Hayman concerning the frontispiece for 

Hamlet have been lost, one can assume that they would have expressed the same concerns and 

the same attention to detail. 

           The frontispiece, an illustrative title page, serves an important role in preparing the reader 

for the text with which he or she is about to engage. As in architecture, where the term is used to 

refer to the principal elevation of a building, in literature the frontispiece acts ñas a declamatory 

concentration of the textôs style, content, and purpose that offers an invitational point of entry to 

its pagesò (Sillars 7). It is for this reason that Haymanôs frontispiece to Hamlet for Hanmerôs 

Shakespeare collection (Fig. 1.1) has the potential to offer a great deal of insight into both the 

editorôs and the artistôs reading of the play. That the subject of the frontispiece, Hamletôs Play 
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Scene, has never been used before promises that Hanmerôs edition of the play will take a fresh 

new approach to the tragedy, perhaps one more focused upon its theatrical elements. 

Furthermore, if the first thing one encounters as one settles in to read Hamlet is an image of a 

theatrical production, even a fictional one, it will be very difficult to read Shakespeareôs text 

without thinking about its origins on the stage and imagining what it might look like in 

performance. The very placement and choice of subject matter for the frontispiece are, therefore, 

metatheatrical in nature. 

           Unlike Roweôs earlier illustrated edition, which was published in the smaller duodecimo 

format, Hanmerôs collection was published in quarto, which allowed for larger, more detailed 

illustrations, but also presented challenges of its own. It was not until the nineteenth century 

brought with it the mass production of illustrated collections of Shakespeare that the reading 

public could choose the size or binding of a particular collection which best suited their desired 

reading experience, but this does not mean that earlier editors and illustrators of Shakespeare 

collections did not have to contend with the physical form of the book as well. As Peter 

Whitfield notes in his chapter ñRococo Shakespeare: Gravelot and Hayman,ò one of the great 

challenges for illustrators came out of the fact that both the real world and that of the theatre 

appear to our eyes in landscape format, while the page of a book is in portrait format. 

Particularly for those, such as Hanmerôs illustrator Francis Hayman, who desired to move away 

from the more stylized illustrations of Roweôs edition and were instead striving for realism in 

their art, adjusting to the new format proved difficult. The result, Whitfield notes, is that most of 

Haymanôs illustrations ñseem to be topped by large areas of sky or architectural interiors which 

are quite emptyò (29). In the case of Haymanôs frontispiece for Hamlet, this empty space is filled 

with a number of details which recall theatrical productions: there is a suspended proscenium 
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curtain in the top left of the image, as well as a gallery for musicians immediately above the 

acting space in which Hamletôs players are currently performing The Murder of Gonzago.            

The use of viewpoint in this frontispiece also deliberately ties it back to a theatrical 

tradition. As Sillars notes in his article about the use of space in eighteenth-century Shakespeare 

illustration, in an effort to distance their own interpretations of the plays from the theatrical 

tradition, most Shakespeare illustration had begun to move away from the use of the via regia, 

ñthe presentation of the action from a viewpoint opposite the centre of the stage é reflecting the 

privileged position of the monarch in being centrally placed and thus alone in seeing every 

recessive element in perfect, symmetrical perspectiveò (150). However, Haymanôs frontispiece 

maintains this outdated practice, with the viewpoint situated in the exact centre of what would be 

the stage, so that the orchestra, the players, and their royal audience are all visually accessible to 

the viewer. As this is a viewpoint intended to replicate the experience of sitting before a play, 

Hayman does not appear to be concerned with separating his illustration from the play in 

performance, and in fact endeavours to make the viewer of the painting feel as though they are in 

the audience of a theatrical production of Hamlet. This viewpoint also means that the viewerôs 

gaze is constantly directed back to the playerôs performance of the fictional murder in Gonzago, 

which is in the near centre of the image. In order to witness, in order to watch Claudiusô reaction 

to the play, as the viewer is invited do, one must make a conscious effort to move oneôs gaze to 

the left of the image, rather than letting it rest comfortably in the middle of the image, where it 

naturally lands upon first beholding the illustration. The use of viewpoint thus allows the tableau 

of the players to create a similar effect to that of Hamlet and Opheliaôs banter throughout 

Gonzago in live performance, which likewise distracts the audience from watching Claudius 

closely, so that they can very easily fail to notice a change in the kingôs countenance until 
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Ophelia observes: ñthe King risesò (3.2.246). Haymanôs frontispiece thus gestures towards the 

playôs uncertainty about the reliability of witness testimony and the trustworthiness of ñocular 

proof,ò discussed earlier in this chapter. 

           In Haymanôs illustration, Claudius has indeed risen to his feet, with his right hand held 

open in front of him, palm facing outward, as if he is gesturing for the play to stop. This hand, 

however, is not pointed at the players but at the viewer of the painting. Haymanôs frontispiece 

thus suggests that it is the viewer of the illustration who is responsible for exposing Claudiusô 

guilt, and not Hamlet or the players. The viewer of the painting gives life to the characters 

represented in this image by observing them, and to Claudiusô guilt by witnessing the after-

effects of his powerful reaction to the play. By positioning Claudius in this way, then, Haymanôs 

illustration creates something of a metatheatrical effect by visually breaking the fourth wall 

between the characters in the illustration and the viewer and emphasizing the viewerôs active role 

in the scene upon which he or she is looking. Meanwhile, Claudiusô face, pointed at Hamlet, is 

concealed in shadow from the brim of his hat and the curtain which hangs above his head. While 

this use of lighting can certainly hint at the characterôs duplicitous nature, I would argue that it 

serves another function in Haymanôs frontispiece as well. As this is the moment in the play in 

which Claudius is apparently exposed as a murderer, placing him in shadow in the illustration, 

and thus partly obscuring him from the viewer, casts doubt upon this scene as a true moment of 

exposure for the character. If the viewer of the illustration cannot see Claudiusô face clearly, how 

can he or she state with any confidence that there is guilt written upon it? 

           The positioning of Polonius, the kingôs counselor, is also significant in this frontispiece. 

Polonius stands part-way behind the curtain separating the performance of The Murder of 

Gonzago from the audience, peeking through it to observe Claudiusô outraged reaction to the 
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play. Not only does Haymanôs positioning of Polonius in this manner gesture forward in the play 

to the scene of Poloniusô death, in which Hamlet stabs him through the curtain behind which he 

hides, but it also gestures back to the earlier scene in which the meddling Polonius similarly 

conceals himself in order to listen in on Hamletôs conversation with Ophelia, so that he might 

determine what is troubling the prince. Far from existing within the vacuum of the individual 

moment of the Play Scene, then, the image of Polonius in Haymanôs illustration both foresees the 

characterôs untimely death and harkens back to the meddling which will be its cause. Indeed, 

within Hamlet, Polonius is the very definition of a poor witness. In the scene in which he and 

Claudius eavesdrop upon Hamletôs conversation with Ophelia, he completely misinterprets what 

he observes. Unaware of the responsibility his fatherôs ghost has just bestowed upon Hamlet, 

Polonius interprets his bizarre behaviour towards Ophelia as the result of ñneglected loveò 

(3.1.175), since the counselor has recently ordered his daughter to end her courtship with the 

prince. In the scene in which Polonius hides behind a curtain in Queen Gertrudeôs bedroom, he 

again misreads the scene before him, believing Gertrude to be in danger and calling for help. In 

doing so, he reveals his hiding place, a mistake which proves fatal. By visually alluding to these 

two scenes, then, Haymanôs illustration stresses how unreliable witness testimony can be, since 

witnesses rarely have all the information they need to properly interpret what they have 

observed. But perhaps even more than this, Haymanôs frontispiece stresses that witnessing can 

be not only prone to error, but positively dangerous, and in doing so gives its viewers yet another 

reason to feel uneasy about the exercise in which they are engaged. 

           What is also noteworthy about this positioning of the counselor is that, by standing on the 

opposite side of the curtain, he is invading the performance space occupied by the travelling 

theatre company, and in doing so he blurs the line between performance and audience. 
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Poloniusôs positioning thus reminds viewers that what is happening on the stage at Elsinore is 

part of a much larger performance to which the character Polonius and all the rest belong. Within 

the fiction of the play, there are several characters who are performing. I mentioned earlier 

Hamletôs ñantic disposition,ò in which he warns his friends that he will be feigning madness 

while he investigates Claudius. Claudius himself plays the role of concerned uncle and step-

father in response to Hamletôs manic behaviour, when in fact he is not concerned about his 

nephewôs well-being so much as he is concerned about the threat Hamlet poses to him. 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern likewise play at being friends to Hamlet, when in fact they have 

been assigned by Claudius to keep a close watch on the prince. Outside of the fiction of the play, 

when Hamlet is presented onstage, the reactions of the tragedyôs characters to the princeôs 

ñMousetrapò are also performances, those of the actors embodying their roles. Finally, in the 

case of Haymanôs illustration, there is no visible distinction between the performed emotions of 

the actors and the ñgenuineò reactions of their audience. Both are carefully staged through a 

collaboration between Hanmerôs detailed instructions and Haymanôs expressive art. The 

frontispiece thus once again uses the play-within-a-play convention in order to ease the transition 

of Hamlet into the visual arts. It does so by linking the visuals arts and the theatre through the 

use of metatheatrical visual effects which allow the illustration to self-consciously explore the 

same themes of performance and spectatorship that Hamlet does on the stage, but in innovative 

new ways that open up new or expanded readings of these themes and the characters whose 

actions embody them. 

As such, I cannot agree with Stuart Sillars, who claims in The Illustrated Shakespeare 

that Hayman endeavours to separate his illustrations for the Oxford edition from the theatrical 

tradition, as so many other eighteenth-century illustrators wished to do. He suggests that the goal 
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of these illustrations is ñto present a single, actual feeling within a single, actual setting, with no 

suggestion of the theatre, the playôs linguistic tropes, its later action, or its major concerns at 

anything deeper than an instantaneous declamatory levelò (Sillars 91). However, not only does 

the metatheatrical nature of the scene necessarily tie it to the theatre in a way that, for example, 

the Closet scene or the scene between Hamlet and his fatherôs ghost would not, but Haymanôs 

inclusion of details that recall theatrical productions, as well as his use of a centralized viewpoint 

for his illustration, make the connection explicit. These elements of the frontispiece allow 

Hayman to draw parallels between the experience of looking at the illustration and the 

experience of watching the play in the theatre. Far from remaining silent about the playôs major 

concerns, the frontispiece clearly questions the validity of Hamletôs ñMousetrapò as proof of his 

uncleôs guilt: the illustrationôs metatheatricality encourages self-consciousness within its 

viewers, making them more aware of the act of witnessing in which they are themselves engaged 

and drawing their attention to the unreliability of their own witness testimony. 

 

Daniel Maclise ï The Play Scene in Hamlet (1842) (Fig. 1.2) 

 

           Unlike Shakespeare illustration which, as the name suggests, is not intended to stand 

entirely on its own, but instead to illuminate the text which it accompanies, paintings inspired by 

Shakespeareôs dramatic works are perhaps better positioned to break free from the constraints of 

the text, as they are more likely to stand alone. Certainly, the experience of viewing a painting 

inspired by Shakespeareôs work is quite different from that of viewing an illustration, since it is 

not directly followed or even accompanied by a reading of the text. However, like Shakespeare 
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illustrators, painters inspired by Shakespeareôs plays also endeavoured to distinguish their work 

from the theatrical tradition. It is unsurprising, then, that Shakespeare-inspired painting of the 

nineteenth century often depicted scenes from his plays which do not take place on stage, but are 

instead only reported upon by characters after the fact. The scene of Opheliaôs death in Hamlet is 

a particularly popular example of artists imaginatively expanding beyond what is written in the 

text. This scene takes place off stage in the tragedy, and the audience only learns about it through 

Queen Gertrudeôs extremely poetic account. While Sir John Everett Millaisô painting Ophelia 

(1851-1852) is probably the best known of those which endeavour to visually recreate Gertrudeôs 

description, it was only one of many to do so. Richard Redgrave, Henry LeJeune, Arthur 

Hughes, Ferdinand Piloty, Alfred Seifert, Thomas Francis Dicksee, William Salter Herrick, 

Madeleine Lemaire, John William Waterhouse, William Morris Hunt, Edwin Austin Abbey, 

Alfred Joseph Woolmer and Victor Muller all produced paintings in the nineteenth century 

inspired by the tragic imagery of the queenôs account of Opheliaôs death (Young 329).  

 Although audiences of Hamlet do not witness Opheliaôs death, Sir John Everett Millaisô 

painting of Ophelia can make us feel as though we have, so powerfully does it give visual form 

to Queen Gertrudeôs account. This practice of representing moments from beyond the action of 

the plays reveals how easily our senses can be fooled by the arts into believing we have 

experienced what we have only truly heard about second-hand, and the capacity of the arts to 

inspire within us the powerful emotions which would come from having truly experienced these 

events. The vivid imagery of Millaisô painting and the visual intensity of Shakespeareôs language 

prompt viewers and audience members to form mental images of this scene unfolding, even 

though it takes place offstage. In the same way, although the audience does not witness 

Claudiusô murder of the old King Hamlet, the staging of The Murder of Gonzago, so similar to 
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the ghostôs description of the horrible act, can make us feel as though we have. Indeed, Hamletôs 

entire project in staging his ñMousetrapò relies upon exploiting the thin line between art and 

reality, as he alludes to accounts in which audience members, seeing their own crimes mirrored 

back to them upon the stage, have been so badly shaken that they are moved to confess. 

Shakespeare would have been familiar with Plutarchôs account of the tyrannical Alexanderôs 

dramatic exit from a production of Euripides Troades, when the miseries endured by the 

characters Hecuba and Andromache moved him to powerful feelings of guilt over the death and 

suffering his own actions had caused (Gourlay 221). Indeed, it is possible that Shakespeare had 

personal experience with how deeply a play could emotionally impact its audience, since many 

scholars believe that a production of his Richard II may have helped to stir up support for the 

abortive Essex Rising of February, 1601 (Hammer 1). In representing Hamlet in visual art, Irish 

painter Daniel Maclise seems to endeavour to inspire his viewers toward self-reflection and 

moral revelations in a manner akin to that of which the theatre was believed to be capable. 

Haymanôs illustration (and Hanmerôs instructions to Hayman) suggest a desire to recreate the 

physical experience of attending a theatrical production of Hamlet, and in doing so to encourage 

its viewers to reflect upon the act of theatre-going as analogous to the act of witnessing. 

Macliseôs painting, by contrast, seems to wish to recreate the cathartic and didactic effect of 

attending a theatrical production.   

 Maclise exhibited his oil painting The Play Scene in Hamlet (Fig. 1.2) at the Royal 

Academy in 1842, to what was predominantly great acclaim. However, some more conservative 

critics disliked what they saw as the theatricality of Macliseôs work. They believed that the task 

of the painter of literary works is to create ña visual materialization of the written text, 

unembellished by imaginative invention and uncoloured by interpretive intervention ï in no way 
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a record of (a) performanceò (Clary 38). As previously established, it is difficult to completely 

divest Hamletôs Play Scene of its theatrical elements, and thus unreasonable to expect any 

painting of the scene to bear no relationship at all to performance. However, these critics are not 

wrong in suggesting that Maclise embellishes upon Shakespeareôs text. Although the event 

which he represents in The Play Scene in Hamlet does actually take place on stage in 

Shakespeareôs tragedy, unlike the scene of Opheliaôs death depicted in the works mentioned 

above, Maclise nevertheless similarly moves beyond the text by introducing details which have 

no precedent within Hamletôs pages. Particularly noteworthy is the paintingôs use of 

intertextuality in the form of allegorical statues of Prayer and Justice, which stand on either side 

of the playersô stage and ñanchor the morality of the sceneò (Clary 41). That the production of 

Gonzago stands between these two statues should perhaps alert keen-eyed viewers of Macliseôs 

painting that Hamletôs plan to stage the play in order to expose his uncleôs guilt might actually 

run counter to the true pursuit of justice, with the statue of prayer perhaps acting as a hint that 

this pursuit is better left in the hands of the divine. In his Play Scene, Maclise also introduces 

wall hangings depicting moments from the Bibleôs Old Testament, another detail which appears 

nowhere in Shakespeareôs text. These include one wall hanging which references Cainôs murder 

of Abel, which appears above Claudius (Clary 44), and another depicting Adam and Eveôs 

expulsion from the Garden of Eden (Clary 46). The first of these quite clearly connects Claudiusô 

murder of his own brother to the very first murder, a connection Claudius makes himself when 

he confesses that he has brought upon himself ñthe primal eldest curseò (3.4.37) by killing the 

king. The latter image, that of the expulsion from the Garden, is perhaps less direct, but it too 

offers a moral reading of the scene. In staging his ñMousetrap,ò Hamlet is in pursuit of very 

dangerous knowledge, just as Adam and Eve are in eating of the forbidden fruit. The inclusion of 
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this tapestry in the painting thus implies that like Adam and Eve, Hamlet will uncover the truth 

he seeks, but it will come at a terrible cost: he will finally be forced to act on the ghostôs 

accusations, now that his suspicions of Claudiusôs guilt are confirmed, and doing so will cost 

Hamlet his life. 

           While discussing the painterôs extra-textual additions, it is important to note that neither 

Hamlet nor Claudius is actually looking at the statues or wall hangings in Macliseôs painting. 

Claudiusô face is buried in his hand, while Hamlet watches his uncle intently. As such, neither 

character receives any benefit from the moral anchors which Maclise introduces. I would suggest 

that these anchors are instead for the benefit of the paintingôs viewers. However, in the same way 

that the moral value of the statues and tapestries is lost on Hamlet and Claudius because they are 

too distracted to observe them, so too must the viewer of the painting make the conscious choice 

to look away from the drama unfolding in the paintingôs foreground and observe these extra-

textual details in order to reap their moral benefits. Macliseôs painting, like Haymanôs 

illustration, thus rewards self-consciousness on the part of its viewers, and encourages viewers to 

take an active role in the paintingôs creation of meaning. It is only by applying their knowledge 

of the biblical stories which the tapestries represent, and forming connections between these 

stories and the central themes of Shakespeareôs tragedy, that viewers enable Macliseôs painting 

to convey the moral lessons which Hamlet delivers in performance and on the page.  

           In offering these moral anchors within his painting, Maclise is working in the same 

tradition as English critics of the nineteenth century, who focused upon readings of 

Shakespeareôs characters as psychological and moral beings: ñthey could be discussed and 

analyzed like actual people, and it was acceptable to consider not just their lives as manifested by 

Shakespeareôs texts but their lives outside those textsò (Young 75). Indeed, artists produced 
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works of fiction that imagined the childhoods of Hamlet and Ophelia and presented them as 

exemplars of nineteenth-century virtues. For example, Mary Cowden Clarkeôs The Girlhood of 

Shakespeareôs Heroines in a Series of Tales (1850) imagines Ophelia being raised by her nurse, 

far from corrupt court life, and growing into a ñpure young womanò who, on her return to court, 

ñbecomes aware of vice, evil, and sin, but yet is herself free from and innocent of any moral 

stainò (Young 81). However, many critics of The Play Scene in Hamlet seem to believe that 

Macliseôs depiction of these characters fails to imbue them with the virtuous qualities which 

nineteenth-century readers believed them to embody. Though he praises much about the painting 

in his review of the Royal Academy Exhibition for Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, John 

Eagles also insists that ñif the principal figures should be Hamlet and Ophelia, the picture is a 

failureò (Eagles 28). He describes the Hamlet in Macliseôs painting as ñan ungentlemanly 

ruffian, who never would have waited for the play, but would have taken a pleasure in killing the 

king upon suspicionò and laments that the Hamlet which Maclise has imagined ñis not the 

philosophic, the doubting, the delaying Hamletò (Eagles 28). Further, Eagles suggests that 

Ophelia ñis little better than a barmaid of an innò and that Polonius is ñtoo meanò (Eagles 28). 

Similarly, in Modern Painters, critic John Ruskin expresses his disdain for the ñstate of 

prostrationò of the ñIrish ruffianò depicted as Hamlet and the ñmaudlin expressionò of his 

Ophelia, which he suggests would be better explained to the viewer by ñan empty gin bottle on 

her lapò (Ruskin 308). 

           Despite critical exhortations that painters should produce ña visual representation of the 

textò with no relationship to any performance tradition, the comments of Eagles and Ruskin 

nevertheless tie Macliseôs painting (and Shakespeare painting more broadly) to the theatre, as 

they reveal a close relationship between the way that nineteenth-century viewers approached 
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visual art inspired by Shakespeareôs dramatic works and the way in which audiences approached 

stage productions of that same work. As they did with theatrical productions, viewers understood 

these paintings as interpretations of Shakespeareôs text and judged them on how well or how 

poorly their artists read the scenes which they endeavoured to represent. However, such 

comments also highlight the differences between these two modes of representation and suggest 

what the visual arts might have to offer an interpretation of Shakespeareôs tragedy. For example, 

while Hamletôs ñstate of prostration,ò in which he lays sprawled out across the floor in front of 

the stage, may indeed give him the appearance of a ruffian in a theatrical production, in a 

painting it also allows Hamletôs posture to be a mirror of that of the actor playing Gonzago 

directly above him. Gonzago lies with his feet on the left and his head on the right, his torso 

propped up by a small knoll, while Hamlet lies directly beneath him with his feet on the right and 

his head on the left, his torso propped up by his own arm. Although the action on stage moves so 

quickly that such mirroring could easily be missed in a live performance, in a static image it 

becomes much more apparent, and thus Maclise can use it to allow Gonzago to become a sort of 

foil for Hamlet, making the princeôs virtues stand out all the more starkly by comparison. 

Gonzago sleeps soundly, mindless of the betrayal taking place while he dreams. Hamlet, on the 

other hand, is wide awake and seems to have a very good idea of whom he can and cannot trust, 

as he stares accusingly at his uncle. That the open book on the ground before Hamlet is the one 

element which is not mirrored in the staging of Gonzago above him brings the item to the 

viewerôs attention. Reading is a solitary activity which requires patience and attentiveness on the 

part of the reader, and as such I would argue that, contrary to Eagleôs critique, the bookôs 

presence does indeed suggest a thoughtfulness and introspection in the prince which is not 

present in the character of Gonzago. Macliseôs painting thus uses Hamletôs play-within-a-play to 
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ease the transition of the tragedy into the visual arts by introducing the convention as a means of 

developing the princeôs character as perceptive, patient, and introspective without the benefit of 

the playôs dialogue. 

           Macliseôs treatment of the play-within-a-play also allows the painter to explore the role of 

the kingôs murder within the play, and the charactersô relationship to it, through visual effects 

which would be difficult to recreate on stage or in a printed text. The reviews of Macliseôs 

painting make much of the artistôs use of lighting to create an ominous feeling within the scene. 

Eagles describes Macliseôs painting thusly: ñthe light of a lamp is intercepted by the hand 

pouring the poison into the sleeping king's ear, and there is the large shadow of the transaction 

awfully depicted on the wallò (Eagles 28). William Makepeace Thackeray, reviewing the 

exhibition for Ainsworthôs Magazine under the pseudonym M. A. Titmarsh, similarly wonders at 

the way in which ña lamp in front casts a huge forked fantastic shadow over the scene ï a 

shadow that looks like a horrible devil in the background that is grinning and aping the murderò 

(Thackeray 321). Thackerayôs description of the shadow as ñaping the murderò is particularly 

significant in that it suggests yet another layer to a scene which is already multi-layered. In 

Hamletôs play-within-a-play, Hamletôs players are performing a fictionalized re-enactment of a 

real murder, and the shadows project onto the wall behind them a larger-than-life version of this 

fictionalized re-enactment. Macliseôs painting therefore creates what is known as a mise en 

abyme effect around the kingôs murder. Translated as ñplaced into the abyss,ò the mise en abyme 

is a recursive visual pattern in which an image (here the image of Claudiusô murder of King 

Hamlet) continuously appears within itself, giving the impression of an infinite series 

(Richardson n.p.). What allows Macliseôs use of this technique to have an even greater impact is 

the fact that, since the figures in The Play Scene in Hamlet who are caught in this recursive 
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visual series are themselves spectators, the viewer of the painting is actually woven into the mise 

en abyme effect which Maclise creates, as yet another layer of spectator, watching the characters 

of Hamlet watching the characters of Gonzago. 

           There are two ways in which one can read the use of the mise en abyme effect within The 

Play Scene in Hamlet. First, it would seem to suggest that no matter how deeply one delves into 

Hamlet, the kingôs murder is inescapable, the rash of murders at the playôs end ï themselves 

types of the first murder which sets the playôs events into motion ï inevitable. Just as the shadow 

of the staged murder looms over the actors performing The Murder of Gonzago in Macliseôs 

painting, so too does King Hamletôs death loom as a dark shadow over Hamletôs protagonist. 

Hamlet frets over whether or not to act upon his suspicions of Claudiusô guilt. Several characters 

advise Hamlet to focus his attention elsewhere, to move past the tragedy of the old kingôs death, 

but the prince is trapped within the moment of his fatherôs murder, within a recursive nightmare 

which he can only escape with his own death. At the same time, however, the paintingôs creation 

of a mise en abyme effect can also represent a metatheatrical gesture on Macliseôs part, the 

painting self-consciously reminding its viewers that there is no world in Hamlet beyond the 

kingôs murder. The characters of Hamlet only live while actors embody them for the duration of 

a theatrical performance. They come into being with the (unseen) murder of the old King 

Hamlet, the event which sets the action of the play into motion, and they cease to be when 

bloody justice is served for that initial murder at the playôs end. Furthermore, since the viewer is 

woven into the mise en abyme in Macliseôs painting, The Play Scene in Hamlet also suggests that 

the viewer plays a crucial role in giving life to these tragic characters, as they only live while the 

viewer looks upon them and imbues them with thoughts and motivations, and then cease to be 

when the viewer looks away. 
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           In his article ñMaclise and Macready: Collaborating Illustrators of Hamlet,ò Frank 

Nicholas Clary offers his own interpretation of the exercise of moving between mediums in 

which Maclise is engaged, stating that, rather than recreating the effect of the scene in 

performance, in The Play Scene in Hamlet, ñMaclise has transformed a moment of dynamic 

mobilization into a still image, an instant of dramatic action into a visual soliloquyò (36). This 

description of Macliseôs painting as a ñvisual soliloquyò speaks to the metatheatrical nature of 

the work, as well as to the intimate relationship which Macliseôs painting endeavours to forge 

with its viewers. In a soliloquy, a character reveals his or her innermost thoughts to the audience. 

In doing so, that character breaks down the fourth wall between the performance and the 

audience by (either consciously or unconsciously) giving the audience access to private 

information of which none of the other characters is aware. Importantly, Janet Hill insists in her 

book Stages and Playgoers that this is not a one-way exchange: ñI consider it vital that the 

audience return the stageôs gaze, that they be partners in the addressò (5). Thinking of The Play 

Scene in Hamlet as a visual soliloquy thus implies that, through this use of metatheatre, the 

painting creates a private, intimate moment between itself and its viewer, and one in which the 

viewer is an active participant. To call the painting a visual soliloquy, therefore, speaks to one 

final way in which Macliseôs painting uses the Play Scene to ease the transition of Hamlet from a 

work which moves from Shakespeareôs text to the stage to a work which moves from 

Shakespeareôs text to the visual arts. While the painting maintains both the sceneôs theatricality 

and metatheatricality, it also introduces a demand upon the viewer for a prolonged, critical 

viewing that will allow him or her to recognize the multiple instances of intertextuality, to 

identify the moral lessons which the painting endeavours to convey, and to fulfil his or her own 

role in the paintingôs creation of meaning. The Play Scene in Hamlet thus offers both the visual 
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spectacle of theatre and the demand for close critical reading more often associated with 

literature. As such, Macliseôs painting seems to propose a new place for Shakespeare and the 

visual arts, locating it somewhere in between these two forms.  

 

Alexander A. Blum ï Classics Illustrated Comics Issue #99: Hamlet 

 

 While the art for Shakespeare comics, like the illustration and painting discussed above, 

is the result of a series of creative choices on the part of the artist (choices such as what each of 

the characters should look like and how they will be positioned in the image), Shakespeare 

comics differ in that they consist of a series of sequential images which work together to convey 

a narrative, rather than a single image depicting a single moment from one of Shakespeareôs 

dramatic works. The images in these panels can build off one another, respond to one another, 

even contradict one another, leading to what is perhaps a deeper, more complex engagement with 

Shakespeareôs plays than one can achieve in a painting or illustration. Even the ordering, size, 

and placement of these panels can be meaningful. Importantly, it falls to the reader to do the 

imaginative work of placing the panels in relation to one another. The reader must see the action 

in one panel as the result of something which took place in a previous panel, or even in between 

panels, rather than as an isolated event. As a result, Shakespeare comics create their readers as 

co-authors in a way that illustrations and paintings which depict scenes from Shakespeareôs 

dramatic works do not.  

 The Classics Illustrated comic series, founded by Albert Kanter in 1941 as Classic 

Comics, included adaptations of Julius Caesar, A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, Macbeth, Romeo 
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and Juliet, and Hamlet. The Shakespeare adaptations were part of a larger effort to attract young 

readers by presenting classic works of literature as comic books in order to make them more 

accessible to those who might struggle with the language and length of works such as Alexandre 

Dumasô The Count of Monte Cristo (published as a Classics Illustrated title in March of 1942) 

and Herman Melvilleôs Moby Dick (published as a Classics Illustrated title in September of 

1942). Despite concerns it would lead to fewer children tackling the likes of Shakespeare, 

Dumas, and Melville in their original novel form, with critics fearing that children would assume 

that reading the comic book could take the place of reading the original work, the Classics 

Illustrated series actually endeavoured to act as a sort of entry point into its more complex source 

texts. At the end of each issue, the comics contained the exhortation: ñNow that you have read 

the Classics Illustrated edition, donôt miss the enjoyment of reading the original, obtainable at 

your school or public libraryò (Richardson n.p.). Whether or not the series succeeded in getting 

classic novels off library shelves, there is no doubt that it attracted a vast readership: from its 

inception in 1940 to its demise in 1972, the Classics Illustrated collection grew to include one 

hundred and sixty-nine titles and sold more than 200 million copies in all (Richardson n.p.). As 

such, like the illustrated collections discussed earlier in this chapter, the series became a popular 

entry point into classic literature, including the dramatic works of Shakespeare, and thus merits a 

closer look in a chapter concerned with how artists have eased the transition of Shakespeareôs 

plays from texts adapted for the theatre into texts adapted for the visual arts.  

           Hamlet, the ninety-ninth issue of the Classics Illustrated series, was published in 

September of 1952. The artist, Alex A. Blum, was trained as an etcher and this influence is 

apparent in the twenty Classics Illustrated titles for which he was responsible (Jones Jr. 76). His 

style of illustration evokes a sense of ñold-fashioned European quaintness,ò with William B. 
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Jones Jr. citing its distinguishing characteristics as ñthe rather angular bodies of his characters 

and their tapered, feminine handsò (77). Jones Jr. suggests that, although Blumôs work could be 

uneven, likely due to the tight publication schedule of the Classics Illustrated volumes, when he 

is at his best, ñhe invests his figures with an almost neoclassical graceò (77). And indeed, Jones 

Jr. cites the Classics Illustrated issue of Hamlet as one of Blumôs greatest triumphs: ñBlumôs 

instinct for pacing was unerring; he broke down short exchanges of dialogue into naturally 

flowing smaller panels, incorporated dramatic theatrical gestures in larger panels, and kept 

longer speeches, such as Hamletôs two soliloquies, intact in large balloonsò (85). Like Hanmer 

before him, Blumôs proponents continue to value fidelity to Shakespeareôs text, even at the 

expense of dynamic visual storytelling. In order to preserve as much of these soliloquies as 

possible, the panels in which they are presented are taken up almost entirely by text, seemingly 

leaving little of visual interest in what is meant to be a visual medium. Unlike Macliseôs critics, 

however, Blumôs proponents seem less interested in keeping the comic distinct from the theatre, 

as they actually praise the artist for his incorporation of ñdramatic theatrical gestures.ò In reading 

Jones Jr.ôs praise for Blumôs Hamlet, then, it quickly becomes clear that, although the comic is a 

new medium for Shakespeare, it nevertheless remains embroiled within the same debates around 

the relationship of Shakespeareôs text to the visual arts that had begun centuries earlier. 

