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Abstract 

This essay is an analysis of Morpheus. The main character in the graphic novel series 

Sandman. Morpheus stands out to other comic book characters for when he first 

appeared in the late 80's he was something new and fresh. Morpheus is not a 

superhero who has a rouge's gallery of villains and is designed to keep on battling 

them forever. No, Morpheus's story had an ending from the start. Sandman starts with 

the beginning of Morpheus's end. As Morpheus approaches his ending, the reader is 

taken on a fantastical journey told in 76 issues of comics. The fact that it is a story 

told through the medium of comics allows Morpheus and other characters to move 

freely between various subgenres of fantasy. First, Sandman uses the image-text 

relationship of comics to portray the internal conflict of Morpheus. Secondly, 

Sandman is a metafantasy series that allows it to reimagine and re-tell stories and 

myths to a new audience. In this way, Sandman shows that comics can be much more 

than just superhero stories. It shows how the medium can be used to tell an adult 

theme tragic story of a mythical figure's downfall. Shown through flashbacks, the 

reader gets to see the behavior of Morpheus which provides a new context for 

Morpheus's quest. Morpheus's quest is that of redemption and change. Morpheus tries 

to redeem for his past transgression but in the process, he finds out that the cost of 

redemption can be a steep one.  

 Another interesting fact about Morpheus is that he has a Faustian relationship with 

William Shakespeare. Both characters are shown as being similar and both are tragic 

in their way. It is in this way that Morpheus, Shakespeare, and Prospero all symbolize 

the tortured artist. A trope that has drawn people to certain artists and art throughout 

the ages, Morpheus is no exception.  
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1 Introduction to Morpheus and the Sandman 
 

Morpheus is the main protagonist in the series of graphic novels called the Sandman. 

Created by Neil Gaiman, Sam Kieth, and Mike Dringenberg. Morpheus is the lord of 

dreams in a universe where dreams are a part of a communal undermind of sleeping 

people (NPR). Morpheus rules this realm of dreams. He is able to change the 

Dreaming to inspire or terrify people. The main focus of the 76-issue run of the 

Sandman is Morpheus’ quest for redemption. His quest is a tragic one and Gaiman 

and his collaborators use it to explore the themes of responsibility and the cost of 

redemption. In short, Morpheus is a metatextual spin of the tortured artist and his 

tragic quest is metaphorical the sacrifices one must make for one’s art. The Sandman 

was first published in 1988. Sandman broke ground for the comics medium as critics 

hailed it as “the first comic strip for intellectuals” (Anderson). Sandman was first 

published in 1988. At first, it was published as comic books, which were subsequently 

collected into 10 hardcover volumes called trade paperbacks. Sandman was among 

the first graphic novels to land on the New York Times bestseller list (Meslow). I first 

encountered Sandman in my teenage years. I went regularly to the local library to 

check out the flora of comic books they had available. Sandman stood out among 

them because it was something different. It was a comic book that did not have a 

superhero for its protagonist. Instead, it followed the story of the anthropomorphic 

personification of dreams and stories. There was something about this mysterious 

character that had me hooked on Sandman. Through Sandman I was introduced to 

various forms and versions of stories, from the mythical tales, fables, and fairy tales 

of ancient civilizations to the plays of Elizabethan England Sandman opened up a new 

world to its readers 

According to Karen Berger, the editor of Sandman, it was the series appeal 

that transcended the traditional comic market” (Introduction”). Due to the sales 

success of Sandman, Berger was able to form Vertigo, an imprint of the larger DC 

comics publisher that published Sandman. The imprint published more adult-theme 

stories and relied heavily on the graphic novel format. As a graphic novel Sandman is 

able to create its own aesthetic and use to give depth to Morpheus’s character. This is 

done in the way of using colours to portray an emotion. Sandman is also a melting pot 

for the various subgenres of fantasy i.e. urban fantasy, dark fantasy, epic fantasy and 

so forth Sandman is an example of how fantastic stories can take on multiple shapes. 
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In this way, it is proper to classify Sandman as a work of metafantasy. Metafantasy is 

described by Bryan Attebery as form of fantasy that stands out from high or epic 

fantasy (207-209). In Sandman, the reader does not find a setting that is influenced by 

medieval Europe, the so-called pseudo-medieval setting. Instead, the setting consists 

of many competing realties that are divided by a barrier. The barrier works as a 

boundary between the realist world of Sandman, A reality that is similar to our own 

albeit set in the time of the publication of Sandman, the eighties and nineties and the 

fantasy world of the Dreaming.  

Furthermore, Gaiman demonstrates his knowledge of various folklore, myths, 

philosophy and religion through Morpheus (Attebery 207). One of the things that 

makes fantasy literature such a compelling genre to study is the fact that fantasy deals 

with stories about stories (Attebery 1-8). Fantasy authors often take inspiration from 

real world mythical tales and remake them in their image in the author’s fantasy 

world. In that way, Gaiman creates a new world, sprawling with familiar yet 

unfamiliar versions of the stories and characters presented in Sandman. In this way, 

Morpheus is a character that symbolizes the tortured life of an artist. This is achieved 

by having him share a direct relationship with William Shakespeare. Although their 

interactions are few and far between, they both share character traits. Little is known 

of Shakespeare’s personal life due to lack of sources. This allows Gaiman to fill in the 

blanks by reimagining Shakespeare as a tragic character. Another noteworthy trait of 

Morpheus is that he is a tragic hero. In a way his story is about the cost of redemption 

and shows how pride can make even the mightiest fall.  
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2 The History of Sandman in the Context of the Comic 

Medium 

In order to understand Morpheus’s journey, it is important to explain the format in 

which it is presented, the comic format. At the time when Sandman was published, 

comic artist and writer Scott McCloud wrote the book Understanding Comics (1993). 

