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PREFACE

Early in 1940, afrer an intimate involvement with the birth and
burpeoning of the so-called comic book art form, 1 undertook a weekly series
entitled The Spirit. This was to be a complete story to appear as a newspaper
insert comic book every Sunday. It revolved around a freelance masked
crime fighter in the heroic rradition and would, the distriburing syndicare
hoped, latch on to the growing national interest in comic books.

Wich all the self-assurance of youth, I plunged into the task without
much real planning. It was not until 1 came up for air after the first fifreen
weeks that [ realized the full magnitude of this undertaking. In face, 1 was
delivering a short story a week to an audience far more sophisticated and
demanding than che newsstand comic book reader. The reality of the sk
and the enormous perimeters of the opportunity were thrilling,
and | responded with the euphoria and enthusiasm of a fronriersman.
In the twelve years that followed, I thrashed abour this virgin rerritory in an
orgy of experiment, using The Spiric as the launching platform for all the
ideas that swam in my head.

With hindsight, | realize 1 was really only working around one core
concept—that the medium, the arrangement of words and picrures in a
sequence—was an art form in itself. Unique, with a structure and gestalt all
its own, this medium could deal with meaningful themes. Certainly there
was more for the carroonist working in chis technique o deal with than
superheroes who were preventing the destruction of Earth by supervillains.

I was not alone in this belicf, In the middle 1930s, Lynd Ward explored
this path in his remarkable actempes at graphic storytelling, He produced
several complete novels in woodeuts. One of these books, Frankenstein, fell
into my hands in 1938 and it had an influence on my thinking thereafter,
| consider my efforts in chis area actempts at expansion or extension of Ward’s
original premise.

At the rime, ro openly discuss comics as an art form—or indeed to claim
any autonomy or legitimacy for them—uwas considered a gross presumption
worthy only of ridicule. In the intervening years, however, recopnition and
acceptance has fertilized the soil, and sequential art stands at the threshold
of joining the cultural establishment. Mow, in this climate warmed by serious
adult attention, creators can attempt new growth in a field that formerly
vielded only what Jules Feiffer referred to as junk art. The proliferation of



stunning are and imaginative exploration is but an early harvest of this
germination. For me, the vears after | stopped producing The Spirit were
devored to the application of the comic book art form to education, instruction
and other pragmatic directions. Satisfying and rewarding as these were, they
were also demanding, and so there was little time available to pursue the
experiments | set aside in 1951, Twenty-five years later, given the time and
opporrunity, | embarked on the effort which you hold in your hands; a harvest
at last from seedlings [ had carried around with me all those years.

In this book, | have attempted to create a narcative that deals with intimate
themes. In the four stories, housed in a tenement, [ undertook to draw on
memory culled from my own experiences and rhat of my contemporaries.
[ have tried to tell how it was in a corner of America that is still to be revisited.

The people and events in these narmatives, while compounded from
recall, are things which I would have you accept as real. Obviously in the
creation, names and faces were rearranged. [t is important to understand the
times and the place in which these stories are set. Fundameneally, they were not
unlike the way the world of wday is for those who live in crowded proximity
and in depersonalized housing. The importance of dealing with the ebb and
flow of city existence and the overriding effort to escape it never seems to change
for the inhabitants,

In the telling of these stories, 1 rried ro adhere to a rule of realism
which requires that caricature or exaggeration aceept the limitations of
actuality. To accomplish a sense of dimension, | set aside two basic working
constrictions that so often inhibit the medium—space and format.
Accordingly, each story was written without regard to space, and each was
allowed to develop its format from irself; thar is, to evolve from the narration.
The normal frames (or panels) associared with sequential {comic book) art
are allowed to take on their integrity. For example, in many cases an entire
page is set out as a pancl. The text and the balloons are interlocked with the
art. | zee all these as threads of a single fabric and exploit them as a language.
If | have been successful at this, there will be no interruption in the flow of
narrative because the picture and the text are so rorally dependent on each
other as to be inseparable for even a moment.