In his article on Blum, Jones Jr. also cites critiques by comics scholar Rocco Versaci and 

Shakespearean scholar Michael P. Jensen that the visuals which accompany much of the playôs 

most stirring dialogue can be rather stagnant, a problem which I alluded to earlier, playfully 

suggesting that Hamletôs first soliloquy and Poloniusô fatherly advice to Laertes receive the 

ñtableau treatmentò in Blumôs Hamlet (85). The text, according to these critics, does the majority 

of the work in presenting the narrative, with the visuals merely representing the action and 
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emotion which the dialogue describes, rather than offering an interpretive reading of 

Shakespeareôs work. Indeed, on its surface, the focus of the Classics Illustrated series seems to 

have been placed more upon accurately and accessibly conveying the content of the source 

narrative than in interpretation or experimentation, with the style of illustration being described 

as ñworkmanlike, historically accurate realismò (Richardson n.p.). However, a closer look at 

Blumôs illustrations reveals that the visuals play a larger role in conveying the narrative than they 

might appear to at first glance, and that, contrary to what the aforementioned critics might 

suggest, Blum skillfully uses the conventions and form of the comic to offer a unique 

interpretation of Shakespeareôs tragedy. In this respect, the comic follows in the tradition of 

Shakespeare illustrations outlined earlier in this chapter. However, Shakespeare comics differ 

from the other forms of visual art discussed above in the way in which they are curated for their 

audience, as they create their reader as a co-author alongside their adaptors and illustrators, as 

well as Shakespeare himself. 

           Earlier in this chapter, I suggested that much of the power of Hamletôs Play Scene comes 

from the fact that, up until now, the audience could only imagine what the murder might have 

looked like, since it takes place offstage. The performance of The Murder of Gonzago in the 

tragedyôs third act, although only a recreation of the event, nevertheless finally gives audience 

members a visual reference for the murder that looms over the play from its opening moments. 

However, this is not the case in Blumôs Classics Illustrated edition, which gives its readers a 

visual reference much earlier on. As the ghost of Hamletôs father tells his son about his murder at 

Claudiusô hands, the comic shows the scene visually in flashback across three panels (Fig. 1.3 

and Fig. 1.4): In the first, Claudius creeps up on the sleeping king. In the second, we see 

Claudius in the act of the murder, crouched over the figure of the sleeping king as he pours 
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poison into the kingôs ear. Finally, in the third panel, Claudius looks on with a grim expression as 

the dead kingôs body is discovered, while Queen Gertrude crouches over the corpse and holds 

her hands to her face in grief (Blum 8-9). In presenting the actual event through flashback, and 

so early on in the comic, Blum arguably removes the audienceôs capacity to share in Hamletôs 

hesitation throughout the play, as this choice makes the reader a witness to the murder long 

before Hamlet has his own proof of Claudiusô guilt. The reader is thus placed in the frustrating 

position of having crucial knowledge but being unable to act upon it. In this sense, the reader 

experiences a similar feeling of impotence to that with which Hamlet himself must contend 

throughout much of the play. Blumôs Hamlet thus pulls the reader into the experience of the 

characters in a way Haymanôs illustration and Macliseôs painting are unable to achieve. The 

Classics Illustrated Hamlet therefore dramatically changes the audienceôs relationship with the 

Play Scene long before it takes place. Instead of an approximation of a scene to which the 

members of the audience have no other access, the Play Scene becomes an uncanny return to a 

murder to which the reader was witness several pages earlier.              

           In Understanding Comics, Scott McCloud famously defines comics as ñjuxtaposed 

pictorial and other images in deliberate sequenceò (9). Unlike film, which consists of a series of 

images which occupy the same space, appearing on the screen one after the other, the comic is 

unique in being made up of a series of images which are placed side-by-side, so that they are all 

visible on the page at the same time. In my earlier discussion of Haymanôs illustration of the Play 

Scene, I noted the importance of the illustratorôs use of viewpoint for recreating the effect of 

sitting in the audience of a live performance of Hamlet. However, the move to the comic, and 

thus to a series of juxtaposed images, allows Blum to present the scene from multiple different 

viewpoints. In Blumôs illustrations, the audience does not flank the performance space, making it 
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possible for the viewer to see both the players and the royal audience at the same time in a single, 

front-facing image. Instead, as the performance of Gonzago begins, the comic presents a side 

view (Fig. 1.5), so that we see Claudius and the players in profile, facing one another, Claudius 

sitting upon his throne and the players standing before him, ready to perform. Meanwhile, 

Hamletôs torso and head are just visible, peeking around Claudius as though he is watching for 

the kingôs reaction (15). Due to the side view used in this panel, however, Hamletôs positioning 

also gives the effect of visually breaking the fourth wall, as the prince appears to be looking 

directly at the reader. There is something quite jarring and aggressive about this moment of 

connection between Hamlet and the reader. Not only is Hamletôs expression quite serious, his 

royal brow furrowed and his mouth set into a thin line, but the reader has just learned that 

Hamlet will be watching Claudius for signs of guilt. That the princeôs gaze is then directed at the 

reader, rather than at Claudius, could perhaps suggest that Blumôs illustration places some of that 

guilt upon the reader. As established earlier, the reader is witness to Claudiusô crime earlier in 

the comic, and as such this moment of connection with Hamlet almost feels like an accusation, as 

though the reader is culpable in the crime because, as discussed above, the reader already knows 

the truth about the kingôs murder and has been placed into a position in which he or she must 

inevitably fail to act, remaining silent while Hamlet suffers. Finally, the use of viewpoint in this 

panel results in Claudius blocking the readerôs view of the other characters in attendance at the 

play, including Gertrude, Ophelia and Horatio. Not only does this use of the side view thus 

emphasize the centrality of the tension between Hamlet and Claudius in this scene, by removing 

the potential distraction of the other characters (for example, Hamletôs banter with Ophelia is 

entirely omitted here), but it also speaks to the complacency of the tragedyôs other characters in 

this moment, as they are visibly absent in the midst of Hamlet and Claudiusô silent power 
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struggle, overpowered and silenced by Claudiusô looming presence. Finally, as in Haymanôs 

illustration, Polonius is separated from the other royal audience members by a curtain, only this 

time he appears in the foreground of the image, perhaps allowing Blum to highlight the 

importance of the witnessô own interpretation of what he or she has observed in constructing a 

scene. As I mentioned in my earlier discussion of Haymanôs illustration, Polonius constantly 

misinterprets what he observes, and it ultimately leads to his demise shortly after Hamletôs Play 

Scene.   

           The performance itself, however, is presented in a series of panels which offer a front-

facing, centralized viewpoint, much closer to that which weôve seen in Haymanôs frontispiece 

and Macliseôs painting (Fig. 1.6). Where it differs is that, because the audience is positioned to 

be opposite the acting space rather than flanking it, the centralized viewpoint no longer recreates 

what this scene would look like to the audience of a theatrical production of Shakespeareôs 

tragedy. Instead, it recreates what the playerôs production of Gonzago looks like from the point 

of view of the fictional royal audience of Claudius, Hamlet and the rest. Furthermore, it does so 

in a series of carefully arranged panels, rather than in one single image. Indeed, one could even 

suggest that, rather than simply replicating for the reader what the royal audience would see, the 

arrangement of these textless panels as a series of snapshots of the production speaks more to an 

act of preservation. The images are arranged in such a way that they resemble a page from a 

commemorative scrapbook, with the two bottom images of the murderer approaching Gonzago 

and then fleeing the scene tilted stylishly and framed with yellow borders in order to make them 

stand out more starkly. In between these images, there is also a decorative icon depicting a bottle 

of poison overtop a crown. To return to my earlier discussion of Kottman, in which he proposes 

that the act of witnessing is one of ñanticipatory temporality,ò the organization of the images in 
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the manner of a page from a commemorative scrapbook speaks to this moment in the comic as a 

constructed memory, recalling Kottmanôs idea that a scene becomes the witnessô memory of it, 

being shaped and reshaped as the witness revisits the memory and discusses it with others, rather 

than being preserved within the witnessô memory in its entirety. Since the reader has previously 

witnessed the (actual) murder of the senior King Hamlet by Claudius earlier on in the comic, I 

wonder if we can also read this arrangement of the images of the pantomime as yet another 

reminder that while Hamlet is experiencing this scene for the first time, the reader is revisiting a 

memory. The Classics Illustrated comic thus dramatically changes not just the audienceôs 

relationship with the Play Scene, but also with the tragedyôs protagonist. No longer are we co-

conspirators with Hamlet, being asked to act as his witnesses, but instead we observe Hamletôs 

actions from a position of superior knowledge, and our experience of the Play Scene is shaped 

not by the lingering question of whether or not Claudius will betray his own guilt, but instead by 

our doubts about Hamletôs methods of proving this guilt and, afterwards, by how Hamlet acts 

upon what he learns in this scene. 

While witnessing has ever been central theme of Hamlet, as discussed above, and one 

which both Haymanôs frontispiece and Macliseôs painting also explore, Blumôs illustrations for 

the Classics Illustrated comic allow it to approach this theme in an entirely new way. Haymanôs 

frontispiece explores the unreliability of witness accounts and questions the veracity of ñocular 

proof.ò Macliseôs painting focuses more upon the importance of acquiring moral insight from 

what one witnesses. The Play Scene in Hamlet offers a model of viewership which places the 

responsibility upon the individual viewer to interpret what he or she is looking at in order to reap 

the full benefit of these moral insights. Blumôs illustrations, however, raise questions about the 

responsibility of the witness to act upon what he or she sees. Since the reader witnesses the 
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kingôs murder early on in the comic, the uncanny return to the murder presented by the play-

within-a-play gives the reader a unique perspective on what unfolds in this scene. Allowing the 

reader to see the murder earlier on the comic places him or her in the position of inevitably 

failing to act, since he or she is frustratingly powerless to do anything with that information. The 

viewpoint Blum uses throughout the Play Scene thus allows the reader to share in Hamletôs 

frustration at his own impotence as he or she witnesses the murder not once, but twice, and is 

helpless to act upon it. Importantly, by placing the reader in the position of revisiting a memory 

rather than experiencing a scene for the first time, the reader is also placed in a position of 

superior knowledge, allowing him or her to judge Hamletôs behaviour in this scene and his 

response to what unfolds with the wisdom of hindsight. The Classics Illustrated comic thus 

raises the same questions around the pursuit of justice and the cost of inaction which are central 

to Hamlet, but it does so in a new way: not just through the princeôs own hesitation in his pursuit 

of justice for his murdered father, but through the inaction and the superior knowledge of the 

reader him or herself.  

          In the same way that Blumôs arrangement of the panels draws the readerôs attention to his 

or her role in the creation of this scene, Blumôs use of the gutter similarly works to create the 

reader as co-author. The gutter, or the space between panels, is another characteristic which is 

unique to comics. While comics give the appearance of presenting a complete, unbroken 

narrative, this is not actually the case, as comics rely upon the imaginations of their readers to fill 

in the gaps in action which take place between panels (McCloud 66-67). The Classics Illustrated 

comic of Hamlet attempts to aid the reader in this endeavour by providing a caption which 

explains that, in the space between the panel in which Claudius makes his outburst and the panel 

that precedes it (Fig. 1.7), ñthe speaking play beginsò (16). The caption then describes the scene: 
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ñit is a repetition of the pantomime play except that there are now spoken linesò (16). It even 

identifies the exact moment in which Claudius loses control: ñwhen the actors once again play 

the poisoning sceneò (16). This moment in the comic is brief, since Blumôs adaptation devotes 

the majority of its attention to the dumb show, with the pantomime of the murder taking place 

across seven panels, all of which are completely devoid of text (as they would be in 

performance), while the spoken portion of the play is glossed over in a single caption 

accompanying the climactic moment of Claudiusô outburst. As I mentioned earlier, the Classics 

Illustrated editions of Shakespeare are infamous for their long blocks of text, through which they 

presumably try to preserve as much of Shakespeareôs words as possible. As such, their absence 

in this scene is particularly powerful, inviting the reader to dwell upon the visual performance 

and attempt to read its meaning without any verbal or textual cues. Also noteworthy is the fact 

that, in keeping with Shakespeareôs text, the comic specifies that Claudius reacts only during the 

spoken portion of the performance. Importantly, we as viewers cannot know whether paintings 

or illustrations of the Play Scene similarly adhere to Shakespeareôs ordering of events, since the 

visual of the scene, devoid of dialogue, would be the same in both cases. It is only in comics, 

which pair a progression of images with two layers of text (one from the playtext and one being 

the captions) in order to convey a narrative, that such a distinction is possible. Even in this early 

form, then, we can see within Blumôs illustrations the beginnings of an awareness of the unique 

qualities of the comic genre and what it might offer an interpretation of Shakespeareôs work.   

 However, to return to Sillarsô doubts about the ability of the visual arts to capture a 

dramatic moment, as opposed to the after-effects of that moment, it is important to note that the 

comic has very carefully avoided showing the reader exactly what Claudius is reacting to. It 

omits the lines which the players speak leading up to this crucial moment and does not show the 
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reader what is happening onstage at the precise moment at which Claudius makes his outburst. 

Since Claudius fails to react during the dumb show, it is reasonable to assume that something 

within the playôs dialogue has inspired his dramatic reaction, but the caption brushes over this 

element of the playersô performance, leaving the reader to imaginatively piece together this 

crucial missing moment, a moment which Hamlet uses as the definitive proof of Claudiusô guilt. 

The entirety of Hamletôs case thus rests upon the imagination of the reader. Blumôs depiction of 

the Play Scene thus self-consciously draws attention to the work in which the reader is engaged ï 

imaginatively filling in the gaps in action between panels ï and highlights its limits. While we 

can imagine what the performance on stage might have looked like, having witnessed the scene 

ourselves at the beginning of the comic and again in the playersô performance of the dumb show, 

we cannot be certain what was being said, or at which point throughout the spoken portion of the 

performance Claudius first began to grow uncomfortable. As was the case with Shakespeare 

illustration and painting, however, the limits of the gutter are presented not as a failing of the 

comic, but instead as a unique characteristic of the medium through which Blum can explore one 

of the tragedyôs central themes, witnessing and the limits of ñocular proof.ò    

 

Conclusion 

 

 Each of these depictions of Hamletôs Play Scene ï as an illustration, as a painting and as 

a comic ï maintains a different relationship with its source text, with Haymanôs frontispiece 

appearing in the collected edition before a complete text of Shakespeareôs tragedy, Macliseôs 

painting accompanied by only a short passage from the scene, and the Classics Illustrated comic 
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pairing Blumôs illustrations with an abridged version of Shakespeareôs dialogue. Each of these 

works also seems to have been produced to serve a different function. Haymanôs frontispiece 

acts as a sort of entry point into the play that follows it, setting the tone and drawing the readerôs 

attention to some key focuses of Hanmerôs edition. Macliseôs painting endeavours to stress the 

moral insights which nineteenth-century critics believed that Shakespeareôs tragedy had to offer. 

Finally, the Classics Illustrated edition is intended to make the play more appealing and 

accessible for young readers, and perhaps even to pique young readersô interest enough that they 

will graduate from the comicôs abridged version of Hamlet into reading Shakespeareôs tragedy in 

its entirety. However, what all three of these works have in common is that they are engaged in 

the same exercise: representing Hamlet, a work written for the stage, in a static visual medium. 

 When one examines these works closely, many of the questions which have concerned 

critics regarding this exercise, such as whether or not a work of visual art is capable of recreating 

the effect of a dramatic moment in a theatrical performance, or what sort of relationship visual 

art inspired by Shakespeare ought to have with the theatrical tradition, seem to lose their 

urgency. Instead, it becomes clear that the depictions of Hamletôs Play Scene by Hayman, 

Maclise, and Blum, while maintaining the inherently metatheatrical nature of the scene, are 

neither trying to recreate the effect of The Murder of Gonzago in performance nor trying to 

define themselves in opposition to Hamletôs theatrical tradition. Rather, these works would be 

better understood as part of a broader tradition of critical interpretations and thematic 

explorations of Shakespeareôs tragedy, which are not limited to a single medium but are instead 

found on the stage, in the cinema, in literary works and in the visual arts.   

 I have endeavoured to show in this chapter how Hayman, Maclise, and Blum all make 

use of the metatheatrical nature of the play-within-a-play convention which is the central focus 
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of this scene in two ways: first, to ease the transition of Hamlet, a work written for the stage, into 

this new visual form, and second, to move their own work beyond representation and toward 

interpretation. Through their unique presentations of Hamletôs ñMousetrap,ò these works offer 

more than simply faithful visual depictions of the scene. Instead, they present critical readings of 

the scene which explore key themes within Shakespeareôs tragedy and even experiment with the 

audienceôs relationship to this pivotal moment in the play. Specifically, the convention of the 

play-within-a-play allows each of these works to use Hamletôs central theme of witnessing as a 

sort of bridge between the play in performance and the visual arts, a connecting thread that eases 

the transition of the tragedy into a new medium. This connecting thread becomes all the more 

crucial as these works move away from a place of familiarity, using the metatheatrical nature of 

the scene as a jumping off point to tell the story of Hamlet in fresh new ways that can only be 

achieved through the visual arts: through the creation of visual parallels between characters that 

would perhaps require too much precision or pass too quickly to be effective in a live 

performance; through the introduction of intertextual details not described in Shakespeareôs text 

that require sustained viewing and close critical reading in order to be effective; and finally, 

through shifting viewpoints that force the viewer into meaningful, and sometimes uncomfortable, 

relationships with the scene before them. However, while Shakespeare comics use many of the 

same visual techniques as illustrations of paintings, I have endeavoured to show, in the final 

section of this chapter, that they have the potential to engage with Shakespeareôs dramatic works 

with even greater depth than these other forms. In the chapters that follow, I will consider what 

that kind of engagement might look like by analyzing the creative choices made by adaptors and 

illustrators of a selection of Shakespeare comics and suggesting how they use the comic form to 

present critical interpretations of Shakespeareôs plays. 
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2 

Star-Crossed in Shibuya:  

Embodying Adolescence in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet 

 

Introduction  

 

Japanese comics first took the term ñmangaò in the 1920s, from the Chinese word 

manhua, which translates to ñimpromptu sketches.ò Manga art is recognizable by a few 

distinctive characteristics such as simple lines and stylized features, as well as ñcharacters with 

huge hair and large eyesò (Izawa). ShǾjo manga, marketed to adolescent girls, initially ñignored 

realism and adherence to historical fact in favour of romance, tragedy, and fabulous costumesò 

(Brenner 8). ShǾnen manga, on the other hand, which are marketed to young boys, feature high 

action and more closely resemble the superhero comics with which North American audiences 

are familiar (ñMangaò). As such, both schools of manga have the potential to speak to ideas 

about masculinity and femininity present within Japanese culture. Importantly, however, the 

lines between these two schools have become less sharply defined over time, allowing the manga 

to become a space in which gender constructions can be interrogated and experimented with. Not 

only is shǾjo manga defined by ñfluid gender and identity boundariesò (ñMangaò), but starting in 

the 1970s, many shǾjo manga began to eschew the more traditionally feminine genres of the 

romance and the historical epic in favour of genres which have traditionally been considered 
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more masculine, such as science fiction. Robin E. Brenner cites as an example Minekura 

Kazuyaôs Saiyuki, which she notes ñcombines shǾnen action with a bevy of young men designed 

according to shǾjo bishǾnen, or beautiful young men, designsò (Brenner 9). ShǾnen manga, on 

the other hand, showed they were capable of exhibiting greater variety and tackling more serious 

subjects than they had previously been credited with. For example, Nakazawa Keijiôs Barefoot 

Gen (1973) offered an unflinching look at the Hiroshima bombing and its aftermath (Brenner 9). 

Finally, seinan manga, which are designed to appeal to young men who consider themselves too 

old for shǾnen manga, challenge the practice of restricting activities to specific age groups and 

the belief that one can be too old to engage in a beloved hobby (Brenner 8). Due to its fluid 

gender and identity boundaries, as well as its capacity to explore complex subjects in an easily 

digestible form, the manga thus represents an ideal performance space, and as such it is 

unsurprising that Shakespeare found his way into it.  

The Manga Shakespeare series was created in 2007 by the London-based graphic novel 

and manga publishing company SelfMadeHero. It pairs manga illustration with the abridged 

original text from Shakespeare, and in doing so engages in a similar exercise as those works 

discussed in the previous chapter, translating Shakespeareôs dramatic works into a static visual 

medium. Like those works, the series has its own goals in doing so. As stated on 

SelfMadeHeroôs website devoted to the Manga Shakespeare series, its aim is to make 

Shakespeare accessible ñboth for students exploring complex ideas and for those challenged by 

conventional readings.ò Indeed, the website notes that manga is already widely used as an 

instructional tool in Japan (SelfMadeHero). However, this chapter will endeavour to show that 

the Manga Shakespeare series, specifically the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, does more 

than simply act as a less intimidating entry point into the study of Shakespeare. Instead, it offers 
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a unique interpretation of Shakespeareôs tragedy. While youth are its intended audience, the 

Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, adapted by Richard Appignanesi and illustrated by Sonia 

Leong, also explores the theme of adolescence and coming of age in Shakespeareôs tragedy 

through the unique interplay of illustrations and dialogue involving the playôs protagonists, 

which allows the characters to embody this fraught stage of life. 

In her book Act Your Age, Nancy Lesko interrogates the commonly-held ideas about 

adolescence in the Western world. She identifies what she refers to as ñconfident 

characterizationsò or grounding assumptions about adolescents: ñthey ócome of ageô into 

adulthood; they are controlled by raging hormones; they are peer-oriented; and they are 

represented by ageò (2). Shakespeareôs Romeo and Juliet was written well before these ideas 

about adolescence became commonplace. However, Marjorie Garber notes that the play alludes 

to many of the characteristics with which we associate youth today: ñdrugs, teen suicide, dumb 

parents, peer pressure, and hasty, irrevocable decisionsò (Shakespeare and Modern Culture 54). 

As a result, Shakespeareôs tragedy has often been touted as a cautionary tale against uncontained 

adolescence, with the rebelliousness and impulsiveness of youth being cited as a primary cause 

of the tragedyôs bloody conclusion. For example, Phillip Breenôs study guide to Romeo and 

Juliet for Digital Theatre suggests that the failure of Julietôs parents to notice that Juliet has 

begun to think sexually and have sexual urges, a sure sign that she has made an early entrance 

into adolescence, is what allows her to ñdeceive them, run rings around them, arrange her own 

marriage, fake her own death and attempt to elope forever with her teenage husbandò (Breen 12). 

Similarly, Jill Levensonôs introduction to the Oxford Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet states that 

ñthe changes of adolescence, part of a larger dynamic, set off repercussions at every level of the 

action: the protagonists verbalize them and act them out; Romeoôs friends mirror or disagree 
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with his behaviour; and the older generation, misconstruing almost all of the signs, hasten events 

towards calamityò (17-18). In both these cases, adolescence is presented as being not only 

responsible for the playôs tragic ending (the changes of adolescence are what set the tragic events 

in motion, according to Levenson) but also as something threatening (Breen suggests that those 

same changes are what prompt Juliet to rebel against and deceive her parents). However, the 

Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet is directed at an audience of youth who might rightly push 

back against such a reading of the play and, as Iôve suggested above, Appignanesi and Leong 

therefore use the medium to create a space in which to raise questions about how adolescence is 

understood and performed within Shakespeareôs tragedy and in society. As such, while the 

manga maintains the young age of Romeo and Juliet as central to their characters, Appignanesi 

and Leong make choices about the way in which the mangaôs illustrations and dialogue embody 

the youth of the star-crossed lovers which reimagine its place within the narrative. This chapter 

will show that, like Lesko, the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet problematizes modern 

assumptions about adolescence and ultimately downplays the role of the protagonistsô youth in 

their tragic demises. The manga form, particularly its incorporation of both realistic and stylized 

imagery within the same work, allows for this problematization, as it enables Appignanesi and 

Leong to give visual form to abstract ideas which are central to the play, such as the ideas about 

youth which the older characters project onto the protagonists and to Romeo and Julietôs own 

struggles with their conflicting identities. 

 

(De)Constructing Adolescence 
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The transitional period between childhood and adulthood has long fascinated scholars in 

a variety of different disciplines. Anthropologist Arnold van Gennep, working in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, studied the different ceremonies which various cultures 

have put in place to accompany the ñcrisisò that this stage of life represents, proposing that such 

rites are composed of three major phases: separation, transition, and incorporation or 

reintegration. Van Gennep concludes that these rites involve the adolescent being temporarily 

removed from his or her community in order to enter into a marginal state in which the 

individual is rebuilt into a functional, contributing adult member of society (Garber, Coming of 

Age in Shakespeare 5). Likewise, psychologist Erik Erikson, working in the twentieth century, 

wrote about adolescence as a period of ñidentity crisisò in an individualôs psychic development, a 

crucial point in which Erikson says an individualôs development ñmust move one way or 

another, marshalling resources of growth, recovery, and further differentiationò (Garber, Coming 

of Age in Shakespeare 13). In both cases, this period in an individualôs life is understood as one 

characterized by crisis, and developments such as that of ñyouth culture,ò a term coined in the 

1950s, have been understood as responses to this crisis, as well as efforts to contain or control 

those who are experiencing it. Youth culture represents not only a way for adolescents to shape 

and express their identities (being a fan of Elvis in the 1950s distinguished one from those who 

preferred other musicians or musical genres, for example), but also a rejection of the cultural 

values of the previous generation, such as ñthe rejection of traditional forms of art and high 

cultureò (Hulbert et al. 5). 

According to Lesko, adolescence as we understand it today was developed in the late 

1800s and early 1900s as a response to social and political changes during this period, such as 

the increased contact between Europeans and people of non-European ethnicities which was 
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prompted by colonialism, as well as ñnervous masculinityò and challenges to the traditional 

gender order by women who were entering the workplace and fighting for the right to vote (35-

37). Such changes, viewed by those in power as threatening and degenerative, created a demand 

for a social space in which to define and analyze the modern citizen, to worry about the effects of 

the social, technological, and scientific changes that modernity brings with it, and ñto establish 

policies and programs that would help create the modern social order and citizenryò (6). 

Adolescence became this space. Lesko suggests that in this period, adolescence was studied and 

strategically used as an invaluable tool of nation building, in the belief that proper education and 

socialization at this crucial point in an individualôs life could create the ideal citizens which the 

Western world needed to thrive. However, Victor Jeleniewski Seidler notes that there is another, 

perhaps even greater, tension at work here. Seidler explains that people often struggle to balance 

several, sometimes conflicting, identities: ñthere are often tensions between the identities people 

feel obliged to assume at work and the ways they feel about themselves in different spheres of 

lifeò (xvii). An individualôs age is only one small part of his or her identity, and other factors, 

such as gender, race, and sexuality, play an important role in shaping how that individual 

experiences his or her transition into adulthood. Therefore, those who endeavoured to create a 

singular definition of adolescence, and to use this definition to contain and control adolescence at 

the turn of the century, were being extremely reductive. In fact, Lesko argues that ideas about 

adolescence also privileged a particular set of accompanying identities, maleness and whiteness, 

and depended upon girls, working-class youth, and youth of colour against whom white, middle-

class youth could be defined as superior, as ñmasculine, pure, self-disciplined, and courageousò 

(11). Such comparisons became a crucial element in the process of creating these ideal citizens. 
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Historians do not agree about whether or not what we would today refer to as a ñyouth 

cultureò thrived in sixteenth-century England, during the time at which Shakespeare was writing 

his famous tragedy about two star-crossed young lovers, Romeo and Juliet. However, there is an 

abundance of evidence that young people, especially young males, were a source of great anxiety 

in Elizabethan society. For example, the 1563 Statute of Artificers, which ñinstituted compulsory 

service by requiring set terms of indenture for apprentices and servants,ò was intended to restrict 

the freedom of young men and curb their ñunadvised rashness and licentiousnessò (Balley 14). 

Young men were believed to be governed by their appetites and in danger of ñoverindulgence in 

alcohol and sexual promiscuityò if such restrictions were not carefully reinforced (Balley 14). In 

the case of young women, a major source of anxiety was the fact that, upon marriage, a young 

woman would suddenly owe her loyalty and obedience to her husband as opposed to her 

biological family, which threatened the stability of the household. As such, a young woman on 

the cusp of marriage was placed in a confusing and conflicted position. In Othello for example, 

Desdemona refers to her ñdivided duty,ò because while she is bound to her father for giving her 

life and raising her, she is similarly bound to Othello as her new husband (1.3.180-188). In 

Romeo and Juliet, the tragedy which is to be the focus of this chapter, Juliet likewise finds 

herself torn between her loyalty to her family and her loyalty to her new husband after Romeo 

kills Tybalt. The nurse accuses her of speaking kindly about the man who killed her cousin, and 

Juliet retorts, ñShall I speak ill of him that is my husband?ò (3.2.97). It is clear, then, that even in 

Shakespeareôs time, there was an idea of youth as a distinct and fraught period in an individualôs 

life, even if it was less clearly defined than it is today. Indeed, Shakespeareôs own characters 

give voice to these anxieties around youth, most notably when the shepherd in The Winterôs Tale 

laments that he wishes ñthere were no age between sixteen and twenty-three, or that youth would 
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sleep out the rest; for there is nothing in the between but getting wenches with child, wronging 

the ancientry, stealing, fightingò (3.3.58-60). 

 In the introduction to this chapter, I suggested that the manga is a space in which identity, 

particularly gender identity, is fluid. Character models in shǾjo manga are deliberately 

androgynous, with stories that feature ñlithe and beautiful heroes and heroines nearly 

indistinguishable in their beautyò (Brenner 9). The mangaôs experimentation with genre (for 

example, in which a school of manga that is most often marketed towards young women can 

branch out into what have traditionally been considered masculine genres, such as science 

fiction) similarly challenges oversimplifications of gender and identity. Although scholars such 

as van Gennep and Erikson might differ in their approaches to the study of adolescence and 

coming of age, they nevertheless share with Lesko and Seidler a sense of adolescence as a 

complicated period of identity formation. The manga, as a space in which one can defamiliarize 

and interrogate those beliefs and practices which contribute to identity formation, is therefore an 

ideal medium through which Appignanesi and Leong can challenge oversimplified readings of 

Romeo and Julietôs adolescence in Shakespeareôs tragedy.         

 

(Re)locating Adolescence in Romeo and Juliet 

 

One of the most important ways in which the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet 

distances itself from the Western conceptions of adolescence, then, is by relocating the playôs 

action away from its original European setting to modern-day Japan. On the very first page, the 

chorusô introduction of the two feuding households and foreshadowing of the grim fate which 
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awaits the playôs protagonists appears over an image of a street in Shibuya, which a caption tells 

the reader is a suburb of Tokyo (Fig. 2.1). The multiple street signs, written in Japanese kanji 

rather than the Roman characters with which European languages are written, immediately divest 

the opening scene of its familiarity and alert the reader to the fact that the manga is leaving 

Europe behind. The one exception to this is a single sign announcing the name of the district, 

Shibuya, in Roman characters. Along with placing the scene in the fashionable modern-day 

Tokyo suburb, the mixing of written forms on these signs also situates the manga squarely within 

a modern, globalized world in which different cultures, languages, and economies mix regularly 

(1). As Brian Morris notes in his article ñUnwrapping Shibuya: Place, Media, and 

Punctualization,ò Shibuya is an affluent district in the southwest of Tokyo with a very distinct 

physical character, ñdefined by a number of human constructed material and symbolic 

boundaries. For instance, running east to west to the south of the station is the formidable óbrick 

wallô of the elevated metropolitan expressway, whereas the northern boundary of Shibuya is 

partly defined by the massive NHK television broadcasting complexò (288). The setting itself 

thus represents, in physical form, the invisible boundaries which limit Romeo and Julietôs agency 

in the manga. Certainly, their youth is one of these, but just as Shibuya is surrounded by multiple 

boundaries, so too are Romeo and Juliet confronted by multiple obstacles: the ancient feud 

between their families, the expectations placed upon them due to their genders, and conflicting 

personal identities, to name just a few. From its opening pages, then, the manga suggests that 

Romeo and Juliet are both motivated by and hindered by far more than simply their adolescence 

in Shakespeareôs tragedy. The manga thus not only removes Romeo and Juliet from the 

environment and the social structures in which the Western model of adolescence was first 

formed, but it also emphasizes the limits of any singular, reductive model in a world which is 
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home to such a variety of identities and experiences. The manga thus defamiliarizes the very idea 

of youth and unsettles our reading of the tragedyôs protagonists as stereotypical adolescents.  