In the book, McCloud tries to define and explain the word “comic”. His first 

definition of the word came to be “Comics were those bright, colourful magazines 

filled with bad art, stupid stories and guys in tights” (McCloud 2, panel 3). this 

definition given by McCloud is correct. Parents often give their children comics to 

read since they are not as text-heavy and offer children or the reader, a story told both 

in drawings and words. This method makes it easier for a child to understand the 

story. But in another sense, McCloud’s first definition is very narrow. In it he refers to 

guys in tights, a nod to the many superheroes of the Marvel and DC universe: Spider-

Man, Batman, Superman and many more. In fact, the comic medium in the USA was 

dominated by superhero stories from 1939 onwards. I will examine Sandman changed 

the way comics are published and how Morpheus differs from the then established 

norm below. For now, I will focus on the medium of comics. McCloud finds an apt 

definition of the word by categorizing it as a medium that is “juxtaposed pictorial and 

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

an aesthetic response in the viewer” (McCloud 20, panel 4). Sandman is a story 

presented in the comics medium. Therefore, it has the advantage using language as 

different symbols for the reader. The symbols offered are the combination of the word 

text and the comic art. If one were to narrow the definition of Sandman as a graphic 

novel one can see how the series leaves an everlasting impact on the comic medium.  

The phrase “graphic novel” has diverse origins, but it is principally: 

used to express aesthetic judgement. In this sense, it is supposed to 

refer to comic narratives that are rather long, “intelligent,” “complex,” 

and intended for an adult, sophisticated audience, as opposed to “comic 

books,” a phrase which is supposed to refer to short, “naïve”, narrative 

intended for a teenage audience. The use of the word “novel” 

obviously aims to associate comics with literature in a quest for socio-

cultural recognition for the former medium, even though it amounts to 

an amalgamation of works of art primarily based on the use of words 
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with works of art primarily based on the use of juxtaposed pictures. 

(Camus 209) 

The words intelligent, complex, can easily refer to Sandman who also managed to 

claim the socio-cultural recognition that the comic medium craved. In 1986, graphic 

novels began to take hold in the mainstream comic literary canon. The reason for that 

is the publication of Watchmen by Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons, and The Dark 

Knight Returns by Frank Miller, Lynn Varsley, and Klaus Janson. Like with Sandman 

both of these stories were first published as single issues and later collected into 

volumes. The difference between them is that both Watchmen and Dark Knight 

Returns were labelled as miniseries, while Sandman is longer work. For example, 

Watchmen consists of 12 issues while Sandman consist of 76. Due to Sandman and 

others the comic market evolved towards lesser people buying single issues, or 

periodicals while more and more people were buying the collected issues in 

paperback or hardcover. (Camus 209) It is clear that Sandman contributed heavily to 

the change of the aesthetic horizon of the English-speaking comics. Sandman deals 

with mature themes and conflicts and one of the major conflicts in series is Morpheus’ 

inner conflict. In demonstrating that conflict Gaiman and collabiratrors use the image-

text relationship of comics to show the inner conflict of a character. In a way that only 

can be achieved with comics.  

 

2.1 Image-Text Relationship in Sandman and How it is Used 

to Portray Morpheus’ Internal Conflict 

 

An initial image, before I even knew who he was: a man, young, pale and 

naked, imprisoned in a tiny cell, waiting until his captors passed away, willing 

to wait until the room he was in crumble to dust; deathly thin, with long dark 

hair, and strange eyes: Dream. That was what he was. The was who he was. 

(Gaiman, Sandman vol. 1 “Afterword”) 
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To the right, Morpheus/Dream. (Dringenberg) 

   

The first thing one notices about Morpheus when reading Sandman is his 

appearanceF. He looks stylistic, elegant and high-class. With comics being a visual 

medium, it is not surprising that the famous comic book heroes are known for their 

iconic aesthetic that is used to reflect the hero. For example, the dark and brooding 

Batman wears outfits that are dark, grey or red, while Superman, America’s boy scout 

bright outfit of red, blue and yellow is used to reflect his sense of hope and 

inspiration. In Morpheus’s case his main outfit is directly inspired by his creator Neil 

Gaiman. Gaiman has said that the inspiration of Morpheus wardrobe came from:  

A print in a book of Japanese design, of a black kimono, with yellow markings 

at the bottom which looked vaguely like flames; and also from my desire to 

write a character I could have a certain amount of sympathy with. (As I 

wouldn’t wear a costume, I couldn’t imagine him wanting to wear one. And 

seeing that the greater part of my wardrobe is black [It’s a sensible colour. It 

goes with anything. Well, anything black], then his tastes in clothes echoed 

mine on that score as well.) (Gaiman, Sandman vol. 1 “Afterword”) 
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This quote from Gaiman makes it clear that Morpheus aesthetic is mainly black. 

Morpheus’s wardrobe is then used as a certain motif to demonstrate his character 

traits. Furthermore, it is clear that the choose of the colour is another metatextual 

tribute of sorts to other story genres. In fairy tales, the colour black is used along with 

white and red to evoke emotional response to the story and help 

the reader connect better to the story (Olesen). On that point, 

Morpheus’s black attire also illustrates a sense of mourning or 

melancholy that the character feels as black is also associated the 

mourning around the world (Smith). Another literary genre that 

uses the colour as a powerful motif is the Gothic. A literary genre 

in which Gaiman is well versed and uses the colour to symbolize 

the elegance, power and elegance that surrounds Morpheus. But 

underneath the soothing black colour there are flames. These 

bright flames are used to symbolize the raging fury and the 

passion that are part of Morpheus, although he tries to hide it 

behind a calm mask. 

 

 

 

Above, Morpheus’s metaphorical cloak (Dringenberg) 

Morpheus is not the only character in Sandman that can change their 

appearance. He is a part of a dysfunctional family of sorts. Known as the Endless. The 

comic medium is further used to its strength by letting the characters change their 

physical shape to suit the person or being with whom they are conversing. An 

example of this can be seen in the issue Tales in the Sand, where Morpheus is called 

Kai’Chul and in the eyes of Nada, an African Queen, looks like an African male 

(Gaiman et al, vol. 4 Ch.8 Panel 35). This allows Morpheus to be a universal figure of 

sorts, he is the universal motifs one finds in fairy tales and other mythical stories 

around the world. Furthermore, Due to the ability to change appearance, of characters 

the artists who worked on Sandman can bring their personal touch to the character 

without it disrupting the story. 
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Morpheus and Nada 

(Dringenberg) 

As noted in this chapter, the relationship between image and text is essential in 

comic storytelling. McCloud defined this relationship into several categories, various 

categories mean different ratio between image and text. The most common of these 

categories is a word/image combination called inter-dependent. There the words and 

images combine to convey an idea that neither could do on their own (McCloud 155). 