Finally, | must confess 1o a certain sense of uneasiness at erying o explain
whar I'm about to present. [ have always cringed with embarrassment when
listening to an artist, writer, or musician preamble an offering with an explanation
of what he or she is trying to do. It is almost as though one is begging the



audience ro excuse the imperfections or—ar the very best—seeking to
influence the judgment that will surely come. Perhaps [, too, am a victim of
this insecurity, because for me, this is a new path in the forest.

To colleagues who encouraged the effort, to my family who urged me
to try, to Rose Kaplan, who edited this work, and the others who read the
early drafts and offered advice—my thanlks.

White Plains, New York
August 1978

Addendiam 1o the thivd printing: In the years since A Contract With God was
first published, the book has heen translaved into six languages, including,
appropriately, Yiddish—a language in which | can think but cannot read or
write, | have since wricten several other books in this medium. They are
more polished technically but wich this maiden work, a big piece of my
heare remains.

Tamarac, Florida
January 1959

Addendwm to the fifeth prinemg: In the seventeen years that A Conract
With God has remained in pring, the enlarging field of fine graphic nowvels
has reinforced my belief that there would be a continually growing audience
for the liverary pretensions of this medium. After many subsequent works,
[ can still look back at this maiden effort withouwt embarrassment and 1 retain
for ir the special affection one has for a first child.

Tamarac, Florida
June 1995

Addendum to the DC Edition first printing: Mow, ar long last this book, my
first graphic novel, will enter its seventh printing under the DC Comics
flag. Afrer 22 years of being “in print” it is assuring to know that its future
will be in their strong and knowledgeable hands.
| want also to acknowledge my deep gracitude to Denis Kitchen who was
responsible for irs conrinued publicarion during most of thase years.

Will Eisner

Tamarac, Florda

March 2000






INTRODUCTION

DENNY O'NEIL

When | agreed to do this aricle, | planned to chear. Instead of actually
assessing A Contract With God, [ thoughe I'd pay tribute to the astonishing
anomaly that is its author, Will Eisner: the creator of a self-described “middle-
class hero” who has himself been a professional nonconformist; the rebel
who has prospered working within that epitome of the Establishment, the
Department of Defense; the hard-working, unpretentious deadline meeter
who, nonetheless, produces his genre's best arr. There is a major critical
work o be written about Will Eisner and 1 had hoped to use this space to
begin sketching ar it, and, accidentally, to confess my own admiration for
the man. (I have tried on at least twenty different occasions to write a “Will
Eisner story” and | haven't yet come close.)

But [ wanted o avoid dealing with A Conmact With God because | didn't
think I'd like it and [ didn't care to publicly dump on a continuing source of
enjoyment and inspiration; better to avoid the issue. I'd glimpsed the book at
a lecture Eisner had piven a week prior to publication and [ wasn't impressed.
It seemed that not even Eisner had accomplished what comics professionals
are forever talking about: transcending the limitations of commercial comic
kacks and using the medium for something other than simplistic moralicy
tales, baby science fiction and, in the case of the undergrounds, scatological
satire—which are the things comics have been at their best, and not to be
scoffed ac. Still, isn't there anyrhing else?

The answer is yes, as of the publication of A Coneract With Gad. After
reading the book five times, | am convinced it needs no apolopia. Goethe's
critical dictum remains the best: the critic can only decide whart the artist was
trying to accomplish, and whether he succeeded. By that standard, A Contract
With God is a near masterpiece.

Haowever, for me to appreciate Eisner's achievement I had to resolve
two problems—which may bother you, too. The first was a preconceived
notian of what a comic is. Ive writcen over 700 comic book stories and read wens
of thousands and so, despite the prerensions to perceprion and objectivity
that accompany a reasonably fancy degree in English Lit, [ pick up a comie
with reflexive anticipations. Action, movement, extravagant locales, a cer-
tain kind of pacing and—may the ghost of Henry James forgive me—a broad
drama of crime and punishment: those are my expectations from anything
with pictures and werd balloons, and they are catered to very little in Contract.