In moving Shakespeareôs tragedy into modern day Japan, Appignanesi and Leong are 

also able to draw attention away from the focus upon youth by lending visual form to one of the 

major hurdles which the protagonists face throughout the course of the narrative: 

communication. This is most obvious in the struggles of the older generation of parents to relate 

to the younger. For example, Sara Munson Deats notes in her essay about miscommunication 

and alienation in Romeo and Juliet that Romeoôs parents are so disconnected from their son that 

they employ his friend Benvolio to get to the bottom of what is troubling him, rather than talking 

to Romeo themselves. In fact, just to highlight how completely Romeo and his parents are 

alienated from one another, Deats makes the troubling observation that, save for the scene in 

which Romeoôs father stares over his sonôs dead body, Romeo and his parents never share a 

scene together, and this is true of the manga as well (72). Other miscommunications are more 

simply the result of unexpected circumstances and poor timing: 

 had Friar Laurenceôs letter to Romeo, explaining the details of the scheme he has  

  set into motion to rescue the lovers from their plight, arrived at its destination  

  according to schedule, there would have been no tragedy. Had Romeo arrived a  

  few minutes later at the Capulet tomb, or Juliet awakened a few moments earlier  

  from her artificially induced coma, we would have had another happy ending to  

  add to our list.ò (Lucking 115) 

 Leongôs illustrations in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet explore the tragedyôs 

theme of communication through the introduction of modern-day communication technology 

which lends visual form to the precarious nature of communication and the isolation that results 

when communication breaks down. For example, in Act 5, Scene 2 of the play, Friar Laurence 

learns that Romeo did not receive his letter explaining the plan to fake Julietôs death. In 
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Shakespeareôs text, this is because Friar John, who was tasked with delivering the letter, was 

stopped on his way to Mantua after visiting a house where it was believed ñthe infectious 

pestilence did reignò (5.2.10) and found himself quarantined. However, in Appignanesi and 

Leongôs manga, a technological failure contributes to this unfortunate series of events. In the 

panels immediately preceding Friar Johnôs admission that he has been unable to deliver the 

letter, we see a very worried Friar Laurence sitting in front of his computer as an error message 

flashes across the screen (Fig. 2.2). This first panel is immediately followed by a close-up image 

of that error message, which announces that the server is down, and the friarôs message has failed 

to send (162). While the friar can chastise Friar John for failing to deliver his message, he has no 

such recourse when it comes to the computer. The comic form allows Leong to juxtapose the 

image of the Friarôs anxious expression with an image of the unmoved computer monitor, in a 

way that mirrors sequences elsewhere in the manga in which one characterôs image is juxtaposed 

with that of the character to whom they are speaking. In doing so, Leongôs art emphasizes the 

lack of humanity that characterizes digital communication. Furthermore, the cold, impersonal 

nature of this piece of technology, which cannot share in the Friarôs concern and panic, again 

gives visual form to his precarious position. Like the monitor which stares blankly back at the 

Friar, the Capulets and Montagues are oblivious to the approaching disaster, and thus the friar 

must suffer alone, the responsibility of preventing it falling squarely upon his shoulders. In an 

earlier scene, in which Balthazar comes to visit Romeo and break the news of Julietôs death, we 

see Romeo frowning down at his mobile phone, which bears the message ñno signalò (154), 

indicating that Romeo has no access to information about the events which have transpired in the 

city since he was exiled (Fig. 2.3). For a modern reader, accustomed to a constant state of 

connectivity via mobile phones and the internet, this panel, perhaps even more than the billboard 
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announcing that the district of Mantua is only in the beginning stages of development, or the 

single trailer in which Romeo has made his home for the duration of his exile, powerfully 

conveys Romeoôs isolation at this point in the narrative. As in the earlier example of the friar, the 

sequence of juxtaposed images shifts from Romeoôs face, to his mobile phone, and then back to 

Romeoôs face, where it would normally shift between Romeo and the character with whom he is 

conversing. Again, this series of panels suggests a sort of failed dialogue between Romeo and 

this unfeeling piece of technology, further emphasizing the unnaturalness of digital 

communication and the isolating effect that it can have upon those who rely on it. Romeoôs 

desperate actions in the closing moments of the tragedy thus become all the more sympathetic, 

particularly in a character who is so eager for connection and intimacy from his very first scene, 

and for whom such isolation appears to be extremely difficult. The introduction of modern 

communication technology thus allows Leong to highlight these key moments in which the lines 

of communication break down within Shakespeareôs tragedy, and in lending a visual form to 

what was previously an abstract concept, the manga makes the causal link between these failures 

of communication and the playôs tragic ending more explicit. 

Similarly, the relocation of Shakespeareôs tragedy to modern-day Tokyo involves a 

reimagining of the subversive nature of Romeo and Julietôs romance. In Shakespeareôs play, a 

significant part of what makes Romeo and Julietôs doomed love so tragic is the young age at 

which the protagonists (as well as several of the supporting characters) die. However, there are a 

number of other factors which shape this tragic romance, not least of which is the setting of the 

play, which colours not just how the characters experience their coming of age, but also how 

they experience their brief but intense love affair. As Ian Frederik Moulton notes in his book 

Love in Print in the Sixteenth Century, perceptions of romantic love had begun to shift in 
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Shakespeareôs time from that of ñan essentially aristocratic emotionò to that of a ñmore universal 

emotion, experienced by middling and common people as well as the eliteò (2). Moulton notes 

that in Romeo and Juliet, ña pair of children from a non-courtly background are celebrated for 

defying their parents and following their passionsò (182). Moultonôs use of language here is 

telling. He refers to Romeo and Juliet as ñchildren,ò when in fact, in the Verona of the play, 

young men and women of their age are expected to begin taking on adult responsibilities, as 

Paris notes when he approaches Capulet for his daughterôs hand: ñyounger than she are happy 

mothers madeò (1.2.13). Moultonôs use of the word ñchildrenò to describe the tragedyôs 

protagonists is thus striking for the way in which it speaks to the murkiness of the space in 

between childhood and adulthood. As I mentioned earlier, different cultures around the world 

have long disagreed about the exact age at which one makes the transition from one stage into 

the next, and what this transition ought to look like. Thus, while it is fair to say that Romeo and 

Juliet exist somewhere within this liminal space, its murky nature makes it difficult to pinpoint 

exactly where, and as such defining them by their placement within this space becomes 

problematic. Furthermore, in relocating Shakespeareôs tragedy to modern-day Japan, the Manga 

Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet problematizes this definition even further, since adolescence in 

Japan will look very different from adolescence in historical Italy, in Shakespeareôs England, or 

even in modern-day Britain, where SelfMadeHeroôs manga series is produced. Importantly, 

although the manga is a Japanese form, the Manga Shakespeare series was produced by a British 

publishing company for an English-speaking Western audience. As such, the experience and 

expressions of adolescence embodied by the mangaôs Japanese protagonists (such as the youth 

subcultures to which they belong, and the way in their dress reflects these subcultures) will differ 
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from that with which the mangaôs intended readers will be familiar, allowing Appignanesi and 

Leong to defamiliarize many of the ideas surrounding this stage of life. 

Moultonôs emphasis upon the fact that Romeo and Juliet are from ñnon-courtlyò 

backgrounds also stresses the importance of the charactersô social standing and wealth for 

determining how they experience romantic love, and not just their young age. Since romantic 

love had, up until recently, been perceived as an emotion reserved only for aristocrats, Romeo 

and Julietôs romance is an act of defiance not just against their parents, but against their class. 

Both forms of defiance hold equal weight within Shakespeareôs tragedy, with Julietôs refusal to 

marry Paris being not just an act of youthful disobedience against her father but also a rejection 

of the system of arranged marriage in favour of romantic love. It is important to note, then, that 

moving the action of the play from historical Italy to modern-day Japan also entails reimagining 

the protagonistsô positions within their community, and Appignanesi and Leong do so in a way 

that allows them to highlight the depth of these characters, beyond the young age which has 

come to be read as their defining characteristic. They recast Romeo as a performer in a music 

group and Juliet as a Shibuya girl, an affluent young woman living in a fashionable district of 

Tokyo, and thus part of the key demographic to whom Japanese teen idols (of the sort into which 

Romeo has been reimagined) are marketed. Indeed, in the character pages at the beginning of the 

manga, Romeo is identified as a ñrock idolò before he is identified as the son of Lord Montague, 

and Juliet is identified as a Shibuya girl before she is identified as the daughter of Lord Capulet. 

The privileged positioning of these labels thus makes it clear that Appignanesi and Leong wish 

to highlight these additions to the protagonistsô characters. However, what does remain the same 

is that Romeo and Juliet remain caught in the middle of an ancient feud, with the Capulets and 

the Montagues now reimagined as warring Yakuza families.    
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In the tragedyôs second act, when Romeo asks the friar to marry him and Juliet, the friar 

scolds him for being so fickle in love, asking ñIs Rosaline, that thou didst love so dear, / So soon 

forsaken?ò and exclaiming that ñyoung menôs love then lies / Not truly in their hearts, but in their 

eyesò (2.2.66-68). Based on the friarôs words, it would not be unreasonable to imagine that 

Romeo might spot another beautiful girl at another party and forget about Juliet, in the same way 

that he so quickly recovers from his unrequited love for Rosaline. The mangaôs reimagining of 

Romeo as a ñrock idolò further problematizes the authenticity of his love for Juliet. On his 

character page at the beginning of the manga (Fig. 2.4), which serves as the readerôs first 

introduction to his character, Romeo is depicted on stage with a microphone in one hand and a 

microphone stand in the other. This image is paired with a caption from the play: ñDid my heart 

love till now?ò (i). By pairing Romeoôs talk of love with the image of him singing, as if the 

caption represents the lyrics of the song he is performing, Appignanesi and Leongôs Romeo and 

Juliet opens up the possibility that Romeoôs love for Juliet is similarly performed, and indeed he 

seems to relish his role as the impassioned lover. Such an image would appear at first glance to 

confirm the assumptions about adolescence discussed above, by presenting Romeo as fickle and 

guided by his basest desires. Indeed, one of the ñconfident characterizationsò of adolescence 

which Lesko outlines is that young people are ñcontrolled by raging hormonesò (3). However, 

the content of the caption itself arguably sends a different message. By excluding the next lines 

of the quotation, in which Romeo decisively answers the question of whether his heart has loved 

ñtil nowò for himself in the negative, the Manga Shakespeare actually presents its audience with 

a more self-reflective and thoughtful Romeo, a Romeo who is much less sure of himself and his 

emotions. The question of whether Romeo has loved like this before is no longer rhetorical, and 

indeed both Romeo and the reader receive no answer, not even when these lines are revisited 
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later on in the manga during the scene of the protagonistsô first meeting. Is it, then, Romeoôs 

confidence which is performed, and not his love? Rather than representing him as simply an 

irresponsible and careless youth, a young man who is in love with being in love and does not 

think of the damage his actions might cause, Appignanesi and Leong thus give to Romeo a deep 

inner life which adds layers to his character beyond his adolescence. 

Juliet, on the other hand, is represented on her character page (Fig. 2.4) as sitting upon 

what might be her bed, with Romeo in concert playing on the television behind her (the same 

image we have seen of Romeo on the previous character page, only much smaller). In the same 

way that Romeoôs character page appears to problematize the nature of his love for Juliet, 

Julietôs page thus appears to problematize the nature of her love for Romeo. Is her love for 

Romeo real, or has she idolized him as a fan would do, fallen in love with an idea rather than a 

person? The caption on her image, ñMy true love passionò (i), similarly paints Julietôs love in a 

questionable light, as the word ñpassionò suggests a move away from reason and towards the 

hormonal, overly-emotional stereotype of adolescence which I discussed earlier in this chapter. It 

denotes wild, uncontrollable emotion, leading to actions taken and words spoken without much 

thought. However, in Shakespeareôs tragedy, Juliet could easily be read as the more rational of 

the two lovers. It is Juliet who first worries about the dangers of such an impulsive and 

controversial courtship, telling Romeo that ñI have no joy of this contract tonight: / It is too rash, 

too unadvised, too suddenò (2.1.160-161). And, young as she is, Juliet is nevertheless aware of 

the dangers of false and fickle men, insisting that Romeo not swear his love upon the moon, lest 

he prove equally as changeable (2.1.151-153). Indeed, in her introduction to the Oxford 

Shakespeare edition of Romeo and Juliet, Jill L. Levenson proposes that something of a gender 

role reversal seems to be at work between Juliet and her Montague suitor: ñ[Romeo] will act 
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until his suicide with the emotion and impulsiveness Friar Laurence assigns to women; Juliet 

accepts the sleeping potion and in the end kills herself with manly resolve, admitting óno 

inconstant toy nor womanish fearôò (27). To return to Julietôs character page in the manga, it is 

noteworthy that, in contrast to the captionôs suggestion of her overwhelming passion for Romeo, 

Juliet faces away from the television on which Romeo is performing, suggesting an awareness of 

and engagement with her surroundings and the society to which she belongs. That she is 

described on the page as ñShibuya girl,ò rather than as ñbeloved of Romeoò or ñwife of Romeoò 

similarly suggests a greater depth to her character by implying that Juliet is influenced by factors 

outside of this doomed romance (i). The manga thus uses the combination of Appignanesiôs 

chosen caption (ñmy true love passionò) and Leongôs illustration on Julietôs character page to 

emphasize the importance of imagining individuals complexly, rather than reducing them to a 

single trait, such as gender or age, and the stereotypes which come along with it. Julietôs youth 

does not prevent her from being capable of both passion and reason, and both of these traits are 

central to her character. To force upon her the stereotype of the hormonal and over-emotional 

young woman is to ignore the complexity of the character Shakespeare has crafted. 

In fact, a number of Leongôs illustrations emphasize the complexity of the tragedyôs 

protagonists, and the conflicting identities with which they are struggling. In the moments after 

Mercutioôs death, Romeo is illustrated using an effect that overlays a sketched version of his 

character design on top of the completed image, which, combined with shading that doesnôt quite 

line up and thus creates a third silhouette figure, gives the effect of multiple Romeos, 

unceremoniously fused together into this single panel (Fig. 2.5). Such an effect, when paired 

with Romeoôs tortured expression, reveals a Romeo whose multiple identities are at war inside of 

him: As Mercutioôs friend, he has a responsibility to seek justice against his murderer. As a 
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Montague, he is expected to be natural enemies with not just Tybalt, but all Capulets. However, 

as Julietôs husband, murdering Tybalt would be an act of treachery against his wifeôs family. 

Finally, as a citizen of Shibuya (standing in for Verona, as Iôve discussed earlier), Romeo knows 

that seeking vengeance would also be illegal, since Prince Escalus has expressly forbidden 

fighting. To offer another example, in a later scene in the manga, as Juliet resolves to visit the 

friar and ask for help finding a way out of her forced marriage to Paris, her image is overlaid 

with two shaded geometrical shapes that give the appearance of cutting her body in three (Fig. 

2.6). This stylized division of Julietôs image in Leongôs illustration gives visual form to the 

division Juliet is experiencing within herself in this scene due to her various conflicting identities 

as daughter, wife, reluctant fiancée and grieving cousin. Juliet is divided in this scene between 

the obedience she owes to her father, the loyalty she owes to her new husband, and her own 

desire for agency. Her expression, however, is one of resolve, as she realizes, in the panel 

immediately following the one Iôve described, that there is still one recourse left to her in a 

situation which has spiraled out of her control: ñIf all else fails é myself have power to dieò 

(129). Both of these moments in the manga, depicting scenes in which the characters make 

decisions that set in motion a tragic series of events, thus highlight the complexity of the 

protagonists and the multiple conflicting identities which influence their fatal choices, 

challenging any reading which might simply reduce these decisions to youthful foolishness.       

 

(Dis)Embodied Youth in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet 
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I mentioned above that Appignanesi and Leongôs Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet 

not only relocates the action of its source text to modern-day Japan, but also adapts it into a 

genre of comic book which originated in that country. In the discussion of different techniques of 

illustration which the manga uses for theatrical effect, then, I would be remiss if I failed to 

discuss what is known as the ñsuper-deformedò or ñSDò technique of animation that is frequently 

used in Japanese manga. As Michael Abbott and Charles Forceville note in their article ñVisual 

Representation of Emotion in Manga,ò this technique, which represents charactersô emotions in 

an efficient, coded manner intended to make the emotion being depicted instantly recognizable, 

is not unlike the stylized postures used in the theatrical portraiture of the eighteenth century. The 

SD technique makes use of the following conventions: ñbodies with child-like proportions, 

including unnaturally large heads, short arms, very big eyes; and simplified, sometimes lacking, 

facial featuresò (97). The use of this technique separates that particular panel out as a moment of 

intense emotion, whether this emotion be confusion, anxiety, anger, sorrow, or love, and focuses 

the audienceôs attention on the emotion, over and above the dialogue or the realism of the art. 

However, in many cases the SD technique, due to its use of exaggeration, also seems to mock 

these emotions and create a sense of distance between the reader and the emotion being 

conveyed. In the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, Leong uses this technique to distance 

the characters and their tragic demise from the overly dramatic, uncontrolled emotions 

stereotypically associated with adolescence. Leongôs use of the SD style in the manga seems to 

speak not to the inherent irrationality and over-emotional nature of the mangaôs protagonists, but 

instead to the perceived irrationality and over-emotional nature that other characters attribute to 

them, as it is almost exclusively used in scenes in which Romeo and Juliet are being mocked for 

their youthfulness. Especially because the art style offers a movement away from Leongôs more 
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realistic illustration throughout the rest of the manga, it is possible to read these moments not as 

an exact representation of Romeo or Julietôs behavior in these scenes, but instead as a 

caricaturized commentary upon the way in which the other characters perceive this behaviour 

and project their own preconceptions regarding adolescence upon it. Readers who are themselves 

adolescents may be impacted differently by the mangaôs use of the SD technique, relating to the 

frustration of having these preconceived notions about adolescence directed at them, rather than 

seeing themselves in the characters who hold those harmful stereotypes. However, the effect of 

the technique is the same, in that it highlights the disparity between the actual behaviour of the 

playôs protagonists and the assumptions which the other characters make about them.  

We first see illustrator Sonia Leong use the SD technique on the thirteenth page of the 

Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, when Romeo tells Benvolio about his unrequited love for 

Rosaline, and Benvolio laughs at him for being so histrionic, moping about and almost seeming 

to revel in his lovesickness (Fig. 2.7). In the panel in which Romeo takes offense at his friendôs 

reaction and demands of Benvolio, ñDoes thou not laugh?ò (13), he and Benvolio are both drawn 

using the SD technique, with Romeo folding his arms, his facial features exaggerated. Most 

notably, his mouth is drawn to be unnaturally large in proportion to the rest of his face, to show 

that he is shouting. His eyebrow is also disproportionate and arches right up into his hair in order 

to represent his incredulity and his annoyance at his friend. Benvolio, meanwhile, is shown from 

behind, so that all the reader sees are his handless arms flailing in response to the strength of 

Romeoôs reaction. When the manga first introduces Romeoôs melancholy over his unrequited 

love for Rosaline, it does so with a series of quite realistic illustrations, including one which 

offers a hyper-realistic close-up of Romeoôs tear-filled eyes (11). Romeoôs melancholy is thus 

not being played for laughs but is instead being treated with the same gravity as the rest of the 
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events in Shakespeareôs tragedy. It is not until two pages later, after the panel in which Benvolio 

is shown to have turned his back in an effort to stifle his laughter, that Leong switches to the SD 

style (13). In other words, the placement of the exaggerated illustration style in this scene seems 

to indicate not that the manga is finding humour in Romeoôs lovesickness, but rather that the 

reader is being offered a glimpse of Romeo through the eyes of Benvolio, who does indeed 

believe that his friendôs melancholy is over-the-top. 

A second example occurs much later the manga. In this scene, Juliet has been anxiously 

awaiting the return of the nurse, to learn whether or not Romeo has kept his promise and 

arranged for them to be wed. The nurse, sensing Julietôs impatience, teases her by first feigning 

exhaustion from the errand on which Juliet has sent her, and then dragging out her recounting of 

the morningôs events to keep Juliet in suspense (69-71). Meanwhile, Juliet struggles to be patient 

until she finally explodes (Fig. 2.8). Julietôs outburst is depicted in the SD style, with the young 

woman towering over the figure of the nurse, her hands rolled into fists at her side, her mouth 

wide open as she screams at the nurse in frustration: ñHow oddly thou repliest! óYour love says 

like an honest gentleman, óWhere is your mother?ôò The sense of this moment in the manga is 

amplified by the large, bolded lettering and the jagged speech bubble in which the dialogue is 

contained. (71). Similar to the first example between Romeo and Benvolio, then, the use of the 

SD style here does not mock Julietôs youthful exuberance and impatience in the face of her first 

love, but rather offers the reader a sense of how the nurse perceives Julietôs ñtantrum.ò The 

inclusion of the small figure of the nurse in the same panel, with her arms folded across her 

chest, glancing up disapprovingly at the SD figure of Juliet, also encourages such a reading. As 

is similarly the case with the earlier exchange between Romeo and Benvolio, Julietôs powerful 

(albeit exaggerated) reaction in this panel is a response to the nurseôs mockery of what she sees 
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as Julietôs youthful infatuation, rather than the result of this infatuation. An earlier panel in which 

the nurse cannot resist breaking from her feigned sourness to peek at Julietôs reaction (70), gives 

her actions in this scene an intentionality which they do not always have in other interpretations 

of Shakespeareôs tragedy, making it clear that she is purposely playing upon Julietôs impatience 

for her own amusement. As such, Leongôs use of the SD technique emphasizes the stereotypes 

around adolescence, such as their moodiness, impatience, and the belief that they are ruled by 

their hormones, rather than depicting the reality of Julietôs reaction. The use of this technique 

also highlights how dehumanizing such stereotypes can be, as Juliet becomes almost monstrous 

in the nurseôs eyes. Furthermore, while the nurseôs dismissiveness of Julietôs feelings for Romeo 

is presented as humorous here, it will become deadly serious when the subject arises once more, 

upon the announcement that Capulet has arranged for Juliet to marry Paris in an effort to cheer 

her after Tybaltôs death. Still imagining Julietôs love for Romeo to be nothing more than youthful 

infatuation, the nurse advises Juliet to go through with this second marriage, presumably 

believing that she will ñgrow out ofò her sudden, intense feelings for Romeo and come to 

recognize the practicality of such a match. 

A third and final example of Leongôs use of the SD technique in the Manga Shakespeare 

Romeo and Juliet takes place in the scene in which Romeo approaches Friar Laurence to request 

that the friar join him and Juliet in holy matrimony (Fig. 2.9). Once again, Romeo is illustrated in 

a more realistic style as he explains to the friar why he has come, and it is only when the friar 

chides him about his youthful fickleness that the art style changes over to using the SD 

technique. In this case, the friarôs mouth hangs open, his eyes comically squeezed shut, as he 

appears to point and laugh at Romeo while exclaiming delightedly over how quickly Romeo has 

forgotten his former love. Meanwhile, Romeo looks on huffily, waiting for the friarôs laughter to 
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pass (59). What makes the use of the SD technique so effective in this scene, particularly when 

placed alongside the earlier examples, is that it similarly emphasizes not Romeoôs youthful 

fickleness, but rather the friarôs reaction to what he perceives as youthful fickleness. If read in 

this way, Leongôs illustration actually draws attention to the falseness of the friarôs assumptions. 

Rather than yet another instance in a pattern of infatuations, Romeoôs love for Juliet represents 

growth on his part. Unlike Rosaline, Juliet returns Romeoôs love, making her a much more 

sensible focus for Romeoôs affections. And rather than mooning about and closing himself off to 

the world, as he did while enamoured with Rosaline, Romeo is acting upon his love for Juliet by 

arranging to marry her, a ceremony which brings with it new responsibilities and new identities 

(such as those of husband, householder, and eventually father) which Romeo is prepared to 

accept. The friar, however, fails to see Romeoôs request as the sign of growth that it truly is, and 

instead agrees to marry Romeo to Juliet only because ñthis alliance may so happy prove / To turn 

your householdsô rancour to pure loveò (2.2.91-92). In other words, the friar still refuses to 

acknowledge Romeo and Julietôs individuality and blossoming maturity, and instead thinks only 

of their role within the ancient feud in which their families are embroiled. Leongôs use of the SD 

technique here thus suggests a number of alternate causes to which the playôs tragic series of 

events might be attributed, outside of the protagonistsô young age, such as the inability of the 

other characters to look beyond the protagonistsô youth, and the insistence of the other characters 

upon forcing Romeo and Juliet to play a role within their familiesô feud, despite the fact that both 

characters show little interest in doing so. 

 

Youthful Appearances in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet 
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One of the important ways in which youth endeavour to embody their developing 

identities and to distinguish themselves from the previous generation is through their appearance. 

In their introduction to Contested Bodies of Childhood and Youth, Kathrin Horschelmann and 

Rachel Colls note that the adolescent body has long been understood as ñboth risky and at risk,ò 

and therefore there are numerous systems in place to monitor and regulate these bodies. 

Horschelmann and Colls add, however, that this regulation is not done out of a concern for 

individual bodies, but rather that adolescent bodies are embroiled within ña biopolitical complex 

that sees the reform of youthful bodies as crucial to societyôs futureò (4). They echo Lesko in 

suggesting that controlling adolescent bodies is understood as crucial for maintaining a societyôs 

stability. It is unsurprising, then, that the body is also one of the key sites through which 

adolescents attempt to rebel against these systems in order to express their individuality, whether 

through clothing choices, hairstyles, piercings or tattoos. Indeed, in a series of interviews and 

discussion groups about youth fashion with adolescents in Germany, Alexandra Konig found that 

the interviewees stressed the importance of authenticity and following oneôs own taste, and they 

spoke about the ñright of self-determination concerning your own appearanceò as something 

hard-won through negotiations with their parents. Becoming an adolescent, Konig notes, means 

discarding clothing items chosen by oneôs mother and becoming more aware of the image one 

projects and how it speaks to oneôs place in society, by considering oneôs own style in relation to 

that of adults and oneôs peers (227). In the case of the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, 

Leongôs design and costuming of the tragedyôs protagonists positions them both as participants 

in Japanese youth subcultures which challenge a number of the binary forms of thinking that are 
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central to the model of adolescence which Lesko describes, such as that established between 

male and female and childhood and adulthood. 

Leong is believed to have based Romeoôs character model on the Japanese musician 

Yoshiki, leader of the rock band X Japan, from his long, layered blond hair to his androgynous 

style of clothing (Yoshihara 116). X Japan is a band that has been described as ñdistinctively 

Japanese and yet also very much influenced by Western rock culture,ò with Yoshiki citing 

Western artists such as David Bowie as his musical inspiration (Aoki n.p.). The choice of 

character model thus once again emphasizes the limited scope of the Western model of 

adolescence by highlighting how much commercial and cultural mixing takes place in the 

modern world, challenging the continued power of the social structures which first supported the 

development of this model. X Japan is also one of the pioneering bands of Japanôs visual kei 

movement, a movement defined by the flamboyant, androgynous personas of the bandsô 

performers, drawing inspiration from a wide variety of both Western and Japanese sources: 

ñGoth, Punk, and Glam Rock, as well as é Japanese manga, anime and computer gamesò 

(McLeod 309). As Ken McLeod notes in his article about the subculture, visual kei represents 

both a sonic and visual cross-performance of gender, combining musical sounds which are 

stereotypically coded as ñboth masculine (heavy metal influenced aggressive syncopated unison 

rhythms, distorted guitars and vocals) and feminine (classical string arrangements and catchy J-

pop melodies)ò with male performers whose costumes are coded as feminine (McLeod 321). At 

the same time, however, for the performers themselves, visual kei represents a rejection of 

Japanôs ñpatriarchal company system,ò with membership in a rock band presenting an appealing 

alternative, as it is a similarly homosocial community, ñthough one in which young males are 
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much freer to choose and express their identity and companions and thereby actively actualize 

their sense of selfò (McLeod 319).  

Such a community seems a good fit for Romeo, a character who does not fit the 

expectations of gender that others (such as Friar Laurence, who scolds him for his womanish 

tears) have constructed around him, and who does not appear to have the ambition nor the 

capacity to conform, which one requires to succeed in the corporate world. It is telling that in the 

manga, in the scene in which Capulet and Paris arrange his hasty marriage to Juliet following 

Tybaltôs death, they do so in a tall office building, with Capulet sitting at an executive desk next 

to a shelf full of trophies (105). As such, both he and Capulet are associated with the patriarchal 

corporate world in the manga. Meanwhile, nearly all of Romeoôs scenes in the manga take place 

outdoors or at Friar Laurenceôs church, far from the corporate world. Aside from the image on 

his character page, in which Romeo is shown performing on stage, the closest he comes to 

engaging in any kind of labour throughout the manga is in the scene before Capuletôs party, 

when he and his ñbandmatesò Benvolio and Mercutio stop to pose for photographs for the large 

crowd of paparazzi waiting outside (27-28). As McLeod suggests, then, rather than being 

rewarded for ambition and conformity, here we see Romeo and his friends being rewarded for 

their unique forms of self-expression. Unlike in an office setting where oneôs role is to keep the 

business running smoothly and prevent anything out of the ordinary from happening, here the 

very presence of Romeo and his friends is newsworthy, and the press are all eager to share with 

their readers what the band members wore to the event. Indeed, Romeoôs style of dress 

throughout the manga marks him as not only an outsider to this patriarchal corporate world, but 

as one who has consciously rejected it.  
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In Romeoôs first scene, he wears a cropped jacket that ends at his chest, so that his 

midriff, covered only by a tight-fitting black shirt, is exposed (9-15). Not only does such an 

outfit draw attention to Romeoôs trim physique, sexualizing him a scene in which he discusses 

being ñunmannedò by Rosalineôs rejection of his romantic advances, but cropped jackets and 

form-fitting tops are more commonly worn by women. As such, this outfit allows Romeo to 

project an androgyny that challenges the stark division of genders and the way in which it is 

codified through the clothing which is marketed to young men and women. As Robert 

Appelbaum notes in his article entitled ñóStanding to the Wall: The Pressures of Masculinity in 

Romeo and Juliet,ò masculinity has historically been defined in relation to (and in opposition to) 

femininity, but at the same time it also ñaspires to efface its relationality, to raise itself to a 

condition of self-adequacy, where the category of femininity is mootò (261). Many in 

Shakespeareôs time thus saw falling in love with a woman as being threatening to a young manôs 

masculinity. This view is reflected in Mercutioôs clever teasing of Romeo as being ñalready 

deadò now that he is in love, ñstabbed with a white wenchôs black eye, run through the ear with a 

love songò (2.3.12-14), or in Romeoôs own lamentation, later on in the tragedy, that Julietôs 

ñbeauty hath made me effeminateò (3.1.109). His love for Rosaline is a threat to Romeoôs 

masculinity not only because his distress over her rejection causes him to become emotional in a 

way that is more closely associated with femininity, but also because he ceases to be a 

functioning member of society while he is caught up in grief over her, avoiding going out into 

the (male-dominated) public sphere and instead remaining in the (feminine) domestic sphere of 

his home, locking himself away in his darkened bedroom. 