On another level the relationship between the text and the image is the relationship 

between the writer and the artist. Gaiman has stated that he cares very much about 

whom will be the artist for Gaiman’s stories (Gaiman, et al. Sandman vol. 3 “Script 

Introduction”). Gaiman’s script is full of descriptions of the setting of each scene, he 

also describes the emotions that the characters a feeling in each scene. The artist then 

puts his/her spin on the scene. For example, in the issue “Caliope” penciller Kelley 

Jones is able to show Morpheus’ quiet anger in one panel (Gaiman et al, Calliope 16 

panel 3). Furthermore, the realm Morpheus controls, the Dreaming, is directly linked 

to him. As a result, the shape and appearance of the Dreaming changes to reflect 

Morpheus inner state of being. For example, after Morpheus escapes his captivity and 

returns to the Dreaming, he finds the realm in a state of decay (Gaiman et al, Sandman 

vol. 1 Ch. 2). As evidenced by the state of the Dreaming it is clear that Morpheus’ 

capture hurt him deeply. Likewise, in Brief Lives the Dreaming takes on a grey 

appearance with constant rainfall which are used to symbolize depression as 

Morpheus nurses a broken heart. Sandman stands out as a graphic novel for its 

success and is the landmark work of comics. Likewise, Sandman and Morpheus stand 

out when put in context with metafantasy.   
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3 Sandman as Metafantasy  

The genre of fantasy has a long history in the literary canon. The genre has gained 

academic interest since the publication of Lord of the Rings by J.R.R. Tolkien. Lord of 

the Rings has been the stable that other recent fantasy books try to emulate. But like 

with the graphic novel, it is hard to explain what fantasy is. According to Brian 

Attebery, fantasy can take on various shapes and forms. Attebery writes in the 

introduction of his book Stories about Stories that:   

Fantasy can be tiny pictures book or sprawling epics, formulaic 

adventures or intricate metafictions. The category includes some of the 

most popular imaginative creations of all time – J.K: Rowling’s Harry 

Potter, Terry Pratchett’s Discworld, J.R.R. Tolkiens Middle-earth-and 

some of the most obscure. Like any literary mode, it may be employed 

by great artists or hacks. It flatters readers by making them over into 

heroes, yet it also flattens their pretensions and challenges their deepest 

beliefs. Fantasy means fairy tales by Thackeray and Wilde and 

Dinesen, beast fables from Beatrix Potter to Franz Kafka, the nonsense 

of Lewis Carroll, the profound sense of Ursula K. Le Guin, the cosmic 

paranoia of H.P. Lovecraft, and the philosophical playfulness of Italo 

Calvino. (Attebery 1) 

Sandman takes inspiration from the works from the authors mentioned in the above 

passage. The fundamental thought of fantasy is that it tells not only stories of things 

did not happen. Fantasy tells of stories that could not happen. In this literal untruth, 

there is the freedom to tell various symbolic truths without forcing the reader to 

choose among them (Attebery 4). Sandman does that by presenting its own 

reimagined mythology of Morpheus and the Endless, characters that draw influence 

from various real world folklore, myths and legends, and by introducing characters 

taken from real world mythical tales i.e., characters from Norse and Roman 

mythology, Angels and Lucifer, the Greek muse Caliope the mother of Orpheus. Due 

to these factors, it is apt to call Sandman a metafantastical work. 

The metafantastical features that Morpheus and Sandman display are 

numerous. Sandman uses its narration to create a structure that calls attention to the 

authorial decisions of Gaiman. Sandman links different levels of reality in its 

storytelling. Which allows readers to interdepend the story in their own way. The 
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readers are able to fill in the textual gaps presented to them.  (Attebery 207). 

Secondly, Sandman establishes numerous competing realities that are divided by 

some kind of barrier. For example, the realistic part of the world of Sandman is 

inhabited by Rose Walker and other waking people. They then cross the barrier into 

the Dreaming when they go to sleep. Morpheus’s sibling also rules their own realms, 

in which they control their respective realities. Sandman is able to separate the 

mundane narrative from the fantastic narrative by having them being parallel realities 

that are separated by barriers. These barriers also act as signals of the generic 

boundaries of Sandman, this is evident in Vol, 5 Game of You. In it the reader follows 

the story of Barbie. A story that features two realties that are shown parallel to each 

other. The mundane reality of New York and the fantasy world of the Dreaming. 

When Barbie is transported in the Dreaming she tranforms into a fantasy protagonist. 

In the Dreaming, Barbie is a princess of a lost kingdom. Over the course Game of You 

the story switches genre’s as it switches realities. This brings me to the third example 

of metafantasy within the Sandman. Thirdly, as with barriers, language and voices in 

Sandman have a metafictional significance. Anyone who speaks in a commanding 

voice or in another temporality takes on the mantle of narrator (Attebery 208). This 

enables Morpheus to differ from most common heroic characters that can be found in 

fantasy since the secondary world is not new to him. He is not the naïve, sceptical 

hero that can be found in portal-quest fantasy (Mendlesohn 66-67). Morpheus is more 

like the insertion of the author in the story, rather than the reader. He is the wizard 

who informs the hero of the rules of the secondary fantasy world. For example, the 

protagonist of volume 2 of Sandman, the Dolls House, is Rose Walker and it is 

through her eyes that the reader gets to experience a character experience the 

fantastical world of Sandman for the first time. In the Dolls House and various other 

stories of Sandman, Morpheus is on the side-lines in the overarching story. This 

allows Morpheus to be the character which the action of the plot revolves around, in 

various degrees. In a way, Morpheus is the supreme storyteller as he acts as the 

passive observer on occasions, he is the voice that reminds the readers that there are 

truths in fantasy stories that are its core created by mortal beings, Be it a moral, literal, 

metaphorical, there is truth in every story. But what is the truth of Morpheus’s story? 