The second difficulty is that, being from the Irish-Catholic Midwest, | am
largely unfamiliar with the Jewish milicu that forms Will Eisner's memories.

What he has given us here are those memories, as tales, and realized in
a fusion of image and copy. They are simple and they are harsh; there are no
easy morals to be goreen from them. The Good Guys don’t win and the Bad
Guys don't lose because there are no good guys and bad guys. Instead, there
are lonely, frichtened, and ambitious people, immigrants seeking relief from
poverty, despair, and the dread that, unhappy as the present is, the future
may be worse, A man remembering in that way is not likely to depict heroes
and villains; rather, he will be compassionate toward everyone, winner and
loser alike, and compassion is the pervading, unstated theme of Eisner's
work. His sympathetic recognition of human frailty and folly is moest evident
in his representation of sex: not the smirking prurience that usually passes
for the eratie in comics (and in many other arenas of popular culture) but
the pleasures of the body as a palliative for misery and as manifescations of a
raging libido—enjoved, incidentally, by individuals not particularly beauriful.

Of course, such autobiographical reminiscence is common in modern
writing; it is the raw material of the stories of Bemard Malamud, Philip Roth,
and Isaac Bashevis Singer, to name three of dozens of Jewish writers. But
Eisner’s presentation is unigue: with the fusion of image and copy | mentioned
earlier he mimics the operations of memory itself, perhaps as well as they can
be imitated on paper.

The prologue which relates the background of the Bronx tenement that
is the setting of the stories and a brief digression explaining the plight of Jews
in Czarist Russia correspond 1o the gestalt of the consciousness—information
a bright child would acquire from his environment without anyone specifically
teaching it. The scenes he could not acrually be remembering, the scenes he
was not present at, are the aduld's attemprs to make whole his childhood
recollections, to fill in the gaps, a process akin to psychoanalysis. Eisner
writes in the past tense, a departure from normal comics technigque; these
are, after all, past events. Yet his dialogue, presented in the familiar balloons, is
present tense; one remembers words in the mode in which they were spaken.
There is no contradiction here: Eisner is using the resources of the language
exactly as a novelist vses them, to combine past and present into a single
expericnce, and with the added resource of his artwork.



The pictures are Eisner's special concribution and whar lifts the book
into its own category. I've heard casval readers complain that Eisner’s people
are “cartoony’ compared to his realistic cityscapes, and in his comic strips
the contrast does rake gerring uzed to (though it is worth the effort); this
may explain why his Spirir comics have not been as commercially successful
as lesser, more convenrional srrips. However, in A Conevacr With God, the
exaggerated features of the characters work for the whole. The child in us does
not remember the adulrs we mer as they actually were; he remembers them as
archetypes—as caricatures, almost. He remembers them as Eisner draws them.
Similarly, we do not recall every detail of the houses and streets we inhabited
as children, as anyone who has ever vizsired a childhood neighborhood after
a long absence will testify: we recall impressions, the sorr of mnemonic skerches
Eisner draws. The Bronx of A Contract With God is much less precisely
rendered than the Central City of The Spinit, and thar is surely a conscious
decision of a thinking artist intent on introducing us to his private, interior
experience instead of reproducing the world as mose of us see it, Eisner even
puts the ink the book is printed in to his artistic uses: it is sepia brown, a
close approximartion of the monochrome psychologists say is the color of
dreams—and memories.

I resalize I'm making A Conract With God seem very complicated. Ic isn't.
What Eisner has accomplished needs to be scen: once it is, everything is plain,
and no explanation or elaboration is necessary.

The book fulfills Goethe’s eriterion: it succeeds splendidly and uniquely
in being what Eisner wants it to be.
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