However, Leongôs illustration of Romeo in his first appearance in the manga, in which he 

tells Benvolio about his love of Rosaline, presents a challenge to this oppositional way of 
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thinking about the genders. In these panels, Romeo himself uses phrases which speak to the 

subversion of the natural order when describing love and the effect which it has had on him: love 

is at once ña fire sparkling in lovers eyesò and ña sea nourished with loversô tearsò (14), despite 

the fact these elements are not only opposites but cannot be in the same place at the same time, 

since water extinguishes fire. Furthermore, Romeo laments that he will ñlive deadò in Rosalineôs 

vow to forswear love, despite the fact that life and death are mutually exclusive states of being 

(15). As such, Romeoôs own words in this exchange with Benvolio challenge the idea of natural 

binaries, and this challenge is punctuated by Leongôs choice of clothing for the character in this 

scene, clothing which challenges the ñnaturalnessò of the gender binary and the attributes and 

roles which we associate with each gender. The fingerless gloves and heavy boots Romeo wears 

in this scene also suggest a concern on Romeoôs part with fashion and image over function. As 

we have just learned that Romeo, in his lovesickness over Rosaline, does little more than wander 

through the woods alone or close himself up in his room with the curtains drawn, we recognize 

that these items, associated with hard physical labour and harsh climates, are far removed from 

their original functions, and instead now only act as fashion statements. As a result, they stand 

out all the more starkly in this scene, and in doing so highlight Romeoôs idleness. Although 

Romeo is removed from the patriarchal corporate world to which Capulet and Paris belong, and 

although he is defined in this section of the play by his idleness, he adopts some of the symbols 

of the hard physical labour that has likewise primarily been a male-dominated field. In pairing 

these symbols with an outfit and a scene which raise question about the stability of gender 

identities, Leongôs design for Romeo emphasizes how constructed ideas about gendered labour 

and gendered behavior truly are. 
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Similarly, in the scene in which Romeo and Juliet first meet, Romeo wears sunglasses, 

which are unnecessary as the party is indoors and takes place in the evening (33-39). This choice 

of accessory possibly speaks to a desire to disguise himself at a party to which he was not 

invited. However, it is not a very effective disguise, since Tybalt recognizes him almost 

immediately. More likely, then, the sunglasses point to the idea of constructed identities, and a 

desire on Romeoôs part to control how his body is read. The sunglasses are removed from their 

functionality and become instead only an intentional marker of Romeoôs detachment from the 

world and, of course, his fashionableness. It is noteworthy that this costume choice occurs in the 

scene in which Tybalt and Capulet have what, in the manga, becomes quite a heated debate about 

how to read Romeo. Tybalt identifies him as a Montague and allows this fact to define Romeo 

completely. In a line of dialogue that is removed from the manga, however, Capulet actually 

allows Romeo some complexity, noting that despite being the son of his old enemy, Romeo 

ñbears him like a portly gentleman, / And, to say truth, Verona brags of him / To be a virtuous 

and well-governed youthò (1.5.63-65). That this moment of added complexity is omitted from 

Appignanesiôs abridgement of Romeo and Juliet only serves to further highlight how the young 

characters in Shakespeareôs tragedy are being reduced to identities which are outside of their 

control, and thus makes their urgent desire to take back ownership over how they and their 

bodies are read all the more sympathetic. 

Romeoôs character model and wardrobe in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet thus 

present a challenge to the division of gender which, as I have outlined above, was so crucial in 

the enforcement of the Western model of adolescence by emphasizing both its constructed nature 

and its instability. This challenge is particularly apparent when Romeoôs character model is 

placed against that of Tybalt, Julietôs cousin and Romeoôs foil within the play. Tybalt is never 
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depicted in anything but a suit, a recognizably masculine outfit, and one which is associated with 

formality, tradition and order, as well as with the corporate world discussed above. Romeo, on 

the other hand, is more apt to wear a fashionable scarf than a tie, and he is often depicted as 

having removed his formal jacket, sometimes even spreading it out and sitting on it (58), or 

casually slinging it over his shoulder (62). Tybalt seems to have completely bought in to the 

expectations of aggression and strength that are associated with his masculine role (he is always 

eager to draw his sword, and indeed Mercutio talks a great deal about Tybaltôs proficiency at 

fighting), and he also unquestioningly accepts the generations-old feud between his family and 

the Capulets. Romeo, on the other hand, represents a challenge to rigid ideas of gender, both 

through his androgynous style of dress and through his efforts to avoid entering into a 

swordfight. In fact, even though Romeo does defeat Tybalt in the duel after Mercutioôs death, 

this victory is presented as the result of luck rather than of skill in the manga. During their duel, 

Leongôs illustrations show Romeo being completely outclassed by his opponent, as he is thrown 

violently to the ground after just one hit (Fig. 2.10). The slower pacing of this moment, drawn 

out over three separate panels as Romeoôs head hits the pavement hard and he winces in pain, 

emphasizes Romeoôs lack of skill and aggression when compared to Tybalt, as it gives the 

appearance that Romeo spends the majority of the short duel lying motionless on the ground. It is 

only as Tybalt leans over him, preparing to deliver the killing blow, that Romeo finally springs 

into action, managing to prop himself up just in time to drive his sword into Tybaltôs chest. Even 

then, his expression in this critical panel, a mixture of panic and reluctance, reveals how 

distasteful he finds such violence, a clear contrast to Tybalt, who is shown smiling before every 

one of the fights in which he participates in the manga (83).      
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Julietôs wardrobe in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet similarly reflects a 

segment of the Japanese youth counterculture. Juliet is dressed in Wa Rori or Lolita fashion, ña 

combination of a type of Victorian doll fashion full of frills and panniered full skirts originating 

from Japan, with some elements of traditional Japanese costumes, such as the kimonoò 

(Yoshihara). Like the visual kei movement discussed above, the Lolita aesthetic (which bears no 

connection at all to the controversial Nabokov novel) borrows inspiration from both Western and 

Japanese sources, incorporating elements from ñGoth, Punk, and the Rococo and Victorian erasò 

(Nguyen 16). While some have associated the fashion with shǾjo, a heavily nuanced term with a 

variety of possible meanings, including ñlittle girl,ò ñmaiden,ò ñvirgin,ò and ñyoung ladyò (16), 

An Nguyenôs ethnographic study of this subculture reveals that its members prefer the term 

otome or maiden, which Nguyen describes as ña genderless term that offers similar modes of 

liminality é as shǾjo but without the childlike image and with a stronger sense of agency and 

awarenessò (21). Leongôs choice to associate Juliet with this subculture and its fashion says a 

great deal about the way in which the Manga Shakespeare interprets the character: Leong and 

Appignanesiôs Juliet is a young woman who endeavours to enter into adulthood on her own 

terms, who is conscious of her role in society and the image she projects, and uses this awareness 

to challenge the expectations placed on her by her restrictive family and community.           

In the first scene in which we are properly introduced to Juliet and her mother first 

proposes the idea of marriage to Paris, Juliet wears what looks like a school uniform: a plain, 

long sleeved shirt and a scarf over a modest, knee-length pleated skirt (20-25). Such a uniform is 

not only a reminder of Julietôs youth (she is still school-aged), but it is also symbolic of the 

structure and conformity which society endeavours to impose upon youth, aligning her marriage 

to Paris with this imposition of societal and parental authority upon adolescence. As she does in 



88 
 

the play, Julietôs mother advises her to use the upcoming eveningôs festivities to ñread oôer the 

volume of young Parisô face, and find delight writ thereò (25). However, in the manga, Lady 

Capulet says this while turning on the television. As the action and the instructions are paired in 

a single panel, one might expect Paris himself to appear on the television, so that Juliet can, as 

she has been instructed to do, look upon Paris and consider him as a potential husband (25). 

However, what appears on the screen instead is a financial news report (Fig. 2.11), complete 

with a chart illustrating the massive growth of Parisô company, a stark reminder that love will 

have no part in this marriage (Juliet will  not be marrying Paris, so much as his wealth), and that 

marriage to Paris entails becoming part of a patriarchal corporate world which will limit Julietôs 

own freedom and influence. These few panels thus illustrate just how much is at stake for Juliet, 

and although she agrees that she will ñlook to like,ò the manga omits the lines that follow this in 

the play, in which Juliet states that ñno more deep will I endart mine eye / than your consent 

gives strength to make it flyò (1.3.100-101). No longer a moment in which Juliet models filial 

obedience, the manga instead depicts this scene as a turning point in which Juliet seems to 

resolve to take control over her own fate. It is therefore telling that the next time we see Juliet, 

she is dressed in Lolita fashion, a fashion representative of female agency (33). That she is still 

dressed in this manner when she meets Romeo thus aligns Julietôs romance with the young 

Montague with freedom from the restrictive patriarchal structures represented by marriage to 

Paris, and with a desire to control how and when she enters adulthood. Indeed, the very fact that 

Romeo and Juliet agree together to marry places their courtship in direct contrast to her 

engagement to Paris, which is entirely arranged between Paris and Julietôs father. 

One of the characteristics associated with Lolita clothing is that of hirahira, or flutter, 

referring to the movement of objects like ribbons or frills that ñflutter in the breeze as symbols of 
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girlhoodò (qtd. in Nguyen 17). Hirahira is believed to represent the crossing of ñsensual 

boundariesò and the blurring of borders that are inherent to Lolita fashionôs understanding of 

girlhood as a state which ñconstantly traverses the borderlines of childhood and adulthood, 

innocence and disenchantment, naivety and wisdomò (17). In Leongôs interpretation of the 

tragedyôs famous balcony scene, there are two noteworthy moments in which the illustrations 

emphasize the fluttering effect of Julietôs Lolita outfit. The first of these moments occurs in a 

panel depicting Julietôs soliloquy (Fig. 2.12) in which she challenges the power of names in the 

creation of oneôs identity, arguing that ña rose by any other word would smell as sweetò (44). 

Here, the ends of the large bow tied around Julietôs waist appear to flutter in the breeze, as do the 

ends of the bows which are tied around her ankles to secure her shoes. This image thus aligns 

Julietôs use of the hirahira aesthetic with the sceneôs theme of identity construction. Like a rose 

which would still smell sweet even if it had been given a different name, Juliet suggests that 

there is something inherent within an individual to which his or her name bears no relation and 

upon which it has no effect. Romeoôs name, she insists, is ñno part of theeò (44). Nguyen 

suggests that hirahira imagery ñtranscends materialistic realitiesò (17), and as such its use in this 

panel seems to imply that Juliet argues for something beyond biology, something beyond the 

biological fact of Romeoôs Montague parentage and her own Capulet parentage, that defines 

them. Indeed, her earlier exhortation to Romeo to deny his parentage and cast off his name 

suggests a belief, or at least a desire, that one can take control over the construction of his or her 

identity, even overcoming those elements determined by biology. As is the case with stage and 

film representations, the choice of costume can suggest ideas or elements of character that are 

not expressed through language alone in a given scene. However, what makes hirahira 

particularly meaningful in the manga form is the fact that, since the story is conveyed in a series 
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of static images, what might otherwise be a temporary effect of transcending boundaries between 

identities (ending when the wearer of the dress or ribbons stops moving, for example, or when 

the wind that has caused the dress or ribbons to flutter dies down) becomes permanent. As a 

result, Leong is able to combine the manga form and the hirahira effect to suggest that oneôs 

identity is similarly in a permanent state of flux throughout oneôs life, rather than being settled at 

birth as a result of oneôs name or parentage.      

In the case of Romeo and Juliet, I believe that this line of thought can be extended to the 

biological fact of age. The second example of the use of the hirahira aesthetic speaks to this 

point, as it occurs when Juliet expresses her concern that her courtship with Romeo is happening 

too quickly (Fig. 2.13). In this panel, Juliet appears to be gazing up at the stars while the ends of 

the large bow around her waist again appear to flutter in the breeze, one even wrapping around to 

the front of Julietôs dress. The positioning of this ribbon, which comes to a point just below 

Julietôs waist, gestures towards the biological changes and urges which adolescence brings with 

it, as well as the sexual act that must legitimize the marriage that Juliet and her suitor will 

arrange by the end of the balcony scene. However, in contrast to the stereotypes which imply that 

adolescents are guided by their new biological urges, Juliet here proves to be guided instead by 

her reason and prudence. As discussed earlier in this chapter, Juliet worries about the dangers of 

such an impulsive and controversial courtship, telling Romeo that she has ñno joy of this contract 

tonightò and fears that ñit is too rash, too unadvised, too suddenò (2.1.160-161). In the panel, 

Juliet also likens her romantic ñcontractò with Romeo to lightning, which ñdoth cease to be ere 

one can say it lightensò (49). When paired with Julietôs Lolita fashion and the hirahira effect 

created in this panel, Julietôs words present more than just an ominous vision of her and Romeoôs 

doomed romance, which will also ñcease to beò before its time. They also come to suggest a 
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wariness on Julietôs part about leaving her maidenhood behind and moving into the new stage of 

life that marriage represents, as well an awareness of how fleeting youth truly is. The use of the 

hirahira aesthetic in this panel therefore highlights the fact that, in this scene, Juliet once again 

transcends the material reality of her body and acts in defiance of the hormone and emotion-

driven nature which that changing female body is assumed to bestow upon her. Furthermore, it 

emphasizes Julietôs awareness of the significance of marriage and what it entails, thereby making 

her acceptance of Romeoôs proposal not a hasty, impulsive decision, but rather a deliberate step 

out of maidenhood and into adult life. In taking this step, Juliet once again reveals a desire to 

enter into adulthood on her own terms, rather than at the time and with the person whom her 

father chooses for her.                 

Another of the ñconfident characterizationsò which Lesko challenges in her book is that 

adolescents ñcome of ageò into adulthood. She is critical of the evolutionary connotations that 

such an idea brings with it, as it suggests an ñarrival in an enlightened state after a lengthy period 

of backwardnessò (3). On the contrary, Horschelmann and Colls understand age not as a straight 

line from the undeveloped infant to the ñcompleteò adult. Rather, they argue for an 

understanding of bodies as relational and always in the process of becoming. Julietôs outfits in 

the Manga Shakespeare speak to this, problematizing the idea of entering adulthood as an 

evolution from a being in progress to a complete or perfected being. Julietôs dress in the scene in 

which she awaits Romeoôs arrival is adorned with a butterfly pattern (88). This symbolic pattern, 

the likes of which are common in Lolita fashion, points to the problems involved with looking at 

adolescence as a stage in the life cycle to be ñovercomeò on the way to a completed form, as a 

caterpillar is to a butterfly. Julietôs transition into adulthood is much more complicated than such 

a view would suggest. Although she is now a married woman, which many would argue means 
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that she has crossed over the threshold into adulthood, no drastic transformation has taken place. 

Juliet still faces the same barriers to agency and communication that she did the day before her 

wedding, as she will soon discover when she learns that the ancient feud which divides her and 

Romeoôs families has led to her new husbandôs banishment. Similarly, in the scene of her and 

Romeoôs last night together, Juliet wears a baby doll nightgown that again associates her with 

youth in another moment which many view as that in which an individual crosses into adulthood, 

the moment of her first sexual encounter. This choice problematizes the idea of these events 

(marriage, loss of virginity) as definitive markers of adulthood, and perhaps the very practice of 

relying on such markers at all, instead encouraging readers to think of entering into adulthood as 

an ongoing process, as Horschelmann and Colls suggest. However, it has a very different effect, 

a few pages later, when she is still wearing the nightgown while Capulet beats her and then 

disowns her for refusing to marry Paris (122-123). The violence of this scene, spread out over 

two pages of the manga, removes from the nightgown its subversive power, and instead 

highlights the difference in power between Juliet and her father. As such, one could argue that 

Leongôs costuming of Juliet in this scene draws attention to yet another contributing cause for 

the protagonistsô tragic demise at the end of the play. Perhaps it is not only Julietôs fraught 

transition into adulthood that leads to her death, but rather her efforts to escape patriarchal 

systems that she knows will rob her of her agency.    

 

Conclusion  
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Although they work with illustrations and not live actors in the Manga Shakespeare 

Romeo and Juliet, Leong and Appignanesi are able to embody particular ideas about adolescence 

within their designs for the tragedyôs protagonists, in much the same way that actors in a stage 

performance might endeavour to do. Through the charactersô relationship to a new setting which 

is both modern and non-Western, through costuming which positions these characters as 

members of youth subcultures within this new setting, and finally through the use of specific 

illustration techniques such as the Super Deformed or SD style, the manga is able to 

problematize prevailing Western notions about adolescence which have often coloured readings 

of Shakespeareôs tragedy. The manga challenges readings of Romeo as completely at the mercy 

his adolescent hormones, for example, or of Juliet as a young woman who allows the infatuation 

of a first love to overwhelm her reason. In doing so, Appignanesi and Leong move the focus 

away from Romeo and Julietôs young age and redirect it towards various other factors which 

contribute to the protagonistsô early deaths. While the young age of Romeo and Juliet is certainly 

an important part of Shakespeareôs narrative, patriarchal social structures, failures of 

communication, and conflicting personal identities all play just as great, if not greater, roles in 

setting the playôs tragic events into motion.  

As Richard Schechner notes in Performance Studies, one of the defining characteristics 

of performance is that it does not aspire to ideological neutrality, but instead performers must 

remain conscious of their ñown stances in relation to the positions of others ï and then take steps 

to maintain or change positionsò (2). In this chapter, I have endeavoured to show that, despite the 

static nature of the medium, the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet embodies the adolescence 

of its protagonists in quite a dynamic way, in the sense that it reimagines the tragedyôs treatment 

of this fraught stage of life and represents a new development within ongoing discussions about 
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the theme of adolescence in Romeo and Juliet. Within the manga, Appignanesi and Leong 

demonstrate an awareness of their own stances within these discussions (as translators of 

Shakespeareôs work into comics, as adult creators of media for adolescents, and as individuals 

who live in the Western world which holds problematic ideas about adolescence) and they do 

indeed take steps to interrogate their own views and those of their audience. As this chapter has 

shown, Appignanesi and Leong do so by exploring the various other factors which influence the 

young lovers and presenting their doomed romance as a quest for agency and self-expression 

rather than as an act of youthful rebellion and impulsivity. In the manga, Romeo and Juliet are 

not only aware of the systems put in place to regulate their beliefs and behaviour due to their 

young age, but Appignanesi and Leongôs depiction of the tragedyôs protagonists suggests that, in 

pursuing their doomed romance, they are consciously working against these systems. The 

prologueôs introduction of Romeo and Juliet as star-crossed lovers who ñdoth with their death 

bury their parentsô strifeò (Prologue 8) gives the impression that, although they do bring about 

positive change within their feuding families in the end, the protagonists do so only by accident, 

through ñmisadventures.ò Indeed, the Chorus states that nothing ñbut their childrenôs endò 

(Prologue 11) can repair the rift between the Capulets and the Montagues, suggesting that the 

young lovers have no influence upon the situation save by inspiring grief within their parents 

through their own deaths. However, the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet (which omits 

these lines from its prologue) challenges this idea by presenting the star-crossed lovers as 

socially aware and engaged, and actively in pursuit of positive social change. 
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3 

Steampunk for the Holidays: 

Setting and Space in the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night 

 

Introduction  

 

 In the introduction to this dissertation, I explained that, in reading the comic as a 

performance medium, I understand that performance to be a collaboration between the adaptors 

and illustrators of those comics and their readers. The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet 

approaches Shakespeareôs tragedy by focusing upon the inner lives of its protagonists, using their 

design and costuming to explore more abstract elements of the individual characters and their 

experiences, ultimately advocating for a change in the way the playôs tragic heroes are read. 

However, this chapter will argue that the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night eschews such close 

character studies in favour of offering a broader critique of damaging social structures by 

experimenting not only with where the action of the play is set, but with the physical form of the 

manga book itself, giving the reader a much more tangible role in the production than he or she 

has in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet. Although both works belong to the same 

manga series, they therefore take markedly differently approaches to their respective plays. 

While my chapter about the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet provided insight into how the 

choices which adaptors and illustrators of Shakespeare comics make allow them to offer a 
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critical reading of some element of the play with which they are working, the chapter that 

follows will use the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night to gain insight into how, by creating their 

readers as collaborators, Shakespeare comics can potentially move outside of the play itself to 

offer a broader social commentary.  

 The description on the back cover of the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night intriguingly 

announces that the manga relocates the action of Shakespeareôs comedy to ña steampunk-

inspired nineteenth century.ò Steampunk originated in the late 1970s and early 1980s and was 

inspired by the works of classic nineteenth-century science fiction writers such as Jules Verne 

and H.G. Welles. The genre is ñcharacterized by technologies extrapolated from the science of 

that era, but which were not invented at that timeò (ñsteampunkò). Margaret Rose, in her article 

ñExtraordinary Pasts: Steampunk as a Mode of Historical Representation,ò breaks down the term 

for the reader: ñósteamô evokes specifically the nineteenth century and a focus on technology, 

past and present; ópunkô evokes an irreverent attitude toward historyò (Rose 321). Steampunk is, 

therefore, both a literary and aesthetic genre that places the past and the present into conversation 

with one another in order to challenge conventional understandings of historicity and progress. 

Twelfth Night is perhaps the ideal play into which to introduce elements of steampunk since 

festival, which is a key component of the play, similarly reimagines the nature of time. As 

Beverly J. Stoeltje notes in her chapter on festival in Folklore, Cultural Performances, and 

Popular Entertainments, ñmeaning in festival derives from experience, thus festival emphasizes 

the past. Yet festival happens in the present and for the present, directed toward the futureò 

(268). In other words, festival brings the past and the future into the present in a way for which 

traditional, linear understandings of time and development do not allow. 
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 This chapter will examine the multitude of ways in which the introduction of the element 

of steampunk into the setting of the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night works in tandem with the 

pre-existing trope of festival time to explore the undefined spaces in Shakespeareôs play. It will 

consider the ways in which the incorporation of Twelfth Night with steampunk motifs highlights 

the spaces in the play between past and present, male and female, master and servant ï all 

concepts that are much less firmly defined than they appear at first glance. More specifically, I 

will show that, in highlighting these spaces, adaptor Richard Appignanesi and illustrator Nana Li 

engage in the same work which is so important to the steampunk genre by problematizing ideas 

of progress within Shakespeareôs comedy. In the manga, this idea of progress includes both 

social progress, in the form of an individual trying to break through class or gender barriers and 

move up the social ladder, as well as physical progress, in the form of human intervention upon 

the natural landscape, of which there are many examples within the manga. Indeed, Liôs design 

of the setting for the manga frequently aligns physical and social progress, with Sir Toby 

receiving a lecture from Maria about his boisterous behaviour (an exchange which seemingly 

threatens the social hierarchy, since Maria is a member of the serving class and he is a knight) in 

front of an ornate water fountain in Oliviaôs garden (a set piece which represents human 

intervention in nature, as it turns water, a natural element, into art to be enjoyed by humans).  

Shakespeare himself aligns these two forms of progress in another of his comedies, The 

Winterôs Tale, in Perdita and Polixenesô lively debate about grafting in Act Four, Scene Four. 

Perdita maintains that there is something unnatural about the process of grafting flowers, while 

Polixenes insists that this process can actually ñmend natureò and create better, heartier flowers. 

Perdita then goes on to suggest that, just as she dislikes the unnaturalness of grafting flowers to 

create something that nature did not intend, so too would she never paint her face or otherwise 
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enhance her own features to attract a husband: ñI'll not put / The dibble in earth to set one slip of 

them; / No more than were I painted I would wish / This youth should say 'twere well and only 

therefore / Desire to breed by meò (4.4.100-103). Perdita thus acknowledges here a parallel 

between the artificiality of human intervention in the natural world and the way in which we 

present ourselves and relate to others socially. This parallel is made all the clearer when 

Polixenes, who at first argues in favour of grafting, cannot extend his same logic to interpersonal 

relationships. While he insists that cross-breeding flowers improves them, he cannot accept that 

the same might be true of mixing amongst social classes, and grows infuriated when he learns 

that his son, the prince Florizel, has fallen in love with Perdita, whom he believes to be the 

daughter of a poor shepherd. Although he has earlier praised Perdita as being ñtoo noble for this 

placeò (4.4.159), upon learning that she is engaged to Florizel, he immediately disowns his son 

and threatens to have Perditaôs face scratched with briars until she is made ñmore homely than 

thy stateò (4.4.413-414).  

Through its use of setting and space, Appignanesi and Liôs Manga Shakespeare Twelfth 

Night continues the discussion Shakespeare begins here. In the same way that the steampunk 

motif challenges ideas of temporality and progress, Appignanesi and Liôs use of setting and 

space allows their adaptation of Shakespeareôs comedy to respond to The Winterôs Tale (1611), a 

play which Shakespeare wrote several years after Twelfth Night (1602), challenging orderings of 

Shakespeareôs dramatic works in a chronological progression and instead understanding them as  

works in progress which can be made to speak back (or ahead) to another. However, instead of 

questioning whether or not society can be improved by the mixing of those who belong to 

different classes, the manga challenges the very existence of social hierarchies. By aligning these 

two types of progress through their presentation of the setting in the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth 
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Night, Appignanesi and Li reveal how unnatural social hierarchies truly are, placing our efforts 

to categorize individuals based on such factors as their class, gender or sexuality in the same 

realm as the clearing of a forest to make way for the development of new buildings, or the 

construction of a bridge to connect two pieces of land that do not connect naturally.  

The use of the steampunk setting enables Appignanesi and Li to accomplish this in the 

manga in a way which it could not do in a theatrical or cinematic production of Twelfth Night. In 

the discussion that follows, I will show that the comic gives visual form to the charactersô 

emotions and desires in a way that film and theatre cannot. The Manga Shakespeare Twelfth 

Night allows the steampunk motif that defines the mangaôs setting to bleed into these 

visualizations (for example, when Sebastian imagines himself and Viola in front of the image of 

a clock as he laments that their circumstances have cruelly separated them, or when Viola 

appears in front of a background of gears as she frets over what to do about Oliviaôs infatuation 

with her alter-ego, Cesario). In doing so, it reveals an inextricable link between an individualôs 

environment (both physical and social) and the way in which he or she thinks. Furthermore, 

steampunk is characterized by the presence of technology in which the mechanisms that allow it 

to run (such as gears) are visible. This technology contains a level of meaning within the comic 

that it does not convey in cinematic or theatrical productions, which are usually more passive 

viewing experiences, since it reflects a desire to be transparent about the fact that the reader is 

constantly in the process of ñoperatingò the technology that is the physical book, choosing how 

to hold it, when to turn the page, when to skim over a series of panels, when to dwell upon a 

particular image or caption, and so on. The presence of the steampunk motif in the Manga 

Shakespeare Twelfth Night thus represents a desire on the part of Appignanesi and Li to draw 
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attention to the readerôs role as collaborator, rather than to obscure it by making each panel and 

each scene blend seamlessly into the next.             

 

Ill yria : A Tale of Two Estates 

 

 In the panel immediately preceding that in which Viola asks ñwhat country, friends, is 

this?ò (18), Liôs illustration presents an image of a vast, mountainous landscape with a large 

estate at its peak, far off in the distance (Fig. 3.1). For those familiar with Shakespeareôs comedy, 

it quickly becomes apparent that the building depicted in this panel could be either Orsinoôs 

estate or Oliviaôs, since we know that Shakespeareôs comedy features two main settings, but we 

do not yet have enough information to identify it with certainty. If one reads ahead in the manga, 

one can conclude that the small, dark figure among the clouds in this early panel could be Festeôs 

plane, but this knowledge only further blurs the lines between the two estates, since Feste 

frequently travels between these two locations, the fool himself insisting that he belongs to both 

places and neither (3.1.33-36). It is not until several panels later that the estate is finally 

identified as Orsinoôs. As such, the two settings come to mirror one another, with the manga 

encouraging comparisons between them and allowing them to act as foils for each other. Even 

the names of the heads of each estate, Orsino and Olivia, are remarkably similar, both beginning 

with the same vowel sound and both being comprised of the same number of letters. Oliviaôs 

estate, which should be a site of mourning, since she has recently lost both her father and her 

brother, is actually characterized by joviality, thanks to the rambunctious Sir Toby and Sir 

Andrew. Orsinoôs estate, which should be characterized by frivolity since the duke is in love, is 
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actually quite somber, with the head of the house eventually ordering his musicians to stop 

playing altogether, leaving the estate in a mournful silence, as the melody reminds him of his 

unrequited desire for Olivia. While Viola fools Orsinoôs entire household into believing her to be 

the male page Cesario, Oliviaôs entire household conspires to fool her steward Malvolio into 

thinking she is in love with him. In Orsinoôs estate, Viola plays at being beneath her true station 

in life, a servant rather than a lady, while in Oliviaôs household, Malvolio imagines himself to be 

above his own station, the husband of the Countess Olivia, rather than her steward. Finally, while 

Orsinoôs household is defined by unrequited love (Orsinoôs for Olivia and Violaôs for Orsino), 

Oliviaôs is a household in which romance happens against the odds. Olivia falls in love with 

Cesario despite her vow not to consider any suitor for a seven-year grieving period, and a bizarre 

series of circumstances and cases of mistaken identity lead to the countess marrying Sebastian.  

 There is a level of discomfort that comes from not knowing which estate we are looking 

at, and this discomfort is one which Shakespeare himself cultivates in his comedy, as the entire 

opening scene between Orsino and his men passes without revealing the name of the country in 

which the scene takes place, or even the name of the love-stricken duke. In the manga, this 

opening scene even includes a panel in which Li gives the reader a glimpse of Oliviaôs estate, as 

Orsinoôs servant explains her vow to hide her face for seven years of mourning, but the 

illustration is careful to show only the top of one of the estateôs towers, purposely avoiding 

offering any distinguishing features by which the reader might be able to deduce which estate it 

is that Viola sees upon washing up on shore. By introducing its readers to Illyria in this manner, 

Appignanesi and Liôs Twelfth Night endeavours to inspire within them a self-conscious 

awareness of their impulse towards labelling and ordering, and the anxiety that occurs when they 

are unable to so, as is the case in the mangaôs early illustration of the rocky landscape. That the 
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two locations are revealed, throughout the course of the comedy, to actually be remarkably 

distinct from one another (both physically and with respect to their inhabitants) only emphasizes 

the risk involved in these systems of categorization by showing how reductive they can be.  

Violaôs introduction to Illyria in the manga is also noteworthy in the way that it reverses 

the treatment of setting with which Shakespeareôs own audience would have been familiar. In 

Shakespeareôs time, most of the setting was created through speech, through the charactersô 

descriptions of where the action of the play was taking place, and the stage itself would have 

been quite bare. Indeed, King Learôs Dover Cliff scene famously plays with this convention, as 

the audience is just as dependent upon Edgarôs description of the cliff as the blind Gloucester 

and, like Gloucester, cannot know that this description is a fiction until the duke attempts to step 

off the edge of the cliff and, rather than plummeting to his death, finds himself falling only a few 

feet (4.5.1-41). In the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night, the opposite is true. We see a rather 

detailed image of the setting before we even learn what this unfamiliar country is called. Indeed, 

Violaôs response to the captainôs answer to her question does little to verbally define this new 

setting, leaving the reader to continue to rely upon the visual which Li has provided: ñAnd what 

should I do in Illyria? My brother is in Elysiumò (18).  

From this early moment, then, Illyria is not likened to any real, tangible place, but rather 

to an abstract space which exists outside of the natural order and laws, and one which is 

associated with death, paradise, and myth (Brown 304). Rather than turning an abstract concept 

into something physically tangible ï a transformation with which readers are comfortable since it 

occurs so frequently in art ï the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night turns something tangible (the 

massive estate sitting atop the rocky landscape) into something abstract. Liôs illustration thus 

introduces the setting in a manner that problematizes this line between the tangible and the 
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abstract, hinting at the fact that some of that which we take for granted as being tangible, such as 

divisions of class and gender ï of which we see visible proof every day, in the media and in our 

own lived experience ï are actually abstract concepts. At the same time, however, this 

transformation reveals that our tacit acceptance of these abstract concepts has very tangible, and 

often harmful, effects. Indeed, the philosopher and gender theorist Judith Butler famously argued 

that ñthe foundational categories of identity ï the binary of sex, gender, and the body ï can be 

shown as productions that create the effect of the natural, the original, and the inevitableò (qtd. in 

Jagger, ñIntroductionò 3). In other words, Butler suggests that gender is a construction which 

exists within a system that works to make it seem as though it is something natural and 

unavoidable. Butler, like Appignanesi and Li in their Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night, thus 

encourages her readers to think critically about those constructions which play such a large role 

in shaping our understandings of ourselves and how we relate to others. 

Throughout the manga, there is a confusing or dream-like quality to the use of setting and 

space. It is frequently unclear how different settings connect to one another, so that the reader is 

unable to get a sense of Illyria as a continuous, realistic space. For example, the stairs leading 

down to the cellar where Sir Toby and his accomplices have locked Malvolio seem to go on 

forever in both directions, without any clear connection to any established ground-floor location 

in Illyria (Fig. 3.2). As such, the purpose of this staircase seems to be less about creating a 

continuous, realistic sense of location and more about emphasizing the stewardôs isolation. 