In truth, Morpheus is a tragic character explores the themes of dreams, the cost of 

change, and how owning up of one’s past transactions can have unforeseen 

consequences.  
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4 Morpheus As the Tragic Hero 

This chapter will analyse the character traits of Morpheus as he appears in the 

Sandman. Morpheus, or Dream as he is also known by his family, is the 

anthropomorphic personification of Dreams. That is to say that he is both the 

personification and lord over all dreams and stories, all that is not reality. In Sandman, 

Morpheus is the source of all stories. He is a member of siblings that make up a 

family of sorts and are known as the Endless and like Dream, they embody the natural 

forces of the DC universe.). Morpheus rules over dreams in his realm called the 

Dreaming. Through flashbacks observed later in the series, one can see how 

Morpheus shows the characteristics of the tragic hero. Aristotle introduced the term 

tragic hero and the characteristics they share in his work Poetic. Morpheus, true to the 

Aristotelian tragic hero, is a male that is aristocratic, powerful, competent, and 

honourable. However, when Morpheus applies a sense of responsibility towards 

characters he has hurt in the past the consequences will be severe. Morpheus bears all 

the essential six traits of the tragic hero (“Tragic Hero”). Who according to Aristotle 

are:  

Anagnorisis: The realization the hero's actions caused their downfall. 

Catharsis: The pity or fear the audience feels in response to the hero's 

ruin, which stems from the sense that the punishment is 

disproportionate to the crime. Hamartia: A mistake or fatal flaw in 

personality or judgment. Hubris: Excessive pride. Nemesis: The 

inevitable punishment caused by the hero's actions. Peripeteia: A poor 

decision that reverses the hero's fortune from good to bad. (“Tragic 

Hero") 

When these terms are applied to the literary analysis of Morpheus the reader will see a 

character whose error in judgment, internal conflict, and actions bring him to his 

tragic ending. The term anagnorisis refers to the moment when the protagonist 

understands their situation in a whole new way. Typically, the moment is reserved for 

the end of the plot to make the climax more engaging (“Anagnorisis”). However, to 

Morpheus, this moment of anagnorisis occurs right at the beginning of Sandman as 

the events of the first volume Preludes and Nocturnes introduce an internal change in 

Morpheus that will eventually be the cause of his downfall. Preludes and Nocturnes 

begin in the year 1916 and the reader is introduced to Roderick Burgess, who is a 
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leader of a cult that aspires to capture the personification of Death. Burgess and his 

cult fail to capture Death and instead capture her little brother, Morpheus. Morpheus 

is then held in captivity for seven decades (Gaiman et al, Sandman vol.1, ch.1). 

During his captivity, Morpheus says little or nothing to his captors. Instead, he uses 

patience and waits for them to make a mistake. His patience is rewarded when the 

magic circle that binds him to his prison is broken. Morpheus then takes revenge on 

his captors. (Gaiman, vol.1 ch 1). Morpheus then returns to the Dreaming and finds 

his realm in a state of decay, castles are broken, nightmares have escaped, etc. 

(Gaiman et al, Sandman vol.1 ch. 2). As Morpheus and the Dreaming are the same, 

the state of dreaming symbolizes Morpheus's mental state. As evidenced by the state 

of the Dreaming the reader can see how Morpheus's capture wounded him to his core. 

During his capture, he felt what it is like to be not in control. Be it in control of a 

relationship, dreams, magic, and stories. The experience, in short, humbles him and 

with a little help from Death, Morpheus can use this defeat to change the way he 

thinks about things, it gives a new perceptive of his world (Gaiman et al, Sandman 

vol.1 ch. 8). Like a writer, Morpheus finds his purpose by creating new art. In the 

context of Morpheus, the art is dreams and nightmares. Ironically, the beginning of 

Morpheus's story for the reader signifies the beginning of the end for Morpheus as he 

tries to amend for his hubris and flaws.  

Morpheus’s hubris or pride is best evidenced when someone tries to stand up 

to Morpheus by rejecting him or offer him advice. The two examples I chose to 

highlight are how he treats Nada, a former lover, and his son, Orpheus. The story of 

Morpheus of Nada is a love story with a tragic ending. Its story is told in an issue 

called Tales in the Sand, which was later collected as the first chapter in the trade 

paperback The Dolls House. In short, the tale is about a beautiful queen who meets a 

handsome stranger, that stranger being Morpheus and the queen Nada. Nada falls in 

love with Morpheus and with a tremendous effort she manages to gain entrance to the 

realm of dreams and seeks an audience with Morpheus. However, when Nada 

discovers that Morpheus is one of the Endless, she panics and flees, as she had been 

warned that nothing but destruction would come off a relationship between a mortal 

and one of the Endless. Morpheus follows her and when he catches up with her, they 

both give in to desire and temptation and make love another. Tragedy follows and the 

next day Nada's city is destroyed and while Nada watches helplessly. Blaming herself 

for the destruction, Nada commits suicide. Morpheus does not give up and follows her 
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into the underworld to ask her to be with him again, and again Nada rejects him. Hurt 

by her reaction, Morpheus condemns her to spend an eternity in Hell for the hurt she 

caused him (Gaiman et al, Sandman, vol. 2 ch.1). The punishment Morpheus enforces 

is hyperbolic, to say the least. It shows how cold and unfeeling he is to the human 

plight. It has been established in this essay that Morpheus and his siblings are more 

powerful than gods in the Sandman universe. That fact must be highlighted if one is to 

analyse the power dynamic between Nada and Morpheus.  