Similarly, as Viola discusses unrequited love with Orsino, she stands near the statue of a crying 

woman (Fig. 3.3). The statue appears to be quite small. However, in the panel immediately next 

this one, the statue is depicted as being roughly the same size as Viola, and even appears to be 

gazing back at her, so that the statueôs tears might have been inspired by listening to Violaôs 
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story (89). As in the earlier example, then, Liôs use of space is more abstract, implying not that 

the statue and Viola are truly the same physical size, but instead that the weeping statue mirrors 

the depth of Violaôs own sadness. In the manga, characters also frequently appear in imagined 

settings that are not a part of Illyria at all. For example, as he works through Mariaôs riddle, 

Malvolio imagines himself standing upon an ornate stage, struggling to push large blocks with 

the four letters (M, O, A, I) embedded into them (Fig. 1.4). Again, the setting here speaks more 

to Malvolioôs ostentatious nature and how hard he must work to make the clue fit the answer he 

desires than it does to any sort of realistic or continuous sense of location. Liôs Illyria is a setting 

which is anti-naturalistic and disorienting, presenting space as fluid and discontinuous in the 

same way that steampunk so frequently does with time. To return to Butler, just as steampunkôs 

reimagining of linear time represents a challenge to ideas of historicity and progress, the 

discontinuous, disorienting approach to setting and space in the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth 

Night might similarly represent a challenge to the practice of presenting identities as natural and 

inevitable. These settings do not endeavour to create the effect of the natural but rather embrace 

their artificiality, and indeed, as I have shown, Li often uses this artificiality to set the tone for a 

scene or to provide insight into the character who engages with that particular setting.      

 

Dislocating Gender 

 

 One important way in which the manga explores the constructed nature of gender 

differences is through an added emphasis upon the physical similarity between Viola (and her 

alter-ego Cesario) and Sebastian. Their remarkably similar appearances cause a great deal of 
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confusion, especially in the playôs climax. In this scene, multiple characters mistake the two 

twins for one another, leading to a great deal of misunderstanding, with Olivia even marrying 

Sebastian while believing him to be Viola, in her disguise as the page Cesario. It is easy to 

understand how Olivia could make such a mistake, however, as the manga often presents the 

twins as doubles of one another, and it uses the liminal space which the mangaôs steampunk 

setting creates to do so. For example, in the character pages at the beginning of the Manga 

Shakespeare Twelfth Night (Fig. 3.5), Viola and Sebastian are presented standing side by side, 

making identical funny faces at one another. Although Viola is dressed not in her disguise as the 

male page Cesario, but instead in her ñwomanôs weeds,ò Viola and Sebastian are so similar in 

their appearance and posture in this image as to give the effect of there being a mirror in between 

them, of the twins being perfect reflections of one another. Finally, while the backgrounds of the 

other character pages offer some hint of setting (a pattern of leaves and a pillar in the character 

page for Orsino and Olivia, for example, suggests that they are outside, likely in Oliviaôs 

garden), the character page for the twins offers no such detail. Instead, the plain background 

keeps them in a sort of liminal space, free from the social systems which would distinguish them 

from one another and downplay their similarities by conferring set identities and roles upon them 

based on their genders. 

 Liôs illustration also makes use of the physical space of the manga page in the placement 

of captions in relation to the images of Viola and Sebastian. Both twins have a caption directly 

above their heads which is drawn from their dialogue within the play itself. Violaôs image is 

paired with her lament, upon realizing that Olivia has fallen in love with her alter-ego Cesario: 

ñDisguise, I see thou art a wickedness!ò (2.3.25). Sebastianôs image is paired with the characterôs 

delighted exclamation upon Oliviaôs confusing him for Cesario and inviting him into her home: 
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ñIf it be thus to dream, still let me sleep!ò (4.1.59). Finally, a third caption runs across the bottom 

of the page, connecting the two images. This third caption is taken from Orsinoôs astonished 

reaction upon first seeing the twins together: ñOne face, one voice, one habit ï and two persons!ò 

(5.1.209). While this line can be read as reductive, presenting Cesario and Sebastian as 

interchangeable because they are so physically similar, I would argue that, paradoxically, the 

exact opposite reading can also apply. Despite sharing a common face, voice, and habit, Viola 

and Sebastian nevertheless remain two persons, suggesting that what truly distinguishes people 

from each other cannot be seen, and thus efforts to organize people based on such seemingly 

observable markers as class and gender are inherently flawed. This caption, when paired with 

those above Viola and Sebastianôs images, begins the exercise of exploring the constructed 

nature of gender and challenging the hierarchical system that privileges and empowers one 

gender identity over all others.      

 Violaôs deception, to which her caption on the character page refers, is one which blurs 

the line between genders not because of her male disguise, but because of her actions. After her 

first meeting with Olivia, Viola realizes that the countess has become taken with her alter-ego, 

Cesario, and laments ñhow easy it is for the proper false / In womenôs waxen hearts to set their 

forms! / Alas, our frailty is the cause, not we / For such as we are made of, such we beò (2.2.27-

30). Violaôs use of the word ñweò here is telling, as it aligns her with the ñwaxen-heartedò 

women who are easily deceived by charming men, while she is at the same time the ñproper 

false,ò the charming man who has just deceived Olivia. Does the fact that she, a woman, has just 

herself been the perpetrator of the very trick to which she believes women often fall victim 

perhaps suggest that such delineations of gender are less clear cut than Viola believes them to 

be? Sebastianôs caption, meanwhile, highlights a moment which ñseems to fly in the face of the 
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individual reality we ascribe to each personò (Brown 301) by suggesting that Cesario and 

Sebastian are interchangeable. However, the reader knows that Cesario is Violaôs fictional 

construction, the pageôs masculinity a role she has been performing, and as such this moment in 

Twelfth Night challenges ideas of performance as completely separate from reality: ñthe play 

invokes the notion of performance and plays it off against something other than performance, but 

declines to assert that one term of this dualism is true and the other falseò (Brown 301). Although 

gender, like Cesario, is a construction, something which is indeed performed, this does not make 

it ñfalse.ò As I discussed earlier in this chapter, the effects of the division of gender, and the 

hierarchical social structure which has placed males in a position of power over females 

throughout history, are very real, even if their cause is a construction. Indeed, even within the 

world of the play, Viola is forced to take on a male disguise in order to survive in Illyria because 

she has no funds of her own nor any means of supporting herself in her female form. Sebastian, 

on the other hand, can walk freely around Illyria in his own guise, supported as he is by the 

bonds of homosocial male friendship in the form of Antonio, who gives him money and even 

arranges for lodging for the pair of them. In placing this character page at the very beginning of 

the book, and in placing these captions directly over the images of Viola and Sebastian, 

respectively, Li uses the physical space of the manga to raise important questions about the 

performed nature of gender and male privilege before the narrative proper has even begun.  

 Similarly, in a later scene in which Sebastian tells Antonio about the sister whom he 

believes has died in the shipwreck, the background of the panel includes an image of what is 

presumably Viola and Sebastian (Fig. 3.6). Both sister and brother are naked and curled into fetal 

positions that are the perfect reverse of each other, putting the audience in mind of twins in the 

womb, especially since Sebastian briefly alludes to their birth. As Jennifer C. Vaught notes in her 
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book Carnival and Literature in Early Modern England, Twelfth Night is set in the midst of 

festival time, a time associated with ñtemporary misrule, role reversals, and disguisesò (Vaught 

4). It is a temporal space in which identity is fluid, and by placing the twins in the posture of 

mirroring one another in the womb, Liôs illustration allows them to become an almost ouroboros-

like figure in which it is difficult to tell where one begins and the other ends. The implication is 

that, despite their different sexes, either twin could easily slip into the otherôs identity, and this is 

exactly what Viola attempts to do by creating the character of Cesario and basing him upon her 

twin brother. What is particularly interesting about this image is that, although their posture and 

placement seems to suggest twins in the womb, Viola and Sebastian are drawn as fully-formed 

adults, rather than as infants. The choice to represent the twins as adults in this image highlights 

the physical and biological differences between them, differences that become most pronounced 

after puberty, before the narrative then goes on to divorce masculinity and femininity from these 

physical and biological markers, as I will show in the paragraphs that follow. Indeed, Butler is 

also very interested in the ways in which bodies are politically constructed, expounding upon the 

processes through which ñsex and gender come to be conceived as natural extensions of a 

biological body, rather than taking the materiality (or biology) of the body as a starting pointò 

(Jagger, ñBody Matters" 53). The manga thus creates distance between physical or biological 

development and the differentiation of genders which is enacted through socialization. Although 

the twins appear to be fully physically developed, their depiction in utero in this panel 

nevertheless places them within a state of development of some other kind, and one which has 

little or no connection to the biological transformation which is already complete.   

 Another important detail in this panel is the clock behind the figures of the twins, as 

Sebastian explains that they were ñboth born in an hourò (62). This allusion to time and 
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clockwork draws upon the mangaôs steampunk setting and speaks to the mangaôs concern with 

challenging gender and class binaries. As G. D. Falkson notes in his article about steampunk, 

gears become an important and ever-present motif in the genre because ñsteam power is 

mechanical power and its transmission demands a network of moving parts in the same way that 

electrical power transmission demands wiresò (Falkson). Having suggested in the previous 

paragraph that the placement of Viola and Sebastian in utero might speak more to the social 

construction of their genders than to the biological development which takes place in the womb, 

I wonder if it might be useful to read the placement of the clock behind the twins, complete with 

the gears necessary to allow it to run, as representative of the systems (the ñnetwork of moving 

partsò) involved in the cultural construction of the twinsô genders. Gender is embedded within a 

much larger system which depends upon a hierarchical social structure and the subjugation of 

particular groups (including women and those who do not fit into the accepted gender norms) in 

order for those in power to remain in power: ñGender systems are institutionalized through 

education systems, political and economic systems, legislation, and culture and traditionsò 

(ñImportant Concepts Underlying Gender Mainstreamingò). To offer some examples, religious 

traditions which position women as the cause of human suffering (for example, in the biblical 

story of Eveôs temptation in the Garden of Eden, which leads to her and Adamôs fall) have 

historically been used as justification for womenôs subjugation to men. Throughout history, 

women have not had the same access to education as men, and this is the case even today in 

many parts of the world. Women have therefore been forced to rely upon their more educated 

male counterparts to support them. Even today, women are paid less than men for doing the same 

jobs, making it much more difficult for a woman to support herself alone than it is for a man. 

Finally, legislation which seeks to deny a woman the right to choose whether or not she wishes 
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to become pregnant promotes the idea that a womanôs body does not belong to her, but instead 

must be regulated by those in power. As Sebastian speaks in this panel about being cruelly 

separated from his twin, reading the image of the clock in this way can be enlightening, as it 

draws attention to those cultural systems, far more insidious than any storm, put in place to 

separate men and women.     

The image of the clock also speaks to the fact that the early modern period saw the spread 

of ornamental time pieces, such as clocks and watches, and a decline in ñrural, communal 

festivities marking time according to the leisurely cycle of the seasonsò (Vaught 113). In fact, 

Shakespeareôs play hints at some anxiety about this development. One of the results of this shift, 

as Vaught suggests, is that the experience of time itself became both classed and gendered. These 

personal time pieces were accessible only to royalty and the wealthy upper classes. This meant 

that time became privatized for the wealthy, who were no longer dependent upon public clocks 

or church bells tolling out the hour, while the lower classes still relied upon such communal 

means of time-keeping (114). As such, oneôs experience of time in the early modern period 

would have been markedly different depending upon his or her class. Vaught notes a similar, 

perceived difference in the experience of time for early modern men and women of the upper 

classes: ñin early modern culture, notions of business, haste and time-efficiency were frequently 

masculinized, but erotic, ornamental, and leisurely displays of time were often feminizedò (113). 

The effort to organize and commodify time, of which steampunk is so critical, thus contributed 

to the stark division of classes and genders, as it resulted in the belief that, for example, men and 

women were not only physically different, but they actually experienced the passage of time 

differently. As Iôve noted, the more efficient and productive model of time became associated 

with men, thus making the ñmasculineò model of time that which is crucial for a cultureôs 
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survival, and which must therefore be privileged above the ñfemaleò model of time. Shakespeare 

comedy challenges this division of time, since the characters most associated with leisure in his 

play are male (such as Orsino, who does not work but spends his days listening to love songs and 

pining over Olivia, and Sir Toby and Sir Andrew who spend their days eating and drinking), 

while Viola, whose female gender becomes a central focus of the play through her (often 

unsuccessful) efforts to adopt a masculine appearance and masculine mannerisms, is frequently 

engaged in labour. While in the play this labour primarily takes the form of her delivering 

messages of love to Olivia on Orsinoôs behalf, the manga highlights it through the inclusion of 

several panels in which Viola, as Cesario, is shown performing maintenance upon a plane. 

Indeed, on page thirty-four, immediately following the panel in which Viola slides out from 

under the engine upon which sheôs been working, she is shown wiping grease off her hands, 

drawing attention to the manual labour in which she has just been engaged (34).      

 Finally, the moment of the twinsô reunion is given a two-page spread in which Sebastian 

and Viola, still in her disguise as Cesario, are once again placed in juxtaposition to one another, 

the two characters facing one another from opposite pages, with a smaller image of the twins 

embracing embedded in between the two larger images (Fig. 3.7). This is a particularly effective 

moment in the manga because it makes use of the actual physical structure of the book and the 

space of the pages. The full -page image of Viola, in her disguise as Cesario, and the full-page 

image of Sebastian opposite are essentially one when the book is closed, and then forcibly pulled 

apart as the reader opens to this page. In this way, the manga offers a tangible metaphor for the 

way in which imposing order and labels upon what are, on the contrary, quite fluid identities 

leads to alienation and separation. While the book remains closed, Viola and Sebastian are as 

close as they can possibly be, and they are separated only when the reader pulls apart the pages. 
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Although we learn that a shipwreck has separated Viola and Sebastian at the beginning of the 

manga, this second separation, at the very moment of the twinsô reunion, is jarring because it 

makes the reader culpable, since it is the result of the readerôs own actions. Liôs illustration thus 

speaks not only to the alienating effects of labels and social hierarchies, but also to our own 

complicity within these systems, as it is only the readerôs participation within the narrative that 

forces the twins apart in this moment.     

 As I have suggested above, Liôs illustrations do much to separate gender from the 

physical and biological markers which have been used to define it, especially through Liôs use of 

the physical space of the manga panel, as well as through her choice of setting for key scenes. 

This aim is particularly evident in Liôs depiction of the scene of Cesario and Sir Andrewôs duel. 

To begin, when Sir Toby first tells Viola, in her disguise as Cesario, of the challenge from Sir 

Andrew, and he describes the knight in the most intimidating terms as a joke upon the page, the 

images of the two duellers are juxtaposed in a way that highlights how far removed Cesario is 

from Shakespeareôs models of masculinity (Fig. 3.8), such as ñóthe Chivalrous Knightô reflected 

in Bolingbroke or the óHerculean Heroô represented by Coriolanus, Antony and Hectorò (Gates 

46). Goran V. Stanivukovic notes that, in Twelfth Night, masculinity is ñmostly a subject of 

conversation and less of actionò (118), and the arrangement of this page emphasizes the extent to 

which rhetoric shapes our ideas of gender. The imposing figure of Cesarioôs challenger, as Sir 

Toby paints him with his words, takes up the entire page, quite literally looming over the 

terrified figure of Viola, who appears in a much smaller embedded panel in the bottom right of 

the page. She looks to the left, giving the appearance that she is looking up at this larger-than-life 

figure and cowering before him. As Viola confesses that she is ñno fighterò (146), Li draws the 

character with large eyes without pupils and wavy lines around her body to suggest that she is 
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shaking in fear. This implied involuntary physical response thus counters yet another trait which 

was closely tied to healthy masculinity: that of control over oneôs body. During this time, there 

was a great desire to ñdifferentiate between the open female body and closed male bodyò and one 

of the ways in which this was achieved was through a pathological discourse ñthat emphasised 

the importance of men controlling their bodies and minds to ensure they maintained their health 

and gender identityò (Reinke-Williams 686). This is, therefore, a wonderful moment of dramatic 

irony within the manga, since the reader can derive great humour from observing Cesarioôs 

reaction and comparing the image of this paragon of masculinity which Sir Toby has created 

with the reality of Sir Andrew Aguecheekôs scrawny form and cowardly demeanour. The 

audience knows what the page does not: that this so-called ñdevilò of a challenger is, in truth, as 

far from the aforementioned models of masculinity as Viola or her alter-ego Cesario. The ability 

of the comic to lend visual form to falsehoods (such as Sir Tobyôs description of Sir Andrew for 

Viola) and fantasies (such as Malvolioôs fantasy of becoming a nobleman through marriage to 

Olivia, discussed later in this chapter) allows it to engage the reader in a way that is unique to the 

form. Since these falsehoods and fantasies are just as visually present as the reality throughout 

the manga, the reader must play a larger role in distinguishing between them. The readerôs 

experience is therefore different from that of a theatregoer, for whom only the reality is visually 

discernable on stage, while Sir Tobyôs falsehood and Malvolioôs fantasy are illustrated solely 

through the charactersô words. 

 Furthermore, Li sets both this scene and the duel itself in an apple orchard. Apple 

orchards are a strong example of human intervention in the natural world. To return to my earlier 

discussion of the debate in The Winterôs Tale over the interbreeding of flowers, different species 

of apples have likewise been interbred to create heartier, more attractive, and more flavourful 
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varieties (ñApple Genome Sequenceò). In an apple orchard, apple trees are purposefully planted 

and cultivated with the aim of providing food for humans. Indeed, when she is forced to find a 

weapon with which to defend herself in the duel, Violaôs gaze lands on a pitchfork, a tool with 

which humans maintain and manage natural resources. Similarly, once the duel begins, both the 

pitchfork with which Viola intends to defend herself and Sir Andrewôs own sword have the word 

ñrattleò (149) written over them in shaky font, to convey that neither of these characters has the 

control over their bodies which I have discussed as the masculine ideal, and neither is confident 

using their weapons. This is especially meaningful since, while we might expect this in Viola, 

who has only disguised herself as a man, Sir Andrew is a biological male, and yet both fall short 

of the models of masculinity described above. Finally, Li further problematizes the connection 

between gender and the materiality of the body in the panel right before the duel begins, in which 

Cesario laments that ña little thing would make me tell them how much I lack of a manò (149). 

What is noteworthy about this panel is that it is left completely blank aside from the 

aforementioned text, rather than showing Cesarioôs panicked expression as she utters these 

words. These lines have often been read as a double entendre referring to Cesarioôs lack of the 

most obvious marker of masculinity, male genitalia. However, by removing Cesarioôs image 

completely, I would suggest that the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night perhaps challenges this 

easy reading of the lines, instead raising the question of what, exactly, Cesario does lack of a 

man, and problematizing the easy categorization of male and female based on external physical 

markers. While Cesarioôs words stand out starkly against the black background, the reader is left 

to imagine for him or herself what this ñlackò might refer to, and the result will inevitably reveal 

more about the readerôs own ideas about gender than about Cesario. In this scene, therefore, the 

unique relationship between image and text which characterizes the comic allows it to 
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defamiliarize visual cues which readers and audience members might otherwise take for granted 

and suggest that their meanings are not as simple or self-evident as they might at first appear. 

 Another of the important ways in which Twelfth Night challenges attempts at a binary 

understanding of masculine and feminine is by challenging the idea that certain traits and 

behaviors are essential to each gender. Nowhere is this clearer than in Orsinoôs extended 

discussions with his page Cesario about the difference between the way in which women love 

and the way in which men love. In this exchange, the duke ultimately suggests that women are 

incapable of loving with the same passion and depth as men: ñthere is no womanôs sides / Can 

bide the beating of so strong a passion / As love doth give my heart; / no womanôs heart / So big, 

to hold so muchò (2.4.91-94). The challenge to Orsinoôs narrow ideas, of course, lies in the 

dramatic irony of this scene. He makes these statements to Viola, whose own devoted love for 

Orsino already gives the lie to his restrictive views about the genders. The Manga Shakespeare 

Twelfth Night seems to offer further commentary upon Orsinoôs self-indulgent model of love 

through its use of setting. Immediately before Orsino begins spouting his views about love and 

the differences between womenôs and menôs capacities for love, Li presents the reader with a 

long shot image of what appears to be Orsinoôs study, where he and Cesario will have the 

conversation that follows (Fig. 3.9). One can enter this study through a large, ornate archway, 

where one will find a long round table, surrounded by well-stocked bookshelves which are tall 

enough to double as the roomôs walls. What is noteworthy about this image, however, is that the 

study itself takes up only a small portion of the large panel, which covers about two-thirds of the 

page. The rest of the image is taken up with negative space, primarily the dark walls behind the 

study, a few staircases leading away from the room, and sparse windows in the background. 

Indeed, Li includes the onomatopoeic ñwhooooò to indicate the extreme emptiness of the space, 
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such that even the slightest noise is magnified through echoes (80). Since it is so closely paired 

with Orsinoôs lecture to Cesario about love, I would argue that the setting for this exchange can 

be read as a rather biting commentary upon Orsinoôs own love for Olivia. Although it may 

appear grandiose and passionate on the surface, when one takes a step back, one discovers that it 

actually bears very little substance.  

 In contrast, Violaôs willow cabin speech, through which she attempts to court Olivia on 

Orsinoôs behalf, reveals an understanding of passionate, sacrificing love which far surpasses 

Orsinoôs own. As Cesario, she promises Olivia to ñmake me a willow cabin at your gateò and 

ñwrite loyal cantons of contemned loveò (1.5.237-239). Orsinoôs ñpassion,ò has him idly 

luxuriating in his unrequited love, spending his days at home listening to romantic music. 

However, the idea of love which Viola paints in the willow cabin speech is productive, resulting 

in the construction of monuments and songs to commemorate the unrequited love. A productive 

love such as this, which celebrates the beloved through the production of art that may even 

outlast her, certainly seems preferable to that of Orsino, which seems to celebrate only the 

loverôs own capacity for love. Despite only being painted with her words, the imagined setting 

Viola presents bears a great deal more substance than the actual setting of Orsinoôs study. 

Furthermore, in the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night, the devotion which Viola shows to the 

duke makes it clear that her capacity for love is every bit as deep as his own. Viola does not face 

Olivia while delivering the willow cabin speech, but rather turns her back to Olivia and gazes out 

the window, off into the distance, presumably toward Orsinoôs estate and the intended subject of 

these words of love (57). Orsinoôs narrow views about womenôs capacity for love, and the 

narrow understanding of gender which they imply, are therefore, proven wrong by the very 

person to whom he expounds them.  
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Dislocating Class 

 

 As noted in the introduction to this chapter, one of the distinguishing characteristics of 

steampunk is its juxtaposition of a historical setting and (often anachronistic) steam-powered 

technology, and the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night is no exception to this rule. One of the 

most noteworthy ways in which this motif is incorporated is through the presence of rudimentary 

airplanes, to which I alluded earlier. Airplanes, of course, had not only not yet been invented in 

Shakespeareôs time, but they had not yet been invented in the nineteenth century either, which is 

when the Manga Shakespeareôs edition of the play is presumably set. However, although the 

back-cover copy places the manga within this time period ï it announces that the manga takes 

place in ña steampunk-inspired 19th century ï the era that invented the modern Christmasò ï the 

various examples of anachronistic technology allow the manga to resist such specific temporal 

placement, in the same way that the physical setting of the manga resists being mapped out, and 

instead creates Illyria as a dreamlike, discontinuous space. Earlier in this chapter, I alluded to the 

privatization of time which took place among the upper classes in the early modern period and 

suggested that it resulted in the upper and lower classes developing markedly different 

relationships to time. As such, placing the action of Shakespeareôs play into an undefined and 

undefinable temporal space enhances Appignanesi and Liôs commentary about the constructed 

nature of class distinctions in their Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night. 

 Twelfth Night is a play which itself emphasizes the fluid nature of time. For example, 

although the action of the play is meant to unfold during the Twelfth Night festivities, we are 
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told that Viola has been in Orsinoôs service for three months by the playôs end (5.1.94), which is 

a significantly longer span of time. Furthermore, when represented on the stage or in a film, that 

time frame (whether it is the length of the holiday or the three months to which Orsino alludes) is 

condensed even further into a two-hour production. However, the comic form further highlights 

this fluidity of time in various ways. For example, it is unclear how much time has passed in the 

spaces between panels, particularly when the manga transitions to a new scene. The reader is left 

to imagine, for example, how much time has elapsed between the panel in which Olivia asks Sir 

Toby and Maria to tend to Malvolio and the panel in which we see Malvolio in his cell, and this 

choice has a significant impact upon how cruel the prank against the steward becomes in the 

manga. If the reader imagines only a short time has passed, Malvolio might be read as 

overreacting to a relatively harmless prank and this can, in itself, be a source of humour in the 

manga. However, if the reader imagines several days, or even weeks, have passed, then the prank 

becomes much crueller and disproportionate to the crimes for which it is intended to punish 

Malvolio. The comic format also allows the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night to highlight the 

fluidity of time through its use of panels that vary in size. While certain moments in the manga 

pass quickly, represented in a small panel that takes up only a fraction of a single manga page, 

others (such as that in which Malvolio tries to puzzle out the author of the mysterious letter he 

finds, or the moment of Viola and Sebastianôs reunion) span two full pages of the manga. Liôs 

illustrations thus reveal that not all moments are created equal, suggesting a flaw in efforts to 

quantify time and divide it into neat, regular increments. This revelation is mirrored in the 

experience of the reader, who inevitably pauses to linger over the two-page spread while quickly 

passing over the smaller panels in an effort to move forward in the narrative.          
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 To return to the anachronistic image of the airplane, then, both Viola and Feste use planes 

to navigate between Orsinoôs estate and that of Olivia. Indeed, the reader is first introduced to 

Feste after he crashes his plane into the roof of Oliviaôs home, which suggests the difficulty and 

risk of dividing oneôs time between two masters as Feste endeavours to do. Perhaps even more 

challenging, however, is the fact that both Viola and Feste must navigate the murky space 

between the serving and upper classes. Viola, in her disguise as Cesario, even admits to Olivia 

that her parentage is ñabove my fortunesò (1.5.249). Feste, meanwhile, belongs to the serving 

class but his livelihood depends upon him speaking what are sometimes painful truths to his 

upper-class patrons. Feste constantly walks a razorôs edge between amusing his patrons with his 

insights and offending them so harshly that they cease to support him any further. As Viola notes 

in Act 3, Scene 1, Feste ñmust observe their mood on whom he jests, / The quality of persons, 

and the time, / And like the haggard, check at every feather / That comes before his eyeò (3.1.55-

58). In other words, just as the wild hawk will go hungry if he fails to observe his preyôs 

disposition while he is hunting, so too will Feste lose his livelihood if he missteps and offends 

Orsino or Olivia. It is telling, then, that Feste spends several scenes of the manga riding upon a 

unicycle, another eccentric piece of technology which requires the rider to remain expertly 

balanced at all times or else risk falling over, including the very scene in which Viola marvels at 

his skill in navigating such a precarious position.  

 In the manga, this scene takes place just outside of the row of hedges which acts as a wall 

surrounding Oliviaôs garden. This choice of setting lends credence to Festeôs claim that no single 

estate can ever truly have a claim upon him, as ñfoolery é does walk about like the sun. It 

shines everywhereò (3.1.33-34). However, in doing so, the setting draws attention to the darker 

implications of such a claim. As a member of the serving class, Feste is not himself a 
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homeowner, and as such he is completely dependent upon his wit and the generosity of his 

patrons to keep a roof over his head, and to keep him fed and clothed.  Liôs choice of setting for 

this scene, as well as the later scene in which Feste encounters Sebastian against the backdrop of 

the gates surrounding Oliviaôs estate, also ties Feste to the practice of enclosure which was so 

controversial in the early modern period. Enclosure enforced the idea of the natural world not 

only as property, but as something off which individuals could profit:  

  conceiving of land as private property led to individuals redirecting the use of that 

  land for personal (or individual familyôs) gain, which typically took the form of  

  enclosing or engrossing land for the purposes of maximizing productivity and  

  yield. (Munroe 17) 

This development contributed to the widening of the wealth disparity, as those who already 

owned large amounts of land were able to profit, while poorer rural families were displaced and 

forced to move into urban areas where work was scarce (Munroe 18). Importantly, the enclosure 

movement also paved the way for a great deal of social mobility, as it ñenabled some members of 

the merchant and gentry classes (as well as upper-class landowners) to gain wealth and social 

status along with propertyò (Munroe 18). Feste, who stands outside of the boundaries around 

Oliviaôs estate in both the aforementioned scenes in the manga, is thus positioned squarely as a 

member of the lower class who suffered great losses as a result of enclosure, despite the upper-

class company he keeps. This is a point to which Liôs costuming of the fool also attests, as his 

clothing shows signs of having been patched up on several occasions, one sleeve of his jacket 

bears a noticeable tear, and there is a large, gaping hole in the toe of one of his shoes (42). In the 

manga, Festeôs meagre living thus acts as a strong counterpoint to the excess of the aristocracy 

who employ him. However, the choice of setting thus also ties Feste to a form of upward social 

mobility achieved through wit and hard work, a form which runs counter to that which Malvolio 

aspires to, upward social mobility through marriage. Festeôs model presents a challenge to the 
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class system by placing the agency within the hands of those members of the lower class who 

move themselves up the social ladder through their own skill and dedication. Malvolioôs model, 

on the other hand, affirms the class system by placing the power within the hands of the upper-

class lady or gentleman who deigns to elevate the standing of a member of the lower class 

through marriage, a point which Appignanesi and Li also highlight in the manga, and to which I 

will return later in this chapter.  

 The wealthy of Twelfth Night indulge in excess during the holiday season. The most 

obvious example, of course, is that of Sir Toby and Sir Andrew, who spend every night engaged 

in eating, drinking, and other boisterous activity. However, Twelfth Nightôs other nobles also 

engage in their own forms of gluttony. Orsino, for example, indulges himself in an excess of 

unrequited love, and the play itself encourages the reading of this excess as a kind of gluttony 

through the dukeôs first line: ñIf music be the food of love, play on. Give me excess of it that, 

surfeiting, / The appetite may sicken and so dieò (1.1.1-2). Orsino wishes to gorge himself on 

loverôs lament in the same way that Falstaff, Shakespeareôs most famous glutton, consumes food. 

Similarly, Olivia might be read as indulging herself in an excess of mourning, as she goes far 

beyond what is expected of a grieving young daughter and sister. She has vowed that she will 

remain veiled for seven long years, and that she will cry every day for those seven years, in an 

attempt to keep her late brotherôs memory alive (1.1.25-30). While Olivia might be expected to 

grieve for her lost family members, the mourning which she intends does indeed seem 

gluttonous, especially when compared to that of Viola, who is in the same situation of having 

lost a brother. Though she believes her twin brother Sebastian to have died in the shipwreck, 

Viola nevertheless builds a life for herself on Illyria and even manages to find room in her heart 

to fall in love with the duke Orsino. By comparison, then, the minimal amount of grief which 
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Viola is willing to permit herself in her role as Orsinoôs page proves Oliviaôs mourning to be 

indulgent to a degree that we only see in Twelfth Nightôs aristocracy.  

 Although he is a servant, and therefore should be excluded from the gluttony and excess 

associated with Twelfth Nightôs nobility, Feste nevertheless becomes wrapped up in it, joining 

Sir Toby and Sir Andrew in their revelling. However, the manga is careful to show that Feste has 

a markedly different relationship with the excess of Oliviaôs estate than do the knights. On page 

seventy-one of the manga, immediately preceding the celebratory kitchen scene, Li adds the new 

setting of a walk-in pantry, in which Feste is caught by Sir Toby in the act of stealing food (Fig. 

3.10). In this panel, Festeôs arms are laden with the food he intends to steal, but he is frozen in 

place, having been discovered. His eyes are drawn significantly larger than normal, with small 

dots for pupils, and the illustration includes a speech bubble with a bolded exclamation mark that 

is nearly the size of Festeôs own head. These details highlight the extent of the foolôs alarm at 

being discovered with his arms full of food. The degree of alarm he exhibits makes it clear that 

Festeôs effort to rectify the discrepancy between the moderation of the servant and the excess of 

the upper classes is dangerous, even if Sir Toby does not end up chastising him for doing so. 

Festeôs alarm here also brings into focus the disparity of wealth and privilege between Feste and 

the two knights, despite the fact that they all carouse together in the scene that follows. What is 

so readily available to Sir Toby and Sir Andrew as to be taken for granted and gorged upon is, 

for Feste, obtainable only through dishonest means and at great personal risk. Furthermore, in the 

later scene in which Feste asks Cesario for more coins, the manga gives the reader a glimpse into 

the foolôs inner thoughts, which show him translating the first coin into a whole cooked chicken 

and the second into a full loaf of bread. These illustrations once again align Feste with a system 

which rewards labour and wit, in which his own skill set might one day allow Feste to indulge as 
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heavily as do the knights whom he entertains, as opposed to Illyriaôs current, self-perpetuating 

system which keeps the aristocracy in their privileged social positions and does not allow for 

upward social mobility.   

 One would expect Feste, as the fool, to embody the spirit of festival time in which 

Twelfth Night is situated. On the contrary, Feste is often both morbid and morose. Many of his 

songs in Shakespeareôs comedy concern loss and the fleeting nature of life, not exactly the jovial 

subject matter you might expect from a fool during a holiday. For example, in Act Two, Scene 

Four, he performs a song for Orsino that begins with the lyrics ñCome away, come away deathò 

(2.4.50). It is difficult to live, even temporarily, within the liminal space of festival time with any 

kind of merriment when one is constantly being bombarded with reminders that time will 

nevertheless catch up to you. Indeed, another character in Shakespeareôs comedy seems to take 

up this mantle of embodying the spirit of the holiday. Vaught explains that ñholiday rituals in the 

seventeenth century were increasingly appropriated by the monarchy and upper ranks for elite 

purposes and enjoyed privately instead of communallyò (92). This development represents a shift 

in the relationship of the wealthy to festival time, a privatization of festival time that is very 

similar to the more general privatization of time by the aristocracy which I discussed earlier in 

this chapter. Vaught notes that, far from using festival time as ñsafety-valves that allow the lower 

ranks to vent discontent during a limited period of misruleò (7), Twelfth Night sees the elite 

appropriate the motifs of festival time in order to quell the rise of ambitious members of the 

lower classes. More specifically, she suggests that Sir Toby takes upon himself the role of Lord 

of Misrule within Oliviaôs household, a role more often played in festival by ñlowly servantsò 

(100). He does so to wreak havoc upon the lives of his friends, such as the hapless Sir Andrew, 

and of pretentious servants, such as Malvolio. Sir Tobyôs adoption of the role is, of course, a far 
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cry from the more traditional function of the Lord of Misrule, which was to critique those in 

positions of power and comment upon societyôs woes. By presenting Feste as a challenge to the 

existing class structure, then, Appignanesi and Liôs Twelfth Night thus makes Sir Tobyôs 

commandeering of the role of Lord of Misrule all the more disturbing, since it suggests that the 

fool must do so within an environment in which even the socially acceptable models of class 

defiance have been quashed by those in power.  

 Although Feste seems to have very little trouble finding a place for himself alongside the 

aristocracy, other characters in the play are less successful in navigating the space between 

master and servant. Most noteworthy of these is Oliviaôs steward Malvolio, who often oversteps 

his station, chastising Sir Toby and Sir Andrew for their rambunctious behaviour despite the fact 

that they are both of much higher social standing than he. Indeed, in Act Two, Scene Three, after 

Malvolio attempts to silence the knightsô loud singing and dancing, Sir Toby quite viciously puts 

him in his place, sneering ñArt any more than a steward? Dost thou think because thou art 

virtuous there shall be no more cakes and ale?ò (2.3.102-104). If Malvolio believes himself to be 

in any way superior to the boisterous Sir Toby and his friends, he is quickly dispelled of that 

notion. Sir Toby firmly reminds him of his title of steward, a position which does not grant 

Malvolio the power to order noblemen to be quiet. But, more than that, in asking if Malvolio is 

not ñany moreò than a steward, he bitingly highlights just how low and insignificant of a position 

it truly is. Despite the holiday in which much of the social order is overturned, so that the 

nobleman does not hesitate to dance with (and eventually marry) a waiting-woman, Sir Toby still 

asserts his authority over Malvolio. In doing so, he makes it clear that underneath all of the 

festivity, there is still order, just waiting to be returned to. Whatever he might represent within 

Oliviaôs estate, then, within the structure of the play, Malvolio acts as the central point through 
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which other characters affirm the class system. Indeed, the scene in which Maria drops the 

forged letter to trick Malvolio takes place in Oliviaôs garden, at a crossroads where four different 

pathways converge, each one neatly cordoned off by hedge walls (92-99). In locating the prank 

against Malvolio at the site where these four paths of hedge rows meet, Li places the steward as 

deep within this constructed space as he can possibly be, at the very centre of the garden. 

Gardens, like apple orchards, are constructed spaces in which humans intervene in the natural 

landscape for their own edification. However, while orchards serve the purpose of producing 

food, gardens are valued primarily for their aesthetic beauty. As such, a vast, carefully manicured 

garden such as that found on Oliviaôs estate is a privilege reserved only for the wealthy. 

Throughout the manga, the garden comes to represent two key characteristics of the upper 

classes: excess, in the form of ostentatious statues (114), water features (26) and gazebos (132) 

and leisure, in the form of hammocks (106) and tree swings (115). It is possible, therefore, that 

Li might be commenting upon Malvolioôs relationship to the class system by placing the steward 

in the very heart of this garden during the prank scene. In fantasizing about improving his station 

through marriage to Olivia and allowing himself to be humiliated by Sir Tobyôs prank in his 

efforts to make that fantasy a reality, Malvolio reveals that, far from endeavouring to exist 

outside of an oppressive class system, he is perhaps more deeply enmeshed within it than any 

other character in Shakespeareôs comedy.  

 In her chapter ñPerformance and Adaptation,ò Linda Anderson notes a trend towards 

presenting Malvolio as a sympathetic character and the revenge plot against him as tragic. 

However, Appignanesi and Li use their setting design and the space of the comic book page to 

lend some menace to the character once more. However, they do so in a way that stresses that it 

is not his desire to transcend class boundaries that makes the steward threatening, but instead that 
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Malvolioôs cruel nature makes him someone to whom power should not be entrusted. For 

example, the manga emphasizes that Malvolio already thinks himself superior to everyone he 

meets, regardless of his lower station. In the panel in which Maria explains that Malvolio 

believes himself to be so full of ñexcellenciesò that ñall that look on him love himò (77), Li 

offers a full -page illustration in which Malvolio is looking into a mirror and the reflection 

peering back at him reveals how highly he views himself. Adorned with a crown, and an elegant 

jacket and scarf which are ornamented with jewels, Malvolioôs reflection differs greatly from his 

reality. Li even includes the onomatopoeic ñblingò to indicate the brilliance of his reflectionôs 

smile, a term which also speaks to the idea of ostentatious displays of wealth through jewellery 

and other accessories (Fig. 3.11). This image thus implies that an elevation of his class position 

would not truly change much with respect to how Malvolio relates to other individuals, since he 

is not at risk of looking down his nose at those who were previously his social betters once his 

own situation improves. He already does look down his nose at them, even as a steward. The 

manga also adds a new element to the danger posed by Malvolio which has nothing at all to do 

with his social standing by implying that he presents a physical threat to Olivia. While 

Malvolioôs interest in Olivia could easily be read as being inspired only by how she can improve 

his social status, in the manga the steward is also presented as physically desiring Olivia. On 

page ninety four, as Malvolio fantasizes about what it would be like to be Count Malvolio, and 

Oliviaôs husband, he describes leaving her asleep in a day-bed, and Liôs illustration shows him 

leering, his eyes narrowed, his moustache curled, a bead of drool hanging down from one corner 

of his mouth, as the image of Oliviaôs cleavage floats above his head (Fig. 3.12). This is not the 

Petrarchan, self-indulgent love of Orsino, or the patiently devoted love of Viola, but something 

much more lascivious, and in turn much more threatening, as there is an ever-present threat that 



127 
 

Malvolio might act upon this desire, perhaps even against Oliviaôs wishes, and indeed the 

steward does appear to physically pursue the countess later in manga, in the scene in which he 

presents himself to Olivia in yellow stockings and cross-gartered, approaching her with his arms 

open, so that Oliva is forced to hide behind a pillar to stave off his advances (135).      

 Along with using set pieces such as a mirror or pillar to indicate the threat Malvolio poses 

to Olivia and all those living in her estate, Liôs illustration also makes use of the space of the 

comic book panel, adjusting the viewpoint in order to emphasize Malvolioôs cruel nature. While 

he wears nightclothes and a cap in the earlier scolding scene, which makes him look foolish next 

to Sir Toby who is still fully dressed, the scene in which Malvolio dreams about becoming rich 

and powerful through marriage reveals a much less benign side to the steward. As mentioned 

above, on page ninety-four (Fig. 3.11), Malvolio imagines himself in his new life, preparing to 

scold Sir Toby for his rambunctious behavior and to assert his authority over his new in-law. In 

this fantasy image, Malvolio is dressed in fine, lavish clothing, with rings on several of his 

fingers and a cruel smile upon his lips. He is sitting atop a chair as though it were a throne, and 

the viewpoint of this surprisingly sinister image is such that the reader has the impression of 

looking up at him, as though the reader, like Sir Toby, has been forced to kneel before him. This 

image thus forces the reader into the very same class hierarchy which the steward presumably 

aims to defy by becoming Sir Tobyôs social better through marriage. Perhaps the real threat 

which Malvolio poses in Twelfth Night, then, is not the fact that he pursues social mobility, but 

that he does so in a manner which enforces the social hierarchy. When he lectures Sir Toby and 

Sir Andrew for their rambunctious behavior, Malvolio actually brings up the issue of class before 

Sir Toby does: ñthe steward insults Sir Toby and Sir Andrew by accusing them of acting like 

ñtinkersò and ñcoziersò despite their aristocratic titlesò (Vaught 249). Malvolio does not take 
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issue with the fact that he, and everyone in Illyria, are divided into upper and lower classes, but 

rather that Sir Toby and Sir Andrew are behaving in a disorderly manner that is incongruent with 

their elevated social positions. Furthermore, as Vaught explains, Malvolio is displeased with his 

own position within the class system, not with the fact that such a system exists: ñThe steward is 

dissatisfied with his own place in the social hierarchy rather than the exploitative system itself. 

His desire for social mobility does not lead him to object in an egalitarian fashion to the 

hierarchical structure that oppresses othersò (Vaught 250). 

 I earlier discussed the presence of airplanes and unicycles within the steampunk world 

which Appignanesi and Li have created for their Twelfth Night. Another piece of technology that 

might seem out of place in the mangaôs nineteenth-century setting is the elevator that serves as 

something of a focal point in Oliviaôs estate (Fig. 3.12). This set piece performs a number of 

functions in the manga. As is common in steampunk, the elevator has visible gears, which aligns 

it with the steam-powered nineteenth-century technology that gives the genre its name. Along 

with these gears, the elevator also has a display above it with an arrow which indicates what 

floor the elevator is on. And finally, above this display, there is also a large clock, which marks 

Olivia and her household as part of the wealthy upper classes who have the new, privatized 

relationship with time which I described above. Liôs illustration of this particular set piece thus 

encourages readers to understand the elevator as being closely tied to the playôs ongoing themes 

of class and social movement, and indeed a close, critical reading of those scenes in which this 

set piece appears, and the way in which the characters interact with it, offers a great deal of 

insight into the mangaôs commentary upon these themes. 

 As noted above, Sir Toby, as a member of the aristocracy, proves to be quite anxious 

about ambitious members of the lower classes who endeavour to raise their stations, and the 
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elevator is an excellent visual metaphor for this very kind of upward social movement. It is 

noteworthy, then, that the elevator is heavily featured in the early scene of the foolôs belated 

arrival back at the estate of a very cross Olivia. Despite Malvolioôs best efforts to turn Olivia 

against him, the fool manages to appease her, and the scene ends with Feste riding the elevator 

up with the countess. Meanwhile Malvolio, who had been walking alongside Olivia in 

anticipation of joining her in the elevator, must instead bow his head obsequiously and walk 

away to greet a caller at the gate. As discussed earlier in this chapter, Feste takes part in both the 

pranks and the revels of the comedyôs aristocracy with very little consequence. Malvolio, on the 

other hand, finds his ambitions thwarted and even cruelly used against him, a development which 

is neatly foreshadowed by this brief ñstage actionò of the missed elevator ride. Festeôs smug 

wave from inside of the elevator only rubs salt in the wound, and again hints at a theme 

suggested earlier on in this chapter, which is the promotion of a social model which does away 

with hierarchies and instead rewards wit and hard work, no matter oneôs class. 

 Similarly, partway through the manga, Sir Andrew enters with all of his luggage in tow, 

prepared to leave Oliviaôs estate now that he realizes the countess favours Cesario and will not 

have him (125). Sir Toby endeavours to convince him that he must best the page in a duel in 

order to win Oliviaôs admiration. Without giving the knight a chance at a rebuttal, Sir Toby 

forces Sir Andrew into the elevator, presumably sending him back up to his room, with orders to 

compose the letter of challenge. Since he is already a member of the upper class, and not 

attempting to rise from the status of a servant like Malvolio, how are we to read Sir Andrewôs 

forced elevator trip? I think this moment in the manga highlights the rather ambiguous nature of 

Sir Andrewôs social standing within the play. Though he is wealthy and a member of the 

aristocracy, Sir Andrew is nevertheless frequently the butt of Sir Tobyôs jokes, suggesting that 
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there are multiple levels of power and privilege within the aristocracy as well. Take, for example, 

the early scene in the manga in which Sir Toby encourages Sir Andrew to dance, only to trick 

him into dancing right over the edge of the water fountain (33). Consider as well the 

aforementioned duel, in which Sir Toby wildly exaggerates Cesarioôs skill with a blade in order 

to terrify his friend for his own amusement. And of course, Sir Toby continues to lie and promise 

Sir Andrew that he can win Oliviaôs hand, all so that the knight will stay and continue to allow 

Sir Toby to spend his vast stores of money. Sir Andrewôs improper use of language, such as 

when he calls Cesario ñthe very devil incardinateò (5.1.176), also challenges the idea that all 

members of the upper class are more intelligent and better educated than the rest of the 

population. In other words, both Sir Toby and the audience derive great humour from Sir 

Andrewôs failure to meet societyôs expectations of the aristocracy, and I would argue that his trip 

in the elevator simply emphasizes just how constructed are such categories and the 

characteristics associated with them. We might imagine Malvolio, who is dignified to a fault, 

would be a much more appropriate recipient of the social climb which the elevator represents, 

and his visible disappointment upon being turned away certainly implies that he desires it. But 

instead, Malvolioôs hopes are dashed, while Sir Andrew, who falls short of the expectations of 

both his class and his gender, and who has vowed that he wants no further part in Illyriaôs 

society, is physically forced into it. Steampunk aims to challenge the idealization of progress as 

something which is always linear and something which is always positive, and in this case, I 

would suggest that the motif of the elevator does exactly that: it problematizes the idea of social 

progress by defamiliarizing it. The manga uses this steampunk-inspired imagery to present 

progress in a visible, tangible way rather than allowing it to remain an abstract idea. In doing so, 
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it makes it difficult to ignore the unfairness and perhaps even arbitrariness of who is granted 

wealth, privilege, and a place within the upper strata of society and who is denied. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau famously distinguished between 

space and place, suggesting that ñplaceò refers to something stable, a solid physical location 

which can be perceived at any given time. ñSpace,ò on the other hand, is much more fluid, 

defined through human practices and interactions. Nancy Lindheim uses the example of the 

theatre, which she argues is a place ï she notes that we can easily quantify ñthe size of a stage, 

the position of wardrobe shops in relation to dressing rooms, the location of a theatre within a 

given cityò (679), for example ï but is transformed into a space through the engagement of the 

actors with the stage and set pieces, the relationship of the actors and the audience, and so on 

(679). Appignanesi and Liôs Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night blurs the line between these two 

concepts by showing how the places we inhabit are reflected in the spaces we create, and vice 

versa. The physical and social structures we inhabit shape the relationships that define the spaces 

we create, and these relationships in turn influence how we engage with those structures.  

 This chapter has endeavoured to show that Appignanesi and Li demonstrate the 

complexity and fluidity of social spaces in the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night through both 

the mangaôs illustrated setting and through their use of the space of the comic page. Viola is 

physically juxtaposed with her twin Sebastian, with whom she shares a physical resemblance but 

whose behavior differs greatly from hers, and Sir Andrew, who shares her lack of skill in combat 
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and reluctance to fight, despite the fact that these traits were considered effeminate and thus 

much more acceptable in Viola than in the knight. Through these juxtapositions, Liôs illustrations 

suggest a separation of gender from the physical and biological markers which have been used to 

define it. At the same time, through Malvolioôs interaction with the illustrated setting, such as his 

placement at the crossroads of hedge paths when he discovers the forged letters and his 

eagerness to ride the ornate elevator to the second floor of Oliviaôs estate, Liôs illustrations 

present the character who is perhaps the most vocal about defying the class structure as 

nevertheless the most deeply ensnared within it. 

 Throughout the manga, technology such as airplanes and elevators, designed to allow for 

the movement from one physical place to another, becomes imbued with a secondary meaning 

that allows it to represent movement through social spaces as well, such as those defined by 

gender or class. However, in Liôs illustrations, these technologies frequently fail. For example, 

Feste crashes his plane (which I earlier proposed as a symbol of the foolôs precarious place as 

both an outsider to the upper class but also one whose livelihood depends upon their patronage), 

early on in the manga. Similarly, the unicycle which is meant to represent the careful balancing 

act he must maintain between offering insight and giving offense ends up itself being a source of 

great annoyance to those he meets due to the incessant squeaking sound it produces. The manga 

thus problematizes our efforts to organize and navigate these social spaces. While we have tried 

to manipulate these social spaces in the same way in which we manipulate physical places to suit 

our needs (and indeed we have even tried to justify the construction of social categories by 

suggesting that they have a basis in nature), this method is both ineffective and damaging, since 

social spaces are much more complex and much more fluid. I have shown that Appignesi and 

Liôs challenging of these efforts is particularly effective in the comic form, since the steampunk 
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motif suggested by the presence of this technology encourages readers to be mindful that they 

are themselves operating a piece of technology, that of the physical book they are holding. The 

operation of this technology is a great responsibility, as it creates the reader as an active 

participant and collaborator in the delivery of the narrative, rather than a passive audience 

member. 
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4 

Shakespeare in the Gutter:  

Adaptation in Shakespeare Comics 

 

Introduction ï (Re)defining Adaptation in The Sandman and Kill Shakespeare  

  

 In previous chapters I have noted the comicôs potential as a space in which creators can 

engage in more focused character studies (as in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet) as 

well as broader social commentary (as in the Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night). In this final 

chapter, I will consider two examples of comics which reveal the mediumôs potential to 

comment upon the exercise of adaptation itself. Neil Gaimanôs graphic novel series The 

Sandman premiered in 1989 to great critical acclaim. In fact, the issue which will be the focus of 

this chapter, entitled A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, was awarded the World Fantasy Award for 

Best Short Story in 1991, before the committee voted to change the rules so that only text-based 

short stories were eligible in future years (Lancaster 71). Anthony Del Col and Conor 

McCreeryôs Kill Shakespeare series premiered just over a decade later, to much more mixed 

reviews. In a letter published in online magazine Bleeding Cool, Shakespeare scholar and actor 

Kimberly Cox has only criticism for the project, accusing Del Col and McCreery of neglecting to 

study the texts they set out to adapt and of alienating potential readers of Shakespeare. However, 

in the same article, Shakespearean actor Ben Crystal calls the series ñbeautifully drawnò and 

ñexciting to readò and praises Del Col and McCreery for ñusing the plays as a starting point to 
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develop another story ï much like Shakespeare didò (Johnson). Indeed, despite the differences in 

their reception, what both these works have in common is that they deviate much further from 

Shakespeareôs texts than the Shakespeare comics weôve looked at so far have done. Rather than 

presenting an interpretation of one of Shakespeareôs dramatic works, both The Sandman and Kill 

Shakespeare draw upon Shakespeareôs characters, themes, and often even his words to present 

an original narrative. 

 Adaptation of Shakespeareôs work is, of course, nothing new, whether in plays such as 

Tom Stoppardôs Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead or in films such as director Gil Jungerôs 

1999 teen comedy 10 Things I Hate About You (a modern reimagining of The Taming of the 

Shrew) and director Andy Fickmanôs 2006 teen comedy Sheôs the Man (an adaptation of Twelfth 

Night). A great deal of scholarship has been devoted to examining these same theatrical and 

cinematic adaptations. For example, in Marea Mitchellôs article ñHamlet and Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern are Dead: Transformations and Adaptation,ò the author uses the shared theme of 

transformation as a way of placing Shakespeareôs tragedy and Stoppardôs adaptation into 

conversation with one another. Similarly, in her article ñThe Postfeminist Mystique: Feminism 

and Shakespearean Adaptation in 10 Things I Hate about You and She's the Man,ò Jennifer 

Clement is critical of the ways in which these film adaptations flatten out the complex themes of 

gender and sexuality which they carry over from their Shakespearean source texts. This chapter 

will contribute to the scholarly conversation about adaptation by suggesting that a similar 

scholarly examination of Shakespeare adaptation in comic books can offer a new entry point into 

questions that have long concerned Shakespeare scholars: How do we define adaptation? What 

distinguishes adaptation from production? How do we measure the success or validity of an 
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adaptation? What must be preserved in order for an adaptation to still be considered 

ñShakespeareò? What responsibilities do adaptors have to their source texts? To their audience?  

 In the introduction to her book Shakespeare and the Problem of Adaptation, Margaret 

Jane Kidnie suggests that part of the difficulty in pinning down a definition of adaptation stems 

from the fact that drama is unique in being ñgenerically situated in the intersection of text and 

performanceò (7). Drama exists, in other words, in the space between these two forms, and 

therefore Hamlet or King Lear cannot be found in a single text, or even a single performance, 

against which all others are judged for their fidelity to that original. Instead, what Kidnie refers 

to as ñthe workò is constantly shifting, constantly being redefined in response to new textual and 

theatrical productions. Shakespeare comics similarly exist in the murky space between two 

forms: text and image. The narrative of Kill Shakespeare and The Sandman is not located solely 

within the text or solely within the images. Rather, text and image work in tandem to tell their 

story in a way that neither could accomplish alone. This chapter will therefore suggest that 

looking at adaptation in the unique medium of Shakespeare comics also has the potential to raise 

a new set of questions around adaptation: How might comics, with their prominent place within 

popular culture, speak to Shakespeareôs own place in modern society? Where do we situate those 

comic adaptations which maintain a looser connection to Shakespeareôs texts, such as those 

discussed in this chapter, within the literary tradition? Within the theatrical tradition? Within the 

comics tradition? How do the original narratives presented in these adaptations engage with and 

comment upon these traditions? Does the process of decentralizing the authority of the 

playwright differ in the comic, as opposed to theatrical or cinematic adaptations?      

 In examining Gaimanôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream and Del Col and McCreeryôs Kill 

Shakespeare series as two examples of adaptation in Shakespeare comics, this chapter will focus 



137 
 

upon one element which these comic adaptations have in common with stage and cinematic 

adaptations, that of the decentring of the traditional authority of Shakespeare and his texts within 

the work, and one element which perhaps sets Shakespeare comic adaptations apart, that of their 

multimodality. In doing so, this chapter will argue that the authors and artists of both series are 

aware that what they are doing is something new, and part of their respective projects thus entails 

the legitimization of their efforts by marking out a space for Shakespeare comics within 

adaptation. This proves to be a complicated and multi-layered endeavour. While both A 

Midsummer Nightôs Dream and the Kill Shakespeare series challenge the centrality of the 

authority of Shakespeare and his texts within their adaptations, both series nevertheless also 

feature the playwright as a character and make frequent allusions to his dramatic works. 

Although they self-consciously draw attention to their place within the comic book tradition, 

both series also very deliberately claim a space within the theatrical tradition through frequent 

gestures toward performance and early modern theatre history. These seemingly contradictory 

moves reveal that, in order to mark out a space for Shakespeare comics within adaptation, 

Gaimanôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream and Del Col and McCreeryôs Kill Shakespeare series 

must establish their credibility in four distinct realms: as Shakespeare, as adaptation, as comic 

book, and finally, as performance.  

 

Decentring Shakespeare in Adaptation 

 

 In their introduction to Remaking Shakespeare, Pascale Aebischer and Nigel Wheale 

emphasize the instability of Shakespeareôs canon by reminding their readers that modern 
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productions of Shakespeareôs work will always, of necessity, represent a negotiation: between 

contemporary theatrical practice and our patchy records of early modern stagings, between 

twenty-first-century culture and contexts and those in which Shakespeare was writing, and 

between todayôs editors, directors, and actors and what Aebischer and Wheale refer to as the 

ñtextual tracesò of Shakespeare left in his quartos, folios and other historical records (2-3). If all 

Shakespeare productions entail what Jeffrey Masten refers to as ñdiachronic collaborationò 

between twenty-first-century ñreproducersò and Shakespeare, is adaptation only a matter of 

degree? At what point does a production cease to be a production and become an adaptation? 

Aebischer and Wheale hint at one characteristic which could potentially distinguish adaptation 

from production, and that is the decentering of the authority of Shakespeare as playwright. They 

allude to productions ñthat use [Shakespeareôs] plays and name as pretexts for cultural and 

ideological negotiations that are often more relevant to their immediate context than to 

Shakespeareôs plays themselvesò (3). In other words, unlike production, adaptation does not 

simply update a source text and translate it for the stage or screen. Instead, it reshapes and even 

displaces that source text, sometimes to the point that it is nearly unrecognizable as Shakespeare.  

 Certainly, both Gaimanôs The Sandman and Del Col and McCreeryôs Kill Shakespeare 

deviate quite dramatically from Shakespeare as we know him, retaining only a very loose 

connection to their source texts. Both series frequently reimagine familiar lines from 

Shakespeareôs canon, either by having them delivered in different circumstances from those in 

which they are spoken in Shakespeareôs text, or in some cases having them delivered by a 

different character entirely. However, both series also introduce Shakespeare himself as a 

character within their narratives, which at first glance might lead one to question whether a 

decentring of the playwrightôs authority has, in fact, taken place within these adaptations. On the 
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contrary, it is largely through their incorporation of Shakespeare as a character that Gaimanôs 

The Sandman and the Kill Shakespeare series decentre the authority of the playwright by 

presenting tongue-in-cheek reimaginings of Shakespeareôs relationship to his own work. Both 

series thus offer a commentary upon the changing place of Shakespeare and his texts within 

modern adaptations, playfully depicting a Shakespeare who has, quite literally, lost control of his 

creation. 

 In The Sandman issue entitled A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, Gaiman frequently recycles 

canonical lines from Shakespeareôs play of the same name as a means of commenting upon the 

playwrightôs relationship to his work. Probably the most significant example of this form of 

allusion occurs at the end of the issue, when Robin Goodfellow delivers the famous final lines of 

Shakespeareôs comedy, in which he implores the audience that ñif we shadows have offended, 

think but this and all is mended: that you have slumbered here, while these visions did appearò 

(Epilogue 1-4). Robin Goodfellow likewise delivers the epilogue in Shakespeareôs play. 

However, Gaiman defamiliarizes this epilogue in a number of ways in his adaptation. First, he 

presents two Robin Goodfellows, one being Dick Cowley, a member of Shakespeareôs theatre 

company who is merely acting the role for the play, and the other being the ñrealò Robin 

Goodfellow, who sneakily replaces Cowley halfway through the production. The lines between 

fiction and reality are thus blurred throughout Gaimanôs comic, and this lack of neat boundaries 

highlights the impossibility of maintaining complete control over a fictional world, since it does 

not exist in isolation but is influenced by the real world in which it is created. And of course, the 

opposite is also true. It is this second Robin Goodfellow who delivers the epilogue in Gaimanôs 

adaptation, stealing the words Shakespeare has written for his fictional version of the puck and 

making them his own. Furthermore, instead of delivering these lines to the audience of the play 



140 
 

within the comic, he delivers his epilogue outside of the context of that fictional performance. He 

appears instead to break the fourth wall and speak directly to the reader, as if to suggest that it is 

the story we have just read, Gaimanôs comic and not Shakespeareôs play, which we should 

dismiss as nothing more than a dream if it has made us uncomfortable. Shakespeareôs character 

has thus broken free from the constraints of the playwrightôs comedy to comment upon and 

shape a work written long after his death. 

 In other cases, Gaiman repurposes canonical lines from Shakespeareôs plays in order to 

bestow upon them new layers of meaning, as a way of illustrating that although the playwright 

himself is long deceased, his words are living organisms that are shaped and reshaped by each 

new generation of creators and adaptors. This mutability of Shakespeareôs text is evident in 

Gaimanôs comic in a line of dialogue that Robin Goodfellow delivers shortly after the 

intermission of the play-within-a-play. The real fairy queen Titania has spent the intermission 

enchanting Shakespeareôs son Hamnet with fantastic stories of her world in the hope that he will 

join her. As the performance gets underway again, Hamnet tries to tell his father about the queen 

and everything she has promised him and Shakespeare promptly dismisses him, so focused is he 

on the progress of the play. In the very next panel, we see the puck standing upon the makeshift 

outdoor stage, exclaiming, ñLord, what fools these mortals be!ò (Gaiman n.p.). These words now 

seem just as relevant as a commentary upon Shakespeareôs own foolishness in failing to see the 

danger to his son as they are a commentary upon the action of the play and the chaos into which 

the four lovers in the forest have descended. Since these lines are also spoken by the ñrealò 

Robin Goodfellow, who has replaced Cowley in the production by this point, they can even be 

read in a third way, as the puck revelling in how easily he has fooled everyone into believing that 

it is still Cowley behind the goblin mask. Indeed, he even fools Shakespeare himself, who notes 
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that ñDick Cowley acts well tonight. I have never seen him feign a finer puckò (Gaiman n.p.). 

Gaiman thus defamiliarizes Shakespeareôs words, placing them into new contexts and imbuing 

them with new layers of meaning, in order to show how little control the playwright has over 

how his text is received and understood across time. In doing so, he also reveals the creative 

potential for which the mutability of Shakespeareôs language allows. There is still potential for 

creators to uncover powerful and unexpected new readings of the playwrightôs words, even 

centuries after his death.       

 Kill Shakespeare similarly revisits and reimagines canonical lines from Shakespeareôs 

famous plays in order to endow them with new or deeper meaning. There are several examples in 

which the series gives the familiar lines of a character from one play to another character from an 

entirely different play. This reattribution can be used for humour, as in the scene in The Fool 

Doth Think He is Wise in which Falstaff, in pointing out the brothel he and Hamlet are 

approaching, quips ñAy, now here shall be the rubò (70), in a direct reference to Hamletôs own 

lamentation ñAy, thereôs the rubò (3.1.67) in Hamletôs famous ñTo be or not to beò soliloquy. 

Falstaffôs line is, therefore, an allusion to a solemn speech from a tragic play, and the humour in 

this moment in Kill Shakespeare perhaps comes from the discrepancy between the tone of that 

emotional moment in Hamlet and the light, bawdy moment in which Falstaff calls back to it. 

While Hamletôs speech is concerned with existential questions about justice and the afterlife, 

Falstaff is famously concerned with earthly matters such as food, drink, and women. By 

reworking this line and reattributing it to Falstaff, then, Del Col and McCreery divest it of some 

of its former weight, freeing it from the tragic circumstances to which Shakespeare has formerly 

bound it and giving it a new meaning which, although it relies upon Shakespeareôs initial usage 

for its humour, is nevertheless all their own. Furthermore, Falstaffôs pun seems to imply that he 
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is familiar with Hamletôs own, more solemn usage of the phrase and he (along with the creators 

of Kill Shakespeare) is comically responding to it, demonstrating the need for Hamlet to 

periodically shed his sombre demeanour and enjoy himself. In fact, I would suggest that, in 

connecting the two characters in this way, Kill Shakespeare allows for these two characters to 

offer a commentary about the otherôs failings. Falstaff is a character known for his gluttony and 

his lust for life, while Hamlet is a character who deprives himself of every joy as he obsessively 

mourns his father and seeks revenge for his murder. Within Kill Shakespeare, the interactions 

between these two characters lead them to the discovery of something like a middle ground 

between their two, equally indulgent, ways of living. Falstaffôs influence helps Hamlet learn to 

enjoy himself on occasion, as it is Falstaff who encourages Hamlet to take part in the festivities 

in the seventh issue, where he dances with Adriana and seems to enjoy himself immensely (159-

161). Meanwhile Falstaff, perhaps inspired by the value Hamlet places upon justice, ultimately 

gives his life for the Prodigal cause, his last words to Hamlet reminding the ill-fated prince that 

ñI forgave your weaknesses and you pardoned mineò (247). In a similar way that Gaiman does 

with Shakespeareôs words, then, Del Col and McCreery allow Shakespeareôs characters to 

respond to and learn from one another in order to suggest that they are not complete as they 

appear in the playwrightôs text, but are instead in a constant state of becoming, with each new 

actor or artist who interprets them imbuing them with new mannerisms and new motivations. 