Nada is a mortal woman, a human being that is kind and a good queen and 

does what every person does, she falls in love and acts on her impulses, maybe not 

responsible given the consequence of her relationship with Morpheus. However, 

Morpheus is a powerful entity that has lived for billions of years and governs a whole 

realm, and he is the immature one when it comes to the relationship. It is he who 

pursues Nada after she leaves, probably knowing the rules of a relationship with a 

mortal. It is he who seduces Nada, and when the city is destroyed, Morpheus does not 

show much empathy to the traumatic Nada, instead, he takes it as an insult to his pride 

when she denies him and commits suicide. He even follows her to the underworld and 

pressures her again to marry him. However, Nada is not the only victim of 

Morpheus’s hubris. Morpheus’s troubled relationship with the women in his personal 

life is further explored in the issue “Calliope” in the volume Dream Country (Gaiman 

et al, Sandman. vol. 3 ch. 1). The story features another one of Morpheus's past 

lovers. The muse Calliope, who the reader later finds out is the mother to Morpheus’s 

only son, Orpheus. Calliope is held imprisoned by a writer who rapes her to get divine 

inspiration for his works. Calliope calls out for Morpheus to help her escape. After 

helping her escape and punishing the writer who abused her, Morpheus and Calliope 

discuss events. The reader is given further insight into Morpheus’s change, as 

Calliope says that the old Morpheus would have let rot in her imprisonment without 

batting an eye. Morpheus starts to admit to himself and her that he has changed 

(Gaiman et al, Sandman. vol. 3 ch. 1.). The introduction of Calliope and the mention 

of Orpheus is important because Orpheus’s fate is directly linked to Morpheus’s.  

 In the sixth volume Fables & Reflection, Gaiman goes into detail about their 

tragic relationship. The story is set on Orpheus’s wedding day. The night before, 

Morpheus appears in Orpheus’s dream but when Orpheus asks his father about the 

meaning of the dream, Morpheus denies telling him. Orpheus then wakes up and 

meets Morpheus and the rest of the Endless as they plan to celebrate his wedding to 
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Eurydice. However, later that night, tragedy strikes as a friend of Orpheus tries to rape 

Eurydice. She manages to escape his clutches but is bitten by a snake and dies soon 

after (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol. 6 ch. 6). Consumed by grief Orpheus enters a state 

of depression. Desperate to get Eurydice back, Orpheus goes to the Dreaming to beg 

his father for help. Morpheus denies him that, saying that it is the mortal way of life to 

die. Outraged by the lack of help from his father, Orpheus denounces him. Orpheus 

then gets help from Destruction and Death to continue his quest to find Eurydice. 

However, Orpheus's quest ends in disaster as he is tricked by Hades and unwittingly 

sends Eurydice back to the underworld (Gaiman, et al. Sandman vol. 6 ch. 6 “The 

Song of Orpheus” ). Sometime after these events, Orpheus is attacked by a gang of 

crazed female warrior cannibals who rip him apart and devour his flesh. His head is 

thrown into the river. Orpheus does not die from this but lives on as dismembered 

head. Lying in the sand Orpheus is approached by his father. Morpheus says that he 

has come to say goodbye to Orpheus. Ignoring Orpheus's plead for a mercy death, 

Morpheus walks away without looking back. (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol. 6 ch. 6 

“Epilogue”). The reason why Morpheus walked away is that again his hubris was hurt 

when Orpheus denounces him as his father. When Orpheus is pleading to Morpheus 

to die, Morpheus replies “Father"? Did you not say you were no longer my son? 

(Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol.6 ch. 6 “Epilogue”, panel 3).   

 Hamartia is the fatal flaw in the personality or judgment of a tragic character. 

Morpheus hamartia is his sense of responsibility that he has for his subjects. After his 

imprisonment, Morpheus begins to show the same sense of responsibility in his 

personal life. That quest for redemption will ironically end tragically. It is clear 

throughout the series that Morpheus is a dutiful King to his realm and subjects. He 

takes responsibility for his many creations who have escaped the Dreaming during the 

years he was held captive. These creations could be described as nightmares that 

come to life. Morpheus's quest in The Dolls House mainly involves Morpheus 

haunting escaped nightmares, claiming they are his responsibility. Regarding the 

interaction between Morpheus and Orpheus Morpheus is an ever responsible ruler and 

follower of rules. And one of most Princip rules is that people who die stay dead. 

Morpheus is now choosing his responsibility for his realm over the responsibility of 

the actions of his son. Again, this shows how neglectful Morpheus is to people that 

are close to him. Morpheus could have helped Orpheus on his quest, but that would 

go against the rules he must follow as the king of dreams. Not even those who get 
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close to him could make him go beyond his responsibility. Furthermore, by denying 

Orpheus help, Morpheus is indirectly at fault for the symbolic death of his son. Even 

though Orpheus lives, he has lost his love, he has lost his limbs and must live out 

eternity in a hidden temple (Gaiman, et al. Sandman.  vol. 7 ch.1).  

After the humility Morpheus felt after his capture, he starts to assert this sense 

of responsibility to his personal life. First Morpheus goes forth to release Nada from 

her imprisonment in hell. In the fourth volume of the series titled Season of Mist, the 

stage is set for Morpheus’s tragic quest. At a family gathering with the Endless, 

Dream is spurned on by Desire to go back to Hell to rescue Nada (Gaiman, et al. 

Sandman vol. 4 ch. 1.). This quest has the purpose of showing that Morpheus is now 

making up for past mistakes. He is trying to redeem himself to the people he has 

treated cruelly and wants to take responsibility for his actions. Morpheus manages to 

free Nada and brings her to the Dreaming and apologizes to her (Gaiman, et al. 

Sandman. vol. 4 Ch. 8).”I am sorry, Nada. You are right. What I did was foolish, and 

heartless, and,.. and unfair; you hurt my pride, and I hurt you. I was wrong. There is 

nothing else I can say. (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol. 4 Ch. 8 Panel 36 emphasis 

mine).Nada accepts Morpheus’s apology, and he redeems himself in the eyes of the 

reader by giving Nada another chance of life, by letting her soul be reborn as a new 

person (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol. 4 ch. 8 “Hong Kong” panel 9-10). After this 

interaction with Nada, it is time for Morpheus to face his son once again.   

 In the seventh volume, Brief Lives the story begins with Morpheus in a 

heartbreak. In the midst of this his sister, Delirium comes to ask his assistance to find 

their long-lost brother, Destruction (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol.7 ch. 2). Morpheus's 

and Delirium travel takes them through the waking world. Their travel is also filled 

with destruction, people that might know of Destruction's whereabouts die in the 

process, strip joints are burned down, and so forth (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol.7). 

Morpheus and Delirium eventually track down Destruction who lives on an island in 

Greece, close to that island is another island in which one can find the head of 

Orpheus. Morpheus returns to the temple of Orpheus to finally grant him his boon 

(Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol.7 ch. 9). Morpheus, who is the only one who has the 

power to take Orpheus's life does just that. That action not only causes major 

emotional stress on Morpheus, but it is also Morpheus's peripeteia, as the decision to 

kill Orpheus reverses Morpheus's fortune from good to bad. It incites the one rule of 

how to kill an Endless. That rule is if one spills the blood of a family one can be 
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targeted for blood revenge. As the Furies explain to Lyta Hall in volume 9 of 

Sandman, The Kindly Ones.   

You see, my gosling, the ladies you were talking about can really only avenge 

blood-debts.” (Gaiman et al, vol.9 Ch. 7 panel 107). And “Had he killed is 

own son, then it would be different. Then—If we wished—we could hound 

him (Morpheus); we could destroy his life and his world, hound him to the 

grave and beyond. (Gaiman, et al. Sandman vol. 9 ch. 7 Panel 109). 

Therefore, Morpheus's hamartia is his sense of responsibility that leads him to mercy 

kill his son. Paving the way for his nemesis to seek out to destroy him and in turn, 

give the reader a sense of catharsis.         

It is the character of Hippolyta Hall who proves to be the instrument of 

Morpheus’s punishment. She is introduced in volume 2 of Sandman, The Dolls 

House. Hippolyta and her husband, Hector, have been living in a fake version of the 

Dreaming, created by two creatures who escaped the real Dreaming. Hector and Lyta 

have been living the fake Dreaming for some years. Hector has been dead for this 

time and is only existing has a dream. More importantly, Lyta was pregnant when she 

entered the realm and has been carrying her child all this time. When Morpheus 

comes to bring his creatures back to real Dreaming, he wipes out Hector’s dream 

ghost. And claim ownership of Lyta's unborn baby, due to the fact it has been 

gestating in dreams for a long time (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol. 2 ch.3).  

 Morpheus visits Lyta after she gives birth and gives the baby boy the name 

Daniel. Lyta appears horrified by his appearance but accepts the name of her child 

(Gaiman, et al. Sandman.  vol. 4 ch. 2). Due to Morpheus's interest in Daniel, Lyta 

begins to have paranoid thoughts over the well-being of Daniel, hardly leaving him 

out of her sight (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol. 9 ch.1). However, after leaving Daniel 

to go to a job interview Lyta discovers that Daniel is missing, and his burned body is 

later discovered. Falsely thinking that is Morpheus that is responsible for Daniel's 

disappearance and death, Lyta begins her quest to avenge her son by killing 

Morpheus. Spurred on and empowered by characters called the Fates, or the Kindly 

ones, metaphorical figures of fate that are inspired by Ancient Greek mythology entity 

of the same name (“Fates”). Therefore, Hippolyta Hall not only becomes Morpheus 

nemesis, but she also symbolizes the tragic fate that befalls Morpheus.   

 With the power of the Kindly ones running through her veins Hippolyta enters 

the Dreaming and starts killing its inhabitants one by one, and along the way destroy 
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the realm of the Dreaming itself (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol. 9 ch.7). Morpheus 

himself cannot be killed in the Dreaming, but he feels the damage they inflict on his 

realm, as Morpheus and the Dreaming are in a way the same. To stop the destruction 

of the Dreaming, Morpheus decides to confront the Furies. Morpheus transports to a 

faraway part of the Dreaming where he is met by his sister Death. Death can order the 

Furies away. Afterward, Death and Dream have a deep talk about responsibilities and 

the reason why Morpheus cannot leave his realm like Destruction. Morpheus then 

takes Death's hand and in a flash of light Morpheus, King of Dream is dead. Although 

Morpheus tried to make amends by asserting a sense of responsibility to people, he 

wronged in the past due to his hubris it was the same sense of responsibility that led 

him to sacrifice himself for his realm. With the story of Morpheus being a tragic one, 

the character pays tribute to the effects of mythical stories. In a way, the themes of the 

cost of redemption and the responsibilities that come with having power are 

showcased through Morpheus.  

The final volume of the series the Wake clever fully breaks the fourth wall and 

has the reader be one of the attendees of Morpheus funeral. This is accomplished by 

the way of having Morpheus being a redemptive character. Most of the action of the 

plot around Morpheus revolves around his betterment. Thus, by having Morpheus 

share the characteristics of a tragic hero, Gaiman is able to create a character that pays 

tribute to the power of stories and the truth that can be found in them, however weird 

or fantastical they may appear. It also thanks to Morpheus that Sandman became the 

success it is today. Morphues is the element that the capitaves the reader. The fact that 

Morpheus is a mythical figure and prince of stories enables Sandman to circumvent 

the many pitfalls of fantasy, most strikingly it keeps the otherworld fresh in eyes of 

the reader. The plot always revolves around Morpheus, in one way or another, but by 

playing the role of the wise old wizard to characters that take the centre stage for 

number of issues, Rose Walker for example he world is often re-introduced to a naïve 

character the takes on the role of the reader. Morpheus is always the author. By 

having Morpheus being the author of all stories, Neil Gaiman is able to introduce old 

stories to a new audience.This further underlines the point that Morpheus's fantastical 

quest has the objective to showcase the power of stories, and through the mythical 

world of Sandman, Neil Gaiman rewrites and introduces these classical tales to a new 

audience. The readership of comics. Morpheus meets and interacts with William 
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Shakepeare over the course of Sandman and in one of these meetings Gaiman retells 