Furthermore, these actors and artists who interpret Shakespeareôs characters are mindful of 

previous interpretations as they do so and are often inspired by or even respond to these earlier 

interpretations with their own. Characters in a dramatic work are therefore not solely the product 

of the playwright, nor does he or she maintain control over how those characters are embodied in 

performance. Instead, these characters are the result of a continuous processes of collaboration 
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between the playwright and each successive actor or artist who breathes life into the characters 

that he or she creates. 

 The repurposing of lines is not always used for comic effect, however. In issue nine, Is 

That a Dagger I See Before Me?, Romeo states that ñJuliet was once my sunò (205). This line is 

repurposed from Romeo and Julietôs famous balcony scene, in which Romeo exclaims over the 

light that breaks through Julietôs balcony window, declaring that ñJuliet is the sunò (3.1). 

However, the simple change of ñisò to ñwas onceò in Kill Shakespeare dramatically alters the 

meaning of this line and what it reveals about Romeoôs character. Shakespeareôs Romeo, the 

Romeo for whom Juliet is the sun, is impulsive and lives only in the present, with little thought 

to the consequences of his actions. He allows one youthful romance after another to become his 

entire reason for being, until it results in his untimely death. Kill Shakespeareôs Romeo, for 

whom Juliet was once the sun, is much more reflective and learns from the mistakes of his past. 

He has redirected his youthful passion and devotion to a new, loftier cause, that of religion and 

leading a holy army. While the previous example uses Falstaffôs established character traits to 

give a new, humorous twist to a formerly tragic line, then, Romeoôs allusion reimagines a 

familiar line from Shakespeareôs play as a way of illustrating how Del Col and McCreery have 

reshaped his character. In both cases, the authors of Kill Shakespeare treat the playwrightôs text 

not with reverence, as a work of genius that must not be touched, but instead as something to be 

experimented with and responded to. Rather than retelling the narrative of one of Shakespeareôs 

plays, the creators of the Kill Shakespeare series tell an entirely new narrative starring 

reimagined versions of some of Shakespeareôs best-known characters. In doing so, Del Col and 

McCreery lend their voices to the ongoing conversation about efforts to adapt Shakespeareôs 
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dramatic works by presenting this exercise as one of collaboration between the playwright and 

the adaptors rather than one of preservation.      

 In its efforts to decentralize the authority of Shakespeare as playwright, the Kill 

Shakespeare series also makes frequent use of intertextuality, placing Shakespeareôs canon into 

conversation with the broader literary tradition to which he belongs. This intertextuality is 

evident, for example, in The Fool Doth Think He Is Wise, in the manner of Macbethôs death. In a 

clear reference to Montresorôs murder of his rival Fortunato in Poeôs famous gothic short story 

ñThe Cask of Amontillado,ò Lady Macbeth and Richard seal the Scottish thane inside a wall. 

This reference alludes to a work that came well after Shakespeareôs time, and thus serves as a 

reminder that the literary tradition to which Shakespeare belongs did not end with him, but 

instead carries on. His influence can be seen clearly in the work of those who came after him, as 

is evidenced by the fact that this manner of killing of Macbeth fits so seamlessly into 

Shakespeareôs mythology and does not seem out of place at all in Kill Shakespeareôs reimagining 

of Shakespeareôs canon. However, at the same time, Poeôs work has now influenced an 

adaptation of Shakespeareôs, despite the fact that Macbeth was written centuries before Poeôs 

short story. Del Col and McCreery thus problematize linear understandings of the literary 

tradition, those which understand it as only moving in one direction. Not only do older literary 

works influence the creation of newer works, but newer works also have the potential to change 

how we approach or understand those older works. Del Col and McCreery thus further 

decentralize the authority of the playwright by showing that Shakespeareôs place within the 

literary tradition means that his dramatic works are not a definitive statement, but are instead part 

of an ongoing conversation, one which began long before Shakespeare was writing, and which 

continues centuries after his death. 
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 Some other examples of intertexuality in Kill Shakespeare allude to works which were 

published within Shakespeareôs own time, revealing the influence of Shakespeareôs own culture 

upon his writing. One such reference occurs in the issue entitled Something Wicked This Way 

Comes, in a harrowing scene in which Richard learns that Hamlet has escaped during a raid. 

After being told that his man Hastings is to blame for this unfortunate turn of events, a furious 

Richard punishes Hastings by gouging out his eyes, all the while repeating the words, ñYour lax 

eyes did betray me. Your faithless eyes enrage me. Your careless eyes have cost me. Your 

wretched eyes offend me. And so I pluck them outò (52-53). Not only is this a direct allusion to 

perhaps one of Shakespeareôs most brutal scenes from another play, King Lear, in which 

Cornwall and Regan blind Gloucester in this exact same manner, but the words Richard speaks 

as he commits the horrifying act are themselves a separate allusion to the biblical passage which 

states, ñIf thine eye offend thee, pluck it out and cast it from theeò (Matt. 18.9). Shakespeareôs 

plays, Lear perhaps most of all, are deeply concerned with the nature of vision and the moral 

responsibility of individuals to approach vision critically. The biblical passage, one part of a long 

string of prescriptions given from Jesus to his disciples regarding how to live a virtuous life, 

similarly presents the idea that one must take responsibility for oneôs moral vision, casting off 

distractions so that one can, as Lear is constantly implored to do, see better. The first known 

performance of Lear was in 1606, and Richard III is believed to have been written somewhere 

between 1592-1594. The King James Bible, from which the language of the biblical allusion in 

this scene is taken, was first printed in 1611. Unlike the earlier reference to Poeôs ñThe Cask of 

Amontillado,ò then, in this instance very little time separates Shakespeareôs plays and the work 

with which they are being placed into conversation. The religious values conveyed in the King 

James Bible already exerted tremendous influence within English culture while Shakespeare was 
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writing, and the biblical reference here thus speaks to the fact that Shakespeareôs work was 

shaped by and often responded to the culture in which he lived. Not only is Shakespeareôs work 

part of a continuing literary conversation, as I illustrated in the previous paragraph, but this 

biblical allusion highlights the fact that it is also part of a continuing cultural conversation. Just 

as new literary developments can retroactively change how we approach Shakespeareôs dramatic 

works, adaptations of Shakespeareôs plays often endeavour to put them into conversation with 

new cultural or historical developments which the playwright could never have anticipated, and 

increasingly with entirely new cultures from that in which Shakespeare was writing. 

 Similarly, in the issue entitled Whatôs Past is Prologue, Hamlet throws a copy of Doctor 

Faustus at the enchanted dagger that attacks him, in an effort to knock it down. Marloweôs 

Faustus, like this scene in Kill Shakespeare, explores the steep price one pays for acquiring great 

power, through the fateful bargain the playôs titular character makes with the devil: his soul in 

exchange for tremendous magical power while he lives. Kill Shakespeareôs version of the 

playwright similarly comes to regret using magic to create the world depicted in his plays and is 

weighed down by the heavy cost of wielding such tremendous power. Faustus was, of course, 

written by one of Shakespeareôs contemporaries, Christopher Marlowe, and his brief presence 

here further decentres Shakespeare in his own canon by acknowledging that the playwright did 

not write in a vacuum, but instead worked within a community of playwrights, actors, theatre 

managers, patrons, censors and so on, all of whom would have played a role in shaping his work. 

While the two allusions discussed above emphasize how Shakespeareôs dramatic works have 

taken on additional or expanded meanings over the centuries since they were first written, as a 

result of new literary and cultural developments, this final example of intertextuality 

decentralizes the authority of the playwright by drawing attention to the external factors that 
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shaped Shakespeareôs work while he was writing, in particular those individuals other than 

Shakespeare who nevertheless had an impact upon his writing process.      

 Considering the various ways in which both Gaimanôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream and 

the Kill Shakespeare series reimagine Shakespeareôs texts in order to challenge the playwrightôs 

centrality and authority within their adaptations, it seems an odd choice that both works also 

feature Shakespeare himself as a character. A Midsummer Nightôs Dream presents Shakespeare 

as a struggling actor and playwright who travels with his theatre company, the Lord 

Chamberlainôs Men, and performs alongside the other actors in the play he writes for them, 

while Kill Shakespeare presents the playwright as an all-powerful figure who creates the world 

of the comic series and all of the characters who inhabit it before abandoning them and going 

into hiding. Both of these representations of Shakespeare would seem to place him in a central 

role within A Midsummer Nightôs Dream and Kill Shakespeareôs adaptations. However, I will 

show that these comics represent Shakespeare in a manner that allows them to explore the 

relationship between the playwright and his work, reimagining the work as something external to 

the playwright and over which the playwright often has very little control. In this way, the 

introduction of Shakespeare as a character in Gaimanôs The Sandman series and Del Col and 

McCreeryôs Kill Shakespeare series is actually one of the most effective means by which the 

authors decentralize Shakespeare within their adaptations.  

 In Men of Good Fortune, the thirteenth issue of Neil Gaimanôs The Sandman series, the 

reader is first introduced to Shakespeare as Will Shaxberd, an actor of middling success who 

dreams of becoming a playwright. He sits at a table with his friend Christopher Marlowe, who 

has read over his first foray into playwriting, eagerly awaiting Marloweôs feedback. That 

feedback, when it comes, is less than encouraging. His criticism prompts Will to exclaim to 
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Marlowe, ñGodôs wounds! If only I could write like you!ò (Gaiman n.p.). He soon confesses that 

he wishes to be a playwright because his greatest desire is ñto give men dreams, that would live 

on long after I am deadò (Gaiman n.p.). Referencing his friendôs own masterpiece, Will even 

implies that he would engage in a Faustian bargain to see this desire realized. His lament attracts 

the interest of Morpheus, the seriesô titular Sandman, and the last image of Will Shaxberd in Men 

of Good Fortune sees Morpheus taking him aside, his arm wrapped around the struggling 

playwrightôs waist, as he quite ominously explains that they have much to talk about. It is not 

until several issues later, in A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, that the reader learns the outcome of 

this conversation: the playwright and Morpheus have, indeed, made a bargain, in which Will 

receives the talent and acclaim he desires, and in return he will write two plays for the Sandman, 

the first of these being Shakespeareôs early comedy from which this issue takes its name, A 

Midsummer Nightôs Dream. The plays, then, are presented as existing independently of 

Shakespeare, with Morpheus referring to him as a ñvehicle for the great stories.ò The use of this 

term ñvehicleò to describe Shakespeare suggests passivity on the playwrightôs part, and paints 

Shakespeare as little more than an empty vessel chosen to contain these ñgreat stories,ò rather 

than a skilled author with agency over the text who makes deliberate choices in constructing the 

narrative. It is the stories themselves that have all the power in The Sandman, as Morpheus 

insists that ñtales and dreams are the shadow-truths that will endure when mere facts are dust and 

ashes, and forgotò (Gaiman n.p.). In other words, there is something essential in stories that 

survives even when Shakespeareôs words are lost, and his characters are reimagined in new times 

and places. Even though Shakespeare himself figures as a character in Gaimanôs adaptation of A 

Midsummer Nightôs Dream, he is therefore decentred from the play in just the way that 

Aebischer and Wheale describe.  
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 To further emphasize this decentring of Shakespeareôs authority within The Sandmanôs 

adaptation, the focus of A Midsummer Nightôs Dream is less upon Shakespeare or the play 

Shakespeare has written and more upon the circumstances in which this particular production is 

staged. In the beginning pages of the issue, the characters make much of the venue at which 

Morpheus has chosen to have them perform the play, on a green ñon the downs of Sussexò 

(Gaiman n.p). Shakespeare comments that this seems an odd choice of venue, and Morpheus 

returns that, on the contrary, ñWendelôs Mound was a theatre before your race came to this 

islandò (Gaiman n.p.). When Morpheus clarifies that he means not before the arrival of the 

Normans, but before the arrival of humans, Gaiman once again playfully decentres not just 

Shakespeare, but humanity more broadly, by suggesting that stories have a life outside of the 

humans who share them and that, in fact, some form of storytelling might even predate 

humanity. Whatôs more, Wendelôs Mound can be read as a green world, much like those which 

Shakespeare features in a number of his comedies. It is a space cut off from civilization and far 

removed from the structure and constraints imposed by culture. By association, then, so too is the 

performance of A Midsummer Nightôs Dream which takes place there. That Shakespeareôs play 

breaks free of his control in this green world is made clear through the comicôs representation of 

the fairy audience who arrive at Wendelôs Mound to see the play. Like the venue, these audience 

members are not beholden to the order imposed by human culture but instead belong to the 

natural world, as indicated both by the way in which they are illustrated ï some of them look like 

hybrid animals, some look like living greenery ï and their lack of familiarity with cultural 

artefacts, with one audience member having to explain to his neighbour that the humans are not 

here for them to eat, but are instead about to put on a show for them (Gaiman n.p.).  
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 Indeed, Gaimanôs adaptation is often focused more upon the audience for this, the 

inaugural performance of A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, than it is upon the play itself. The 

audience, composed of the fairy king and queen, Auberon and Titania, along with a number of 

their subjects, is certainly like none for whom Shakespeare and his company have ever 

performed before. These figures are often disruptive throughout the production, talking loudly 

over the play and offering a running commentary upon it in much the same way that the 

characters of A Midsummer Nightôs Dream comment upon the production of Pyramus and 

Thisbe in the playôs final act. Not only do they disrupt Shakespeareôs new play, but these fairy 

audience members also frequently critique the playwrightôs representation of them. In doing so, 

they challenge both the idea of Shakespeareôs ñgenius,ò by opening up the possibility that his 

work might be flawed, and his authority within the work, since they are the subjects about whom 

he is writing and therefore know his characters better than he does. For example, when the actor 

playing Robin Goodfellow gives the line, ñI am that merry wanderer of the night,ò Peaseblossom 

retorts from the audience, ñI am that giggling-dangerous-totally-bloody-psychotic-menace-to-

life-and-limb, more like it,ò implying that Shakespeareôs depiction of the puck has dulled his 

edges and has failed to accurately depict the true depth of his wickedness (Gaiman n.p.). 

Similarly, at the end of the play, Auberon himself tells Morpheus that the story of the play, 

ñalthough pleasant, is not true. Things never happened thusò (Gaiman n.p).  

 Auberon and the rest of the faeries therefore emphasize fidelity to some ñoriginalò as the 

benchmark of a successful production, and one at which Shakespeare has failed. Historically, 

productions of Shakespeareôs plays have been measured in the very same way: on their fidelity 

to an original ï in this case, Shakespeareôs texts. Charles Lamb, in his essay ñOn the Tragedies 



151 
 

of Shakespeare, Considered with Reference to their Fitness for Stage Representation,ò famously 

warned that stage productions rob Shakespeareôs plays of their authorôs genius:  

  such is the instantaneous nature of the impressions which we take in at the eye  

  and ear at a playhouse, compared with the slow apprehension oftentimes of the  

  understanding in reading, that we are apt not only to sink the play-writer in the  

  consideration which we pay to the actor, but even to identify in our minds, in a  

  perverse manner, the actor with the character which he represents (254).  

However, The Sandman does exactly what such criticisms warn against, creating a greater 

remove between Shakespeareôs source texts, his characters, and frequently even his words. 

Nowhere is this more obvious than in the casting of A Midsummer Nightôs Dreamôs fictional 

production. If Lambôs warning is true that Shakespeare performance causes the audience to 

identify in our minds ñthe actor with the character which he represents,ò it is certainly no 

coincidence that Shakespeare himself plays the role of Theseus in Gaimanôs adaptation, a 

character who has no part in nor agency over the strange events that occur in the green world of 

the forest in the climax of Shakespeareôs play, but instead acts only as witness, listening to the 

account of the four young lovers after they have safely returned to Athens the next morning. 

 In the case of Del Col and McCreeryôs Kill Shakespeare, on the other hand, the 

playwright is notably absent until the ninth issue, entitled Is that a Dagger I See Before Me? He 

has gone into hiding, cutting himself off from his creation, although his name looms like a dark 

cloud over the proceedings of the first eight issues. Inside the expanded world of Shakespeareôs 

plays, a world which has long since fallen out of the playwrightôs control, a number of 

Shakespeareôs villains, led by Richard III, are eager to discover where the playwright is hiding. 

Richard and his accomplices scheme to acquire Shakespeareôs magic quill and use it to reshape 

the playwrightôs world to suit their own interests. Richard tells a wary Hamlet of a prophecy that 

the prince will be the one to lead him and his army to the playwright and enlists Hamletôs help in 
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realizing his ambition. Meanwhile, a number of Shakespeareôs heroes, including Juliet, Othello, 

and the jovial Falstaff, lead a rebellion against Richard. They attempt to convince Hamlet to help 

them stop the tyrannical king by persuading Shakespeare to come out of hiding and take back 

control over his creation. Unlike in Gaimanôs The Sandman, in which Shakespeare is initially 

presented as something of a hack playwright until his bargain with Morpheus, in Kill 

Shakespeare the playwright is held up as a divine figure who even has holy orders of religious 

extremists dedicated to fighting in his name, led by none other than Romeo Montague (204). 

However, while Gaimanôs Shakespeare laments that his words do not have the power to inspire 

dreams, as his friend Marloweôs do, Del Col and McCreeryôs Shakespeare is deeply troubled by 

the very power that Gaimanôs craves. When Hamlet finally finds him, he discovers that 

Shakespeare has become a cynical drunkard who refuses to interfere any further in the world he 

created and even hints that it would have been better had he never written at all: ñthrough [the 

quill] I turned a heaven into a hell. I will curse no others with its pointò (229). The playwright 

will later go on to say that, in giving life and choice to his characters, he has ñopened the door to 

villainy, avarice, greed, jealousy, hatred, murder. And much as I tried, I could not alter these 

choicesò (258). While he revelled in the process of creation, Del Col and McCreeryôs 

Shakespeare has now given up on the world he wrote into being. 

 This is a Shakespeare, then, who struggles with uncertainty regarding the sort of 

relationship an author ought to have with his work, raising questions that have long concerned 

scholars of Shakespeare in adaptation. How central should an author be within the fictional 

world he or she creates? What happens when an author loses control over this creation and it 

takes on a life of its own? What happens to that creation when factors such as time or multiple 

retellings place a great distance between the work and its author? Though Shakespeare the 
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character at last decides to accept a central role in the world of his creation in Kill Shakespeare, 

taking up arms alongside the rebels, he does so in a comic series which eschews the text and 

plots of the historical Shakespeareôs dramatic works and places the playwrightôs familiar 

characters into brand new situations. The creators of Kill Shakespeare thus invest this moment in 

the series with a great deal of irony, since the world in which the fictional Shakespeare accepts a 

central role is thus far removed from the world which the historical Shakespeare created, 

although it is no less engaging for being so. Through their fictional Shakespeare, then, Del Col 

and McCreery present their own answers to the above questions regarding adaptation, arriving at 

a conclusion which contrasts greatly with that of Kill Shakespeareôs version of the playwright: in 

allowing Shakespeare to surrender his position as the ñgeniusò at the centre of his plays, and 

instead understanding his works as part of a larger cultural tradition which is always building off 

itself and responding to itself, one does not cause the world of Shakespeareôs creation to descend 

into chaos as it does as a result of the fictional Shakespeareôs neglect in Kill Shakespeare. 

Instead, doing so opens Shakespeareôs canon up to new creative possibilities and allows it to 

continue to play an active role in that cultural conversation. As I have noted in the previous 

chapters, decentring the authority of the playwright allows new adaptations, such as those in the 

Manga Shakespeare series, to speak to cultural and social issues which may not have been as 

pressing in Shakespeareôs own time and to engage with these concerns in ways of which the 

playwright could not have conceived as he was writing. Furthermore, I will show in this chapter 

that decentring the authority of the playwright also allows Shakespeareôs works to engage with 

and respond to literary and cinematic works which were created long after the playwrightôs 

death. Indeed, Del Col and McCreery cite a number of other, more recent, sources of inspiration 

behind their graphic novel series: ñTolkien and The Lord of the Rings, Spider-Man, the X-Men, 
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Joe Sacco, Micheal Chabon, Star Wars, Tom Stoppard, Baz Luhrmann, and Kenneth Branaghò 

(Gentile 141) are all placed into conversation with Shakespeareôs dramatic works.  

 Ultimately, the ease with which both Gaimanôs The Sandman and Del Col and 

McCreeryôs Kill Shakespeare can create distinct characters, both of whom are nevertheless 

instantly recognizable as the playwright Shakespeare, speaks not just to the decentralization of 

Shakespeare within adaptations of his plays, as I have illustrated above, but also to the 

malleability of Shakespeare ï his body of work, and also the playwright himself. As Annalisa 

Castaldo notes in her article, ñóNo More Yielding Than a Dreamô: The Construction of 

Shakespeare in The Sandman,ò the figure of William Shakespeare that exists within the modern 

cultural consciousness has itself become far removed from the truth of the man who lived and 

wrote in London in the sixteenth century. The playwright has instead been reimagined as a sort 

of legendary, timeless figure: 

  Just as the plays are, in popular culture, rarely presented as just texts, Shakespeare 

  is rarely presented as simply a writer. Rather he is shaped and interpreted by  

  cultural forces, so he is always modern but always eternal. His personality can  

  become a representative of some key cultural issue or mirror another writerôs  

  vision of self. (Castaldo 95)  

Numerous films and novels have built up mythologies around the early modern playwright. 

Director John Maddenôs 1998 Oscar winner Shakespeare in Love presents a Shakespeare who, 

plagued by a desperate case of writerôs block, is inspired to write Romeo and Juliet as the result 

of an illicit affair with a noblewoman who is engaged to another man. Roland Emmerichôs 2011 

film Anonymous plays upon a pre-existing mythology around Shakespeare, which is the 

conspiracy theory that he did not truly write the plays attributed to him. The film presents 

Shakespeare as a drunken oaf who extorts money from Edward de Vere to keep his secret that 

he, the seventeenth Earl of Oxford, is the true author of the plays for which Shakespeare is 
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credited. In Geoffrey Treaseôs young adult historical novel Cue for Treason, first published in 

1940, Treaseôs fictional Shakespeare also becomes embroiled in intrigue. A playwright with an 

eye for acting talent, Shakespeare takes on two young apprentice actors who end up uncovering 

and foiling an assassination plot against Queen Elizabeth. As Castaldoôs article notes, however, 

the historical Shakespeareôs life was much less thrilling than these films and novels suggest: ñwe 

have evidence of a practical man who did not make enemies, was generally well-liked, and 

retired earlyò (95). Both Gaimanôs The Sandman and Del Col and McCreeryôs Kill Shakespeare 

similarly disregard many of the historical facts in order to craft their own versions of the 

playwright. And this, I would argue, is perhaps the most effective way in which Shakespeare as 

playwright has been decentred from his body of work. By creating multiple Shakespeares, in the 

same way that there are multiple Hamlets or Lears, The Sandman and Kill Shakespeare series 

trouble the direct link between author and work, making it difficult to connect Shakespeareôs 

canon to a single, unified idea of the man who wrote it. By inserting Shakespeare himself into 

the realm of fiction, Gaiman, Del Col and McCreery further dilute the relationship between the 

historical Shakespeare and his dramatic works by building upon the aura of mystery already 

surrounding the playwright and the circumstances in which he wrote, freeing Shakespeareôs 

works from their ties to their original author and leaving them open to the possibilities presented 

by adaptation. In doing so, these works decentralize Shakespeareôs authority as playwright by 

allowing his own characters to speak back to him, while paradoxically reinforcing his importance 

within the literary tradition by showing what an effective and inspiring collaborator the 

playwright continues to be, even centuries after his death.  

 

Adaptation and Multimodality  
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 Throughout this dissertation, I have speculated about what, if anything, might distinguish 

adaptation in Shakespeare comics from adaptation of Shakespeareôs works on the stage or 

screen. Perhaps one of the ways in which adaption in Shakespeare comics differs is in its unique 

use of what Fischlin refers to intermediality, but which comic scholars more frequently refer to 

as multimodality. To put it more simply, multimodality describes art that engages multiple forms 

of communication. This art either exists in the space between unique media practices or else 

synthesizes them in order to generate new forms of representation (Fischlin 3-4). In the case of 

Shakespeare comics, which exist at the crossroads between performance, text, and visual art, 

readers are engaged in a different kind of seeing than that in which they participate at the theatre 

or the cinema. Rather than experiencing Shakespeareôs dramatic works through a combination of 

moving action and spoken word, readers experience them through a series of static images, 

ordered in such a way as to convey a progressing story, and accompanying written text, without 

which the images alone could not convey the comicôs narrative. A stage production is also much 

more ephemeral and moves quickly from one line to the next, with the image on stage changing 

nearly every second as actors move about the set, thereby limiting the amount of visual detail an 

audience member can take in within a given performance. The audience of a comic book, on the 

other hand, can linger upon any given image that catches their interest or quickly brush past 

images they deem unimportant to their experience of the narrative.  

 In his introduction to the anthology Outerspeares: Shakespeare, Intermedia, and the 

Limits of Adaptation, editor Daniel Fischlin notes that one of the side-effects of multimodality  

upon adaptation is that the relationship between the source text and the adaptation can become 

even more heavily obscured, as multimodality foregrounds ñthe medium as opposed to the 
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source, with the medium more definitive of the narrative than the source textò (10). As an 

example, he points to those who watch the 1999 film Ten Things I Hate About You, referenced 

earlier in this chapter, without being aware of its origins in Shakespeareôs The Taming of the 

Shrew. Both The Sandman and Kill Shakespeare do self-consciously draw attention to their 

nature as comics. However, I cannot necessarily agree with Fischlin that an obscuring of the 

source text always takes place. On the contrary, both series seem to take their readerôs 

knowledge of the source texts for granted, making tongue-in-cheek references that require 

familiarity with Shakespeareôs canon in order to be effective. Furthermore, these comics 

acknowledge, rather than obscure, their place within a long theatrical tradition by making 

frequent allusions to performance and the theatre. 

 Through its incorporation of the character of Morpheus, the titular Sandman, Gaimanôs A 

Midsummer Nightôs Dream self-consciously ties its adaptation of Shakespeareôs comedy into the 

comics tradition. Although Morpheus himself is Gaimanôs own creation, the character of the 

Sandman has actually appeared in multiple different guises throughout the history of DC 

Comics, long before Gaiman first conceived of his ground-breaking series. Created by writer 

Gardner Fox and artist Bert Christman, a version of the Sandman was first introduced in the 

1939 edition of New York Worldôs Fair Comics, a DC anthology. He began as the alter-ego of 

crime-fighter Wesley Dodds, whose superhero disguise included a gas mask to protect himself 

from the sleeping gas he used to subdue criminals. In 1974, Joe Simon and Jack Kirby created an 

entirely new character with the same name, in The Sandman #1:  

  This Sandman didn't seem to have any other name, or any occupation other than  

  wearing a gaudy costume and fighting evil. His headquarters was a place called  

  ñThe Dream Dome.ò His range of operations included all the strange worlds  

  people visit in their sleep, which he would reach through what he called ñThe  
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  Dream Stream.ò His assistants, a couple of ugly monsters named Brute and Glob,  

  came straight out of nightmares ð literally. (Markstein) 

Although Gaimanôs Morpheus is a distinct character from both of these previous Sandmans, not 

a human crime-fighter but the immortal Lord of Dreams himself, Gaimanôs series does include 

nods to these previous incarnations. In Playing House, the twelfth issue of The Sandman, 

Morpheus discovers that his servants, Brute and Glob, have created a Sandman of their own 

inside the dreams of a young boy, whom they could command. This Sandman wears a red and 

yellow costume with a red hourglass emblazoned across the chest which is nearly identical to 

Simon and Kirbyôs design for their 1974 Sandman character. Indeed, Brute and Glob confess that 

they first attempted to build a mortal man named Garrett Sanford into the new Sandman, but the 

strain was too much for him and he took his own life. Dr. Garrett Sanford is the name eventually 

given to Simon and Kirbyôs Sandman character. Furthermore, in Episode Five of Season of 

Mists, which is the twenty-sixth issue of The Sandman series, the god Odin shows Morpheus a 

vision of Fox and Christmanôs inaugural version of the Sandman, locked in battle, and explains 

that he ñhas some of your [Morpheusô] essence in himò (Gaiman). He then offers to trade Wesley 

Doddsô Sandman in exchange for the key to Hell, which has recently come into Morpheusô 

possession. Indeed, Morpheus is the protagonist of Gaimanôs series, with Shakespeare featuring 

as a minor character in only three issues, making it appear as though Shakespeare is intruding 

upon the world of comics, rather than it being comics which are appropriating Shakespeare. In A 

Midsummer Nightôs Dream, the issue which is the focus of this chapter, Gaiman introduces into 

Shakespeareôs world a character who is a recognizable part of the DC Comics universe and 

allows him to interact with versions of Shakespeareôs characters, such as Auberon and Titania, as 

well as with Shakespeare himself. In doing so, the series certainly makes the medium ï the 

comic book ï definitive of its unique adaptation of Shakespeareôs early comedy. 
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 Along with Gaimanôs incorporation of characters who tie his adaptation into the comics 

tradition, the illustrations by artist Charles Vess highlight the medium by using conventions 

unique to the comic book in order to set the tone and direct the readerôs attention throughout 

Gaimanôs narrative. The use of speech bubbles in order to convey charactersô dialogue is unique 

to the genre, for example, and these play a crucial role in Vessô storytelling. As mentioned earlier 

in this chapter, partway through Gaimanôs fictionalized first production of A Midsummer Nightôs 

Dream, the puck Robin Goodfellow himself takes the stage and replaces the actor Dick Cowley, 

who is meant to be playing him. He disguises himself behind the mask Cowley has been wearing 

to inhabit the role, only removing it near the very end of the issue as he speaks the puckôs closing 

epilogue (Fig. 4.1). Outside of the context of the production, the speech becomes menacing, with 

the puck slowly disappearing into the dark, until all that remains visible of him is a row of white 

teeth and glowing red eyes, as he closes the speech with ñGive me your hands, if we be friends. 

And Robin shall restore amendsò (Gaiman n.p.). The organization of the speech bubbles here 

contributes to the creation of a menacing tone within an epilogue which was formerly benign in 

Shakespeareôs source text, as each word of the final sentence is placed within a separate speech 

bubble, standing alone, stark against the black background. This artistic choice, when combined 

with the puckôs menacing expression, suggests that each word is dripping with hidden meaning, 

that this speech bears within it a concealed threat. This suggestion is confirmed in the very next 

panel, which is entirely black. The puck has vanished, though the menacing atmosphere of his 

final speech continues to linger upon the page. 

 This final black panel is only one of many examples in which artist Charles Vess uses the 

structure of the comic book page in order to make the genre a central part of A Midsummer 

Nightôs Dreamôs adaptation. Another notable example is A Midsummer Nightôs Dreamôs splash 
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page (Fig. 4.2). A splash page is a full-page illustration that acts as a comicôs title page, with text 

identifying the title of the issue and the names of those involved in its production (Rhoades 286). 

However, the splash page for A Midsummer Nightôs Dream does not appear as the first page of 

the issue, as is usually the case, but can instead be found several pages in. While the delayed 

splash page is a convention used throughout The Sandman series, in the case of A Midsummer 

Nightôs Dream, it is particularly effective in tying Gaimanôs adaptation of Shakespeareôs comedy 

into the larger series and emphasizing the adaptationôs place within the comics genre. It depicts 

the arrival of Auberon and Titania, hand-in-hand, followed closely by their train of subjects. In 

other words, the splash page does not signify the beginning of the issue, but instead marks the 

arrival of the audience and the beginning of the performance that takes place within the issue. 