Midsummer Night’s Dream in his fantastical way.  
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5 Sandman and Shakespeare 

Another important character element of Morpheus is revealed in his interaction with 

William Shakespeare. William Shakespeare is one of the names that are synonymous 

with Western literature. His plays like Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, The Tempest are 

widely known today and are often remade in a way that reflects the popular culture of 

the time. Due to these efforts, Shakespeare has become a mythical literary figure, with 

his plays being praised for their metatextual relationship with storytelling itself. With 

Morpheus, being the prince of stories, the ultimate symbol of the power of stories in 

the genre that writes stories about stories, Neil Gaiman creates his Shakespearean 

myth. Morpheus shares some traits of the characters of Shakespeare and, in a way, the 

bard himself. During the course of the 76 issues of Sandman, Shakespeare appears in 

three issues and interacts with Morpheus each time. These are the issues Men of Good 

Fortune, Midsummer Night’s Dream, and The Tempest. In Men of Good Fortune, 

Morpheus meets Shakespeare in the year 1598. At a local pub, Dream hears 

Shakespeare lamenting about the fact that his writing is the second rate. Morpheus 

takes interest in Shakespeare. He approaches him with an offer. I heard your talk Will. 

Would you write great plays? Create new dreams to spur the minds of men? Is that 

your will? (Gaiman et al, Sandman. vol. 2 ch. 4 Panel 67). Shakespeare confirms that 

it is his ambition and then Morpheus and he have a talk and strikes a deal. The deal is 

Faustian in its nature as it reveals another one of the themes of Sandman. The cost of 

telling stories. It shows the cost of the ambition of the individual to their art. How it 

can distance and isolate an individual. On the other hand, it also shows the power 

stories have to withstand time and how one can always find the truth in fiction.  

The next time Morpheus visits Shakespeare is in the issue Midsummer Night’s 

Dream. In it Shakespeare’s troupe is on their way to perform the play for the real 

court of fairies, with the King and the Queen, Auberon and Titania in attendance 

(Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol. 3 ch. 3). Morpheus states that the agreement between 

and Shakespeare consist of Morpheus giving Shakespeare the ability to tell timeless 

stories, in return Shakespeare must write two plays for Morpheus. Midsummer Night’s 

Dream is the first one, commissioned by Morpheus as a farewell gift for the fairies’ 

court as they prepare the earthly plane (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. vol. 3 ch. 3). 

Already, the deal has harmed Shakespeare's relationship with family, notably his son, 

Hamnet. Hamnet confides with his friend, Tommy;  
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[Shakespeare is] very distant, Tommy. He doesn’t seem like he’s really 

there anymore. Not really. It’s like he’s somewhere else. Anything that 

happens he just makes stories out of it. I’m (my emphasis) less real to 

him than any of the characters in his play (Gaiman, et al. Sandman. 

vol. 3 ch. 3 Panel 74) 

Both Morpheus and Shakespeare share a troubled relationship with their sons, and 

both can appear distant to family and close confidants. For Morpheus, it is the 

ambitious rule of the Dreaming, the dreams that we dream, and the dreams we pursue, 

the stories we tell each other. For Shakespeare, it is the passion for writing. 

 Morpheus's and Shakespeare's last meeting occurs in the last issue of 

Sandman, The Tempest. In the issue, it is revealed that the second play and final play 

Morpheus commissions from Shakespeare is the Tempest. Different from Midsummer 

Night’s Dream that was written for the fairies’ court, The Tempest is written only for 

Morpheus (Gaiman, et al. Sandman vol. 10 ch. 5 Panel 121). Morpheus and 

Shakespeare meet in dreams when the latter finishes writing the play. Shakespeare is 

perplexed why Morpheus would ask for a play which is in Shakespeare's opinion 

"…merely the sort of fairy story all parents tell to amuse their children.” (Gaiman, et 

al. Sandman. vol. 10 ch.5 Panel 150). Shakespeare then asks Morpheus why he does 

not want him to write a tragedy for Morpheus. Morpheus replies; 

I wanted a tale of graceful ends. I wanted a play about a King who 

drowns his books, and breaks his staff, and leaves his kingdom. About 

a magician who becomes a man. About a man who turn his back on 

magic. (Gaiman, et al. Sandman vol.10 ch. 5 Panel 153) 

As noted above, Morpheus cannot leave his kingdom. That is one thing he cannot 

change completely about himself: he cannot abandon his responsibilities, even though 

that is his dream. Shakespeare asks him why and demands that Morpheus answer his 

question. Morpheus replies “Because I will never my Island”. (Gaiman, et al. 

Sandman. vol. 10 ch. 5 Panel 157)     

 Morpheus's Island is, of course, the Dreaming where he rules his kingdom. 

Morpheus is the prince of stories, the maker of dreams that people pursuits in life, the 

creator of one's dreams and nightmares. He sees himself in the character Prospero, the 

magic ruler of the island in which the Tempest is set. Both Prospero and Morpheus 

can be seen as philosopher kings. The kind of king who forgets himself in his books. 

Furthermore, Morpheus is a strict ruler and shows no hesitation in destroying his 
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subjects if they displease him, as was the case with the nightmare Corintitihan, as told 

in the volume Dolls House. To those who loyally serve him in the Dreaming, he keeps 

respectful, but distant, relationship as well. With his rewriting of Tempest, Neil 

Gaiman demonstrates the metatextual relationship between Morpheus, Gaiman, and 

Shakespeare.  Round states, in the article “Transforming Shakespeare: Neil Gaiman 

and The Sandman”;  

Along similar lines, Shakespeare explains how he is all the characters 

in the play (175.6-176.2), referencing this type of interpretation from 

the performance legacy of the play. This also invokes the question of 

authorial control that underlies The Tempest. (Round 102) 

As the Tempest and Sandman parallel the author with magicians, they are both of 

metafiction that has their main characters symbolize the difficulties of creating 

literature (Round 102). Their stories also explore the themes of the transformation 

power of fiction, as impossible things are made into reality through imagination. 

(Round 105).  
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6 The Metatextual Meaning of Morpheus, Prospero, and 

Shakespeare’s Relationship 
 

The connection between Morpheus and Shakespeare is also metaphorical of another 

myth. The myth of tortured artist. The tortured artist is a trope that is used to refer to a 

tortured creative genius. It can take on many forms such as a suicidal actor, a self-

destructive artist and an emotionally unstable writer (Hullinger). History is filled with 

real life example of this trope, resulting in myth being brought to life. Hemmingway 

is a good example as he famously described writing as an easy job, the only thing one 

must do is to sit in front of a typewriter and bleed. Morpheus is therefore a reflection 

of the artist. The major themes that Morpheus displays with his actions are isolation, a 

certain distance from others and pain. The final issue of the series “The Tempest” is 

important as it establishes a link between Morpheus, Shakespeare, and Prospero. The 

metatextual qualities of Prospero indicates that the character is a reflection of 

Shakespeare himself. However, in the Sandman universe there is another character 

that sees himself in Prospero, or namely Morpheus. In Morpheus’s eyes, Prospero is 

the antithesis of himself as Prospero is able to leave his magic and abandon his island. 

In other words, Morpheus is the tragic reflection of Prospero, someone who cannot 

leave his art. In Morpheus’s case, the art is more than some words on paper, it is the 

governing of a collective unconsciousness.    

Authors often suffer from loneliness as their work takes immense 

concentration and dedication. Many famous writers like Hemingway have turned to 

substances to deal with this feeling (Hughton). In this sense, the connection between 

Morpheus and Shakespeare is even more important. Morpheus and the latter both deal 

with creating stories. In the Sandman universe it is the Dreaming that is the source for 

inspiration since Morpheus is responsible for both metaphorical and literal dreams. 

This connection between Morpheus and stories is fitting for a fantastical series like 

Sandman. Fantasy can be described basically as stories about stories. Metafantasy 

takes this role model to another level. In a post-modern way metafantasy takes it 

inspiration from real world examples and re-creates myths in the version of the 

author. Like in all myths worth knowing, Morpheus has to go through the heroes 

journey and suffer from character flaws. This essay has already analysed how these 

flaws bring forth Morpheus death. Loneliness is also one of those universal feelings 

that everyone feels from time to time, so although Morpheus tale is a fantastical one, 
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in the sense it cannot happen, it is false his journey is able to tell of the universal truth 

that is the feeling of loneliness. Being a mythical figure Morpheus does not seek 

conform in mind altering substances. Instead, Morpheus seeks out a lover that he 

hopes will cure him of his loneliness. But like alcohol or drugs, the comfort of a 

relationship can only last so long. After the fire dies out Morpheus turns cold and 

distant from his lovers, like with Caliope. Morpheus and Shakespeare are both 

characters who are ready to sacrifice everything to be great at their art. However, it 

comes with a cost. In a way, both character are symbolic for the high costs and 

rewards that the creative process brings with it.  
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7 Conclusion 

The graphic novel series Sandman and its protagonist Morpheus are ground-breaking 

creations when it comes to the medium of comics and the literature of fantasy. 

Sandman broke new grounds when it comes to popular graphic novels by ditching the 

superhero format and introduced readers to a deep and complex metatextual character 

named Morpheus. Morpheus stands out as a protagonist because he is the storyteller 

in his world. Ironically, the one story he cannot control is his own. This is highlighted 

when he is literally captured at the beginning of the series. This loss of control 

transforms Morpheus. The consequences of this transformation are the driving force 

for the overarching story of Sandman. However, he is not always the narrator, the 

series use the barriers created to establish a link between the real and fantasy. In that 

way Sandman takes advantage of the fact that fantasy are stories about stories and 

uses metatextual storytelling to great effect  It is testament to Neil Gaiman skills as 

storyteller that the remade myths offer a new and fresh spin on them. Such as basing 

Orpheus arc in Sandman on the ancient Greek myth of the same name. Sandman is a 

true manifestation of the power of stories. From ancient times, people have relied on 

storytellers to entertain and educate them. The medium of stories has changed from 

being a oral tradition into being on television, songs, films, book and comics. 

Sandman is saying that it does not matter through which medium one consumes 

stories, good stories will always be able to shine through and capture the imaginations 

of people around the world. Morpheus is a character that thrives best in the comic 

medium. His appearance is used to reflect his character traits and emotions. The art of 

the series evolves from the typical comic art, into a more abstract aesthetic that 

focuses more on the state of mind of characters rather than their appearance.  

As a character Morpheus takes on the role of the tragic hero. The series end 

with his death. This another thing that set him apart from other comic book heroes at 

the time was that his story had an ending. In fact, the beginning of Sandman is the end 

of Morpheus story. After being captured and humiliated by the cultist Morpheus tries 

to change for the better. But Morpheus did not get a happy ending. In frank, 

Morpheus did not deserve a happy ending. He did some unjustifiable things to his 

loved ones. One cannot imagine living in hell for 10.00 years like Nada just for 

standing up for oneself. Morpheus treatment of Orpheus is even worse. However, 

Morpheus is able to redeem himself to the reader when he makes amends to both of 
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them. When Morpheus makes the decision to mercy kill Orpheus it is real act of love 

towards someone. By doing that Morpheus puts Orpheus life ahead of his own as he is 

marked for death after the event. In a way, Morpheus shows the reader the cost of 

redemption. Another element that illustrates the significance of Morpheus is how he is 

a metaphor for the tortured artist. Stories come at a cost as one can see by analysing 

the metatextual relationship between Morpheus and William Shakespeare. Both are 

portrayed as figures that are ready to sacrifice almost everything for the sake of their 

craft. This sacrifice comes at a cost as their pursuits isolates both characters from 

others. This showcases one of the universal truths that this fictious series imparts on 

the reader. The feeling of loneliness. This allows the reader to relate to an all-

powerful being like Morpheus on a human level. That it is the power of stories.   
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