Within the comic, then, the splash page visually separates the fictionalized first performance of 

Shakespeareôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream from the preparation that precedes it, in much the 

same way that the raising of a curtain does in a theatrical production. I discussed above the 

different ways in which adaptations endeavour to decentre Shakespeare the playwright within the 

work. In placing the splash page where he does in A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, and in using 

Auberon and Titania as its subject, Vess presents the portion of the issue which focuses upon 

Shakespeare and his company as prologue and sends a clear message that this is not really 

Shakespeareôs story at all. Instead, by implying that the story really begins with the arrival of the 

fairy train, the splash page redirects the readerôs attention toward Morpheusô interactions with 

the fairy king and queen as they watch Shakespeareôs play together. Gaimanôs A Midsummer 

Nightôs Dream thus self-consciously draws attention to itself as a comic book through its use of 

the splash page, a feature unique to the form, while also stretching the bounds of how this feature 

is used. Those familiar with the traditional comic book structure will recognize the unusual 
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placement of the splash page several pages into the issue as a deliberate narrative move intended 

to emphasize the place of A Midsummer Nightôs Dream as one part of Morpheusô larger narrative 

within the The Sandman series, rather than its place within a tradition of Shakespeare 

performance and adaptation. 

 Kill Shakespeare similarly makes the conventions of the comic book a crucial part of its 

storytelling by varying the panel arrangement in order to defamiliarize the very act of reading. 

Throughout the series, the panels are usually ordered from left to right, top to bottom on a single 

page. However, there are a few places, such as in the third issue, The Fool Doth Think He is 

Wise, in which artist Andy Belanger switches to having the panels ordered across two pages in 

what is referred to as a spread, forcing the reader to adjust his or her usual practice of reading 

(Fig. 4.3). This switch takes place at a key moment in the seriesô plot, as it is the scene in which 

Falstaff confronts Hamlet about the trust he has put in Richard, and the two characters debate 

questions of perspective and appearance. Falstaff insists that while Hamlet thinks of Richard as 

noble and refers to him as ñthe rightful ruler of this landò (68), the village that Hamlet watched 

Richard ñliberateò from the Prodigals earlier is probably much worse now than it was before he 

arrived. Indeed, the reader knows that Richard made a show of telling his men to be merciful 

while Hamlet watched, only to order a slaughter once Hamlet was out of the town (42). 

Furthermore, this spread also depicts the moment in Kill Shakespeare in which Hamlet learns 

that there is a second reading of the prophecy about him which contradicts the one about which 

Richard has told him. While Richard tells Hamlet that he is prophesied to find and kill 

Shakespeare, Falstaff explains that ñprophesy can be read many waysò and that the Prodigals 

believe that Hamlet will be ñthe one to return Shakespeare to his people. To save our father, our 

protectorò (69). Hamlet is thus left to decide which of these two versions of the prophecy to 
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believe, and which of these men ï Richard or Falstaff ï to trust. It is fitting, therefore, that in a 

scene centred upon questions of appearance and perspective, the reader should be forced to 

change his or her own perspective and momentarily adjust the way he or she follows the panels. 

 When Belanger offers another diversion from the usual reading or viewing experience in 

a later issue, entitled The Playôs the Thing, he does so in a way that allows the experience of the 

reader to echo the character development taking place in the scene itself. In this scene, Hamlet 

and Juliet find themselves in a house of mirrors, each panel surrounded by an ornate frame, self-

consciously drawing attention to the comics convention of presenting narratives in a series of 

panels, while also mimicking for the reader the experience of looking at a wall of mirrors (Fig. 

4.4). Hamlet confesses to Juliet that he has not been truthful with himself or others about what 

his father was really like, and that far from being wise and generous as a king, the way in which 

Hamlet chooses to remember him, his father was rash and suspicious of all, including his own 

son: ñI spilled blood for a father, who saw me not as a child to love and cherish, but as a rival to 

defeatò (172). Perhaps Claudiusô murder of King Hamlet was a heroic act, the overthrowing of a 

tyrant, and Hamlet has failed to see it for what it truly was. Whether consciously or not, Hamlet 

suggests, he made the choice to remember his father in a particular way, a choice which led him 

down the twisted and troublesome path upon which he now finds himself. It is only in 

acknowledging this choice that Hamlet can begin to move past it, to become the hero of 

prophecy that Juliet and the rest of the Prodigals believe him to be. Juliet, for her part, admits to 

guilt over convincing Romeo that death was preferable to not being together, an act which she 

now describes as motivated by youthful ñselfishness and callownessò (173), particularly because 

it led Romeo to take his own life when he believed Juliet to be dead. Once again, on a spread 

which forces the reader to temporarily alter the way he or she reads, Kill Shakespeareôs 
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characters similarly learn to look at their own circumstances in a different way. In Kill 

Shakespeare, Belanger thus plays with the comic book convention of the panel in order to insist 

that readers be aware not just of the narrative being presented to them, but also of the way in 

which that narrative is being presented, just as Fischlin suggests. Readers must follow along 

carefully or else risk confusion if they fail to notice changes in the ordering of the panels, just as 

Hamlet and Juliet suffer the consequences of failing to read their own situations critically. 

 Like The Sandman issue A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, the Kill Shakespeare series also 

situates itself within the comic book tradition through references to pre-existing comic 

franchises. To begin, artist Andy Belanger talks about Shakespeareôs characters in relation to 

well-known comic book protagonists. In his notes at the end of the Backstage Edition, Belanger 

describes the process of developing character models for each of Kill Shakespeareôs main heroes 

and villains, and he refers to Othello as the ñShakespearean Incredible Hulk ï this big guy who 

can flip from being clever, gentlemanly and calm into a violent, brutal raging soldier in the blink 

of an eyeò (Belanger). Similarly, in an interview with Shakespeare magazine, writer Anthony 

Del Col draws parallels between the character Hamlet and DC Comics staple Batman. Like 

Batmanôs alter ego Bruce Wayne, Del Col notes, Hamlet is ñsomeone who lost a family member 

and is on a quest for revenge and is very conflicted about what he should do and whether lifeôs 

worth livingò (Thomas n.p.). The illustrations in Kill Shakespeare help to make such connections 

explicit. For example, Kagan McLeodôs cover for issue seven, entitled The Playôs the Thing (Fig. 

4.5), is ñan homage to the legendary cover of Uncanny X-Men #141ò (Lanier n.p.). This cover, 

with art by John Byrne, has been called ñone of the most famous ï and imitated ï comics covers 

ever publishedò (Riesman n.p.). Two of the X-Men, who appear to have been on the lam, stand 

caught in a police searchlight, the wall behind them covered in wanted posters bearing images of 
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their fellow mutants. In McLeodôs cover art, it is Feste, one of Shakespeareôs most famous fools, 

who stands before a wall of wanted posters, each one bearing the name and image of one of the 

prodigal rebels: Hamlet, Juliet, Falstaff, and Othello.  

 Uncanny X-Men #141 was part of the ground-breaking ñDays of Future Pastò plotline, 

which opens onto a dystopian future, until a middle-aged Kitty Pryde volunteers to have her 

consciousness sent back to her teenage body in the modern day. She does so in order to warn the 

X-Men about the disastrous future that approaches and give them the opportunity to change it 

before it happens. By creating a visual link between this particular issue and the Kill Shakespeare 

series, then, McLeodôs cover art not only references one of the most recognizable comic book 

covers for one of the most well-known comic book plot lines of all time, ensuring that the visual 

allusion will be effective for the largest possible number of readers, but it also draws parallels 

between the X-Men storyline and the project in which Kill Shakespeare is itself engaged. Within 

the narrative, the Prodigal rebels similarly find themselves in something of a dystopia, ruled by 

the tyrannical King Richard. They place their hope in Shakespeare being able to rewrite history 

in order to set the world back to rights, in the same way that Kitty Pryde and the X-Men 

endeavour to do in ñDays of Future Past.ò Outside of the narrative, the writers and artists of Kill 

Shakespeare create a bridge between two disparate time periods, in much the same way that 

Kitty Prydeôs consciousness acts as a bridge between the dystopian future and the more peaceful 

present day. In collaborating with Shakespeare through adaptation, Del Col and McCreery reach 

back into the past. In introducing Shakespeareôs characters into a new narrative, presented in a 

new medium, they likewise pull the playwright into present day. 

 While it is true that both A Midsummer Nightôs Dream and the Kill Shakespeare series 

draw attention to their place within the comic book tradition, they do not do so at the cost of 
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obscuring their relationship to the works which they adapt. They might remove Shakespeare 

from his central role within these adaptations, in order to give themselves space to tell new 

stories, but they also take their readerôs familiarity with their source texts for granted. In 

Gaimanôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, for example, on the opening page of the issue, 

Shakespeare is approached by William Kemp, who excitedly proposes some ideas to punch up 

the playôs comedy: ñHow would it be if I were to be eating a pork pie in the first scene? And 

then, I could sit on it, during Bob Arminôs speechò (Gaiman n.p.). Those familiar with 

Shakespeareôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream will immediately see parallels between Kempôs 

eagerness here and Bottomôs eagerness in the Rude Mechanicalsô first scene. First, the amateur 

actor directs the director, Peter Quince, instructing him how best to go about announcing his 

casting for their next production: ñFirst, good Quince, say what the play treats on, then read the 

names of the actors, and so grow to a pointò (1.2.7-8). And then, as the casting is announced, 

Bottom expresses a desire to play nearly every role in the new play. Having been cast as 

Pyramus, a leading role, he then insists ñAn I may hide my face, let me play Thisby tooò (1.2.42-

43), only to go on to demand, a few lines later, to be cast in the role of the lion as well: ñLet me 

play the lion too: I will roar, that I will do any man's heart good to hear meò (1.2.58-59). The 

allusion in the comic adaptation runs even deeper, however. Those familiar with early modern 

theatre history will recognize Kemp as the actor who is believed to have played many of 

Shakespeareôs earlier clowns, such as Dogberry in Much Ado about Nothing, Lance in Two 

Gentlemen of Verona, and of course, Bottom in A Midsummer Nightôs Dream (Butler). He 

famously had a falling out with Shakespeare and the Lord Chamberlainôs Men, and many 

scholars believe Hamletôs advice to the players, in which he censures clowns who speak ñmore 

than is set down for themò (3.2.35) and whose humour is so over the top as to distract from the 
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playôs more serious moments, is directed at Kemp (Butler). Shakespeareôs exasperated response 

to Kemp in Gaimanôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, and his insistence that Kemp speaks ñjust 

the lines and jests I have writ for youò (Gaiman n.p.) thus becomes much more amusing when 

one is familiar not only with the play being adapted in this issue of The Sandman, but also with 

the history of the early modern theatre.  

 Kill Shakespeare similarly contains allusions to its source texts which take its readersô 

knowledge of Shakespeareôs canon for granted, and indeed the series often relies upon its readers 

to recognize and understand these allusions in order for a particular scene to be most effective. 

For example, in the eighth issue of the series, entitled Journeys End in Loversô Meeting, the 

comic presents readers with a reversal of Romeo and Julietôs famous balcony scene, in which 

Juliet stands beneath a balcony and professes her love for Hamlet, in the same way that Romeo 

does for Juliet in Shakespeareôs tragedy (Fig. 4.6). What makes this moment in the series so 

poignant, however, is that its visual similarities to Shakespeareôs scene cause the differences to 

stand out all the more starkly. In Romeo and Juliet, Romeo makes his declaration of love after 

one whirlwind meeting with Juliet. In fact, Juliet herself expresses her fear that things between 

the young lovers are moving too quickly: ñI have no joy of this contract tonight. / It is too rash, 

too unadvised, too suddenò (2.1.159-160). However, Julietôs courtship with Hamlet in Kill 

Shakespeare unfolds much more slowly, so that by the time she finally makes her profession of 

love to the prince, it does not feel impulsive, but instead a natural progression of the intimacy 

which has slowly been unfolding between the characters throughout the first eight issues of the 

series. Furthermore, while Juliet is often presented as young and inexperienced in Romeo and 

Juliet, and thus perhaps unequipped for the romance she enters into with Romeo, the Juliet of 

Kill Shakespeare has spent years as the leader of a rebellion, and has come to know herself and 
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what she wants: ñI have bottled these dreams under lock and key, and allowed the nightmares of 

the past to force me to be alone with no one else. I want my present to be with youò (191). In 

much the same way that Appignanesi and Leongôs Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet 

reimagines Juliet as a young woman who is aware of the social structures that confine her and 

consciously works against them, here the juxtaposition of Shakespeareôs balcony scene with Del 

Col and McCreeryôs allows their adult Juliet to reach a similar level of awareness through 

speaking back to her younger self and reflecting upon the mistakes she made in her youth. The 

growth that Juliet has undergone, and the empowering message of this scene that results from 

that growth, therefore loses much of its force if the reader is unfamiliar with Romeo and Julietôs 

original balcony scene and unable to draw these comparisons.  

 The enchanted dagger which attacks Hamlet and Shakespeare during their confrontation 

in Kill Shakespeareôs ninth issue, Is That a Dagger I See Before Me, is another example of an 

allusion which adds a deeper layer of meaning to the scene for those who are familiar with the 

play being referenced. In this case, the floating dagger is a reference to the scene in Macbeth in 

which the Scottish thane contemplates killing King Duncan in his pursuit of Scotlandôs throne. In 

the midst of agonizing over his decision, he spies a dagger floating in the air before him, which 

he reads as a sign that he should kill the king and help move the witchesô prophecy along. 

However, the question remains as to whether he has really received supernatural guidance, or 

whether Macbeth only sees in this omen what he wishes to see, in the same way that he misreads 

the witchesô three apparitions later on in the play. Indeed, he confesses to the dagger, ñThou 

marshallôst me the way that I was going, / And such an instrument I was to useò (2.1.42-43), 

which would suggest that Macbeth acts of his own free will, having already made up his mind to 

kill Duncan and even conceived of how he would go about the wicked deed. The visual allusion 
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of the dagger in Kill Shakespeare thus puts two of Shakespeareôs most famous tragedies, Hamlet 

and Macbeth, into conversation with one another. Just as the meaning behind Macbethôs dagger 

is ambiguous, so too does Hamlet wonder if the ghostly apparition of his father which he sees in 

the playôs first act is indeed revealing a truth to him, or if it is merely a way for him to justify 

actions he already wishes to take: ñthe spirit I have I have seen / May be the devil, and the devil 

hath power / Tôassume a pleasing shapeò (2.2.576-577). By questioning the apparitionôs 

ñpleasing shape,ò Hamlet could easily be referring not just to the ghostôs appearance but its 

message. If Hamlet indeed finds the ghostôs accusation of Claudius ñpleasing,ò then perhaps he 

has more in common than one might think with the Scottish thane who seeks supernatural 

justification for his violent intentions.  

 In bringing these two plays together through the allusion to the dagger, however, Kill 

Shakespeare also renders the question moot. Hamlet and Shakespeare are interrupted by the 

enchanted dagger as they debate over whether or not Shakespeare will leave his seclusion to help 

the Prodigals defeat Richard. Shakespeare insists that the Prodigal cause is already doomed 

because they have chosen their leader so poorly, describing Hamlet as ña blighted prince, who 

brings death to all around himò (223). The playwright even goes so far as to insist that, although 

it was Claudius and not Hamlet who killed the princeôs father, the murdered king was ñdamned 

the moment his seed took hold in thy motherôs wombò (222). This is a powerful meta-textual 

moment, since the fact that these biting words are spoken by Shakespeare, the playwright who 

created Hamlet, emphasizes Hamletôs nature as a fictional character whose fate is already 

predetermined within the literary work. Hamlet will always die avenging his father, every time 

Shakespeareôs tragedy is read or performed, just as Macbeth will always murder King Duncan, 

because that is what the story dictates must happen. At least, so Shakespeare believes. However, 
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Hamlet disagrees and insists that stories can be rewritten, including his own. As Shakespeare 

laments that the world he created is in a miserable state, Hamlet endeavours to talk sense into 

him by insisting that this chaos is not inevitable, and it is in the playwrightôs power to change it: 

ñYes, thy world is flawed. Yes, thy world is filled with fear, hatred, murder, jealousy. Yes, 

tragedy outstrips comedy. And yes, thou canst undo these thingsò (253). In a sense, Hamlet 

speaks for Del Col and McCreery, who are engaged in doing exactly that in Kill Shakespeare, 

reshaping narratives so well-known as to have become inevitable in the minds of readers and 

audience members and challenging that inevitability through the words of the very characters 

whose fates they reimagine. In this sense, then, Del Col and McCreery emphasize, through 

Hamlet, the importance of understanding Shakespeareôs plays not as perfected masterpieces that 

are tainted by the intervention of adaptors and performers, but instead as something more fluid, 

as works in progress which are constantly changing shape in order to continue to be able to speak 

effectively to new time periods and new audiences. Even fictional worlds require maintenance, 

Kill Shakespeare seems to suggest, or else they will eventually cease to offer the social 

commentary, catharsis and entertainment for which they were intended. 

 Along with allusions that enhance the reading experience for those familiar with 

Shakespeareôs dramatic works and their performance history, both Gaimanôs A Midsummer 

Nightôs Dream and Del Col and McCreeryôs Kill Shakespeare acknowledge their source texts 

through frequent references to the theatre. Of course, Gaimanôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream 

includes a play-within-a-play, as the narrative is constructed around Shakespeareôs theatre troupe 

performing his new play of the same name. Shakespeareôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream itself 

contains one of his most well-known examples of the play within-a-play trope, the scene in the 

final act in which the Mechanicals perform Pyramus and Thisbe. In Gaimanôs comic, the reader 
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is given a number of glimpses behind the scenes of the fictional production, detailing the work 

involved in staging a play in the early modern period. For example, in a row of panels near the 

beginning of A Midsummer Nightôs Dream, Charles Vessô art depicts two boy actors changing 

into their costumes (Gaiman n.p.). One requests Hamnetôs help in doing up the back of his dress 

while the other adjusts his wig and turns to Hamnet and the first actor to ask how it looks. This 

moment acknowledges the early modern law prohibiting women from acting upon the stage, 

leaving boy actors to play all the female roles. Similarly, Hamnet must whisper a prompt for 

Shakespeare when he seems to have forgotten his opening line upon first seeing the bizarre 

audience whom Morpheus has invited to watch the play. This moment draws attention to the fact 

that the actors are not speaking spontaneously but are instead reciting lines that have been 

written for them, lines which they have memorized and rehearsed in their efforts to embody their 

characters. Through this moment, Gaimanôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream also emphasizes the 

ephemerality of the theatre, since there will always be mistakes and missed cues in a live 

performance, but they will never happen the exact same way twice. Once this particularly strange 

production is over, it can never be replicated. In this way, Gaiman seems to bridge the gap 

between the theatre and the comic, since the comic also bears something of this ephemerality. No 

two readings of a comic will be identical. Each reader will move through the text and images in a 

manner and at a pace which can never be reproduced, not even by that same reader, as he or she 

pauses to linger on different images or notices new details in the illustrations or the arrangement 

of the text that he or she might have missed in previous readings. 

 Del Col and McCreery similarly use the trope of the play-within-a-play in order to 

acknowledge Kill Shakespeareôs place within a theatrical tradition. In the seventh issue, The 

Playôs the Thing, Hamlet himself is thrust into the role of the murderous brother in Feste and Sir 
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Toby Belchôs production of The Murder of Gonzago. The comicôs use of the play-within-a-play 

motif also draws on the readerôs familiarity with Shakespeareôs original text, in the sense that we 

are aware that the play into which Hamlet has forcibly been cast in Kill Shakespeare is the very 

same play with which he plans to expose Claudiusô guilt in Hamlet. In the monologue in which 

he lays out this plan, Hamlet states that he has ñheard that guilty creatures sitting at a play / Have 

by the very cunning of the scene / Been struck so to the soul that presently / They have 

proclaimed their malefactionsò (3.1.512-516). Readers of Kill Shakespeare who are familiar with 

this moment in the source text will therefore anticipate that that Sir Toby and Festeôs production 

of the play will likewise reveal a characterôs ñmalefactions,ò and indeed, acting in the play forces 

Hamlet to confront some truths about himself and his father which he has been avoiding, in the 

enlightening scene with Juliet which I discussed above. In my earlier discussion of Alexander A. 

Blumôs illustration for the Classics Illustrated issue of Hamlet, I noted how Blum layers the 

kingôs murder and the Play Scene by offering the reader a visual representation of the murder 

early on in the manga, to accompany the ghostôs description of the scene. I suggested that in 

doing so, Blum transforms the later Play Scene into an uncanny return to the earlier murder, as 

opposed to an approximation of an offstage event to which the audience has no other access. I 

argued that this choice forces the reader into the same predicament of inevitably failing to act in 

which Hamlet finds himself throughout Shakespeareôs tragedy, and it places the reader into a 

position of superior knowledge by which we can judge Hamletôs methods of proving Claudiusô 

guilt and how Hamlet acts on what he learns in the Play Scene. Del Col and McCreery similarly 

layer their own version of the Play Scene over that which appears in Shakespeareôs tragedy, but 

in this instance, the scene is an uncanny return for Hamlet as well.  
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 Like Blumôs readers, Del Col and McCreeryôs Hamlet thus finds himself in a position of 

superior knowledge to that of Shakespeareôs earlier incarnation of the doomed prince and he 

begins to question the beliefs and motivations which guided his desire for vengeance. By forcing 

Hamlet to inhabit the role of Gonzagoôs murderous brother in Kill Shakespeareôs play-within-a-

play, Feste forces the prince to look at his own fatherôs murder in a different light. Hamlet thus 

comes to the revelation that his father was not the wise, noble ruler that he remembers him to be 

and that, perhaps, his uncle Claudius is not as villainous as Hamlet wishes to imagine him. 

However, Del Col and McCreeryôs uncanny return differs in that it disrupts the inevitable cycle 

of murder and revenge which characterizes Shakespeareôs tragedy, as Hamlet finds himself 

unable to participate in yet another re-enactment of that fatal scene, and instead dramatically 

removes himself from the production. The scene of Gonzagoôs performance in Kill Shakespeare 

is presented in back-to-back two-page spreads (Figs. 4.7 and 4.8), in images which position the 

reader as a member of the audience, looking up at the stage. The reader thus shares in the 

audienceôs shock when Hamlet abruptly runs off the stage, a moment which carries more weight 

since it takes the form of a disrupted theatrical production. In watching a stage performance, the 

audience and the players enter into an unspoken contract in which the audience agrees to take 

painted backdrops for sprawling landscapes and the manufactured sound effect of clomping 

hooves for horses; in other words, the audience agrees to suspend their disbelief and lend their 

imaginations to the production, so that the actors can create believable worlds onstage. When this 

contract is broken, for example by an actor breaking character and rushing off the stage, the 

result can be quite jarring. In this single moment, I believe that creators Del Col and McCreery 

not only draw attention to Kill Shakespeareôs place within a theatrical tradition, but also to their 

own task of disrupting this tradition.    
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Conclusion 

 

 In his article ñRecent Shakespeare Adaptation and the Mutations of Cultural Capital,ò 

Douglas Lanier suggests that the process of adapting Shakespeare into new media is ña process 

of reciprocal legitimationò (104), through which an element of popular culture is granted 

authority or legitimacy through its association with Shakespeare, while being introduced into 

popular culture lends Shakespeareôs works an aura of accessibility and appeal at the same time. 

However, what this chapter has endeavoured to show is that the process is even more 

complicated than Lanier imagines it. Since adaptation in Shakespeare comics is relatively new, 

Gaiman, Del Col, and McCreery must establish their worksô authority in four separate arenas. 

These authors and the artists with whom they collaborate must establish their works as 

adaptation as opposed to production by removing Shakespeareôs central role within the work and 

distancing themselves from the authority of Shakespeareôs texts in order to tell their own stories. 

At the same time, they seek legitimacy as part of the Shakespearean tradition through frequent 

references to Shakespeareôs dramatic works. Meanwhile, the authors of The Sandman and Kill 

Shakespeare series must also establish themselves as worthwhile comic series in their own right, 

which they endeavour to do through self-consciously drawing attention to the nature of their 

medium and making connections with established comic book characters and plots. Finally, since 

Shakespeareôs works live in the space between text and performance, these Shakespeare comic 

adaptations must establish themselves as working within a theatrical tradition, by making 

reference to performance and early modern theatre history.  
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 The fact that the World Fantasy Award committee was so displeased that Gaimanôs 

comic book series could win a prestigious literary award that they had to alter the rules to ensure 

that such a thing could never happen again, or that scholars such as Kimberly Cox could fear that 

Del Col and McCreeryôs series might alienate potential readers of Shakespeare, suggests to me 

that there is an imbalance, that the appearance of accessibility and appeal which the comic genre 

lends to Shakespeare is not equal to the authority which an association with Shakespeare lends to 

the comic. However, this chapter has shown that it is not useful to think of the relationship 

between Shakespeare and the comic genre in such binary terms, especially when it comes to 

Shakespeare adaptation in comic books. As I have illustrated, several complex and distinct 

traditions shape the production of a series like The Sandman or Kill Shakespeare in different 

ways and to varying degrees, to the point that the idea of reciprocity loses its value. Instead, we 

might speak of creative collaboration across genres, across media, and even across time periods. 

As complicated and murky as this process remains while Shakespeare comic adaptations 

continue to find their footing, Shakespeare, a playwright who himself found inspiration on both 

the page and the stage, in the stories of his own culture and those of many others, would no 

doubt have felt right at home within it. 
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Conclusion:  

Next Steps for Shakespeare Comics and Performance Studies 

 

 In her introduction to A Companion to Shakespeare and Performance, Barbara Hodgdon 

describes the difficulty of talking about Shakespeare performance in a world characterized by 

mass-mediation, a world in which the playwrightôs work co-exists ñin relation to a fluid, 

omnipresent panorama of other performancesò (5), not least of which is the comic. She laments 

the limited nature of existing approaches to and vocabularies for discussing the relationship of 

such performances ñtoò Shakespeare, noting that these new forms ñinvite, even demand, 

different ways of seeing, of saying ï and of writingò (5). In this dissertation, I have endeavoured 

to respond to this invitation by modelling an approach to Shakespeare comics that sees them not 

just as interpretations of the playwrightôs dramatic works but as original cultural artefacts which 

are shaped both by the creative choices of their adaptors and illustrators (choices which are 

influenced by, and often even respond to, the social and cultural structures which surround these 

creators) and by the ongoing relationships upon which they are built, such as the relationship 

between the creators of Shakespeare comics and their readers.   

 In much the same way that McCloud fears that seeing comics as either ña genre of 

writing or a style of graphic artò places them within a constant struggle to catch up with other 

forms which are perceived as older and more established (151), limiting discussions of 

Shakespeare comics to their role as teaching tools or their place within the popular culture (rather 

than seeing these as just two of many functions which Shakespeare comics can perform) could 
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lead one to view them as lesser adaptations than those done for the stage or the cinema. As a 

result, one risks overlooking the comicôs potential to engage with Shakespeareôs dramatic works 

in novel and insightful ways. For example, the Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet offers an 

in-depth character study that challenges its readers to question conventional representations of 

the doomed young lovers. The Manga Shakespeare Twelfth Night uses the play as an entry point 

into a broader commentary upon the social structures which govern the comic's creators and 

readers. And finally, Neil Gaimanôs A Midsummer Nightôs Dream and the Kill Shakespeare 

series by Antony Del Col and Conor McCreery offer a commentary upon Shakespeareôs place 

within the modern popular culture and explore the implications of adapting Shakespeareôs work 

across time and media.   

 In the previous chapter, I referenced four separate traditions in which Shakespeare comic 

adaptations must situate themselves in order to affirm their legitimacy: Shakespeare, adaptation, 

comics, and performance. Looking at Shakespeare comics through the lens of performance 

studies challenges understandings of these comics which limit them to a single role (such as a 

teaching tool or a means of keeping Shakespeare relevant within the popular culture) or which 

view them as a lesser form of adaptation by highlighting their complexity. As works that present 

an abridged version of Shakespeareôs text, and which often put his plays into conversation with 

each other or with other important literary works, Shakespeare comics have a place within the 

literary tradition to which the playwright himself belongs. As works which treat Shakespeareôs 

plays as not complete in themselves but instead as the foundation for a meaningful collaboration 

between the playwright and modern-day editors and illustrators, Shakespeare comics have a 

place within the tradition of adaptation of Shakespeareôs work. As works which make the form 

and conventions of the comic a central part of their storytelling and use it to engage more deeply 
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with the playwrightôs characters and themes, Shakespeare comics have a place within the comics 

tradition. And finally, as works which create their reader as collaborator by curating his or her 

experience of the comic page and engagement with the physical object of the comic book, and 

which do so in order to comment upon the social structures which govern their editors, 

illustrators and readers, Shakespeare comics have a place within the performance tradition.  

 I am hopeful that the introduction of a performance studies approach to Shakespeare 

comics will be a step toward resolving Hodgdonôs desire for new and more comprehensive ways 

to engage with the overwhelming amount of new media into which Shakespeare and his dramatic 

works continue to be introduced. This dissertation has followed the model of what Schechner 

dubs the New York University brand of performance studies, which is rooted in theatre, feminist 

and queer studies, and poststructuralism (5). However, there is a great deal of potential for future 

research to build upon it by branching out into what Schechner calls the Northwestern University 

brand of performance studies, which is rooted more in communications-based approaches such 

as speech-act theory and ethnography (5). A study which applies speech-act theory to 

Shakespeare comics might offer helpful insight into how illustrators of Shakespeare comics use 

the font type and text placement to give tangible form to the impact of performative utterances. 

Similarly, while I have focused primarily on the way in which the adaptors and illustrators of 

Shakespeare comics curate the comic page to shape the readerôs experience and make him or her 

a collaborator within the narrative, an ethnographic study of the readers of Shakespeare comics 

might increase our understanding of the readersô side of this relationship and the effects of the 

creatorsô curatorship upon their experience of the comic.  

 While the introduction of Shakespeareôs dramatic works into new media continues at a 

staggering rate, with Shakespeare comics only one example among many, examining these 
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representations through the lens of performance studies could therefore be a step toward 

understanding them in their full complexity. Such an approach has certainly proven to be 

invaluable in talking about Shakespeare comics as a space in which creators and readers can 

engage with Shakespeareôs dramatic works and his place within modern society in novel and 

enlightening ways. The comic does indeed bestow upon Shakespeareôs dramatic works an 

accessibility and an appeal which they might lack for some in other forms but, in examining 

Shakespeare comics through the lens of performance studies, one discovers that it also has a 

great deal more to offer.                   
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Appendix 

1. Mousetraps and Metatheatre: Staging Hamletôs Play Scene in the Visual Arts 

 

Classics Illustrated No. 99, Hamlet, Illustrated by Alex A. Blum, © First Classics, Inc., 

classicsillustratedbooks.com 

 

Fig. 1.3 ï Classics Illustrated Issue #99: Hamlet, pg. 9 (Alexander A. Blum, 1952) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1.4 ï Classics Illustrated Issue #99: Hamlet, pg. 10 (Alexander A. Blum, 1952) 



195 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



196 
 

 

Fig. 1.5 ï Classics Illustrated Issue #99: Hamlet, pg. 16 (Alexander A. Blum, 1952) 
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Fig. 1.6 ï Classics Illustrated Issue #99: Hamlet, pg. 16 (Alexander A. Blum, 1952) 
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Fig. 1.7 ï Classics Illustrated Issue #99: Hamlet, pg. 17 (Alexander A. Blum, 1952) 
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2. Star-Crossed in Shibuya: Embodying Adolescence in the Manga Shakespeare Romeo 

and Juliet 

 

Fig. 2.1 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 1 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 
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Fig. 2.2 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 162 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 

 

 

Fig. 2.3 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 154 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 
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Fig. 2.4 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, Character Pages (Sonia Leong, 2007) 
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Fig. 2.5 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 81 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 

 

 

Fig. 2.6 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 129 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 
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Fig. 2.7 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 13 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 

 

 

Fig. 2.8 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 71 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 
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Fig. 2.9 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 59 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 
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Fig. 2.10 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 83 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 
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Fig. 2.11 ï The Manga Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet, pg. 25 (Sonia Leong, 2007) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


