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The first floor
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And we're back... Finally. Since we wrapped up KILL OR BE KILLED in August, we put out our first original
hardback, MY HEROES HAVE ALWAYS BEEN JUNKIES and I went on a small book tour, before diving full steam
into this new monthly version of CRIMINAL. But one thing I learned on my tour was that our readership has
evolved over the past few years. In fact, I met a ton of people
who only started reading me and Sean's books with KILL OR BE
KILLED, and were just starting to delve into our back catalog
now. So, since CRIMINAL is a book with a long past, I thought I'd
do a quick history here in our first letters page. In future issues,
I'll run letters and answer questions as usual.

Sean Phillips and I started working together at DC Comics in
1999, with a one-shot called GOTHAM NOIR (Sean had inked
Scene of the Crime right before this). While he was doing that, I
sold a book called SLEEPER to Wildstorm, and Sean joined me on that for the next few years. Sleeper was a cult
hit, but it helped us establish ourselves as a team and build a readership, and it remains in print to this day,
going through a lot of rereleases and reformatting, including a giant hardback doorstop version.

When Sleeper wrapped, we almost did two different
projects (one for Wildstorm and one for IDW) before we
ended up putting out CRIMINAL instead. I was trying to
land on an idea I liked enough to devote several years
to, and I knew I wanted to finance it myself so we could
own it completely, unlike SLEEPER, which is owned
by DC. But since it was a gamble, I was stressing about
what to write. Then one day, my wife asked me what
I would do if the money wasn't an issue. If I could do
anything I wanted, without worrying about whether it
was a success or not, what would I do? And I had the
answer already. I would do a straight crime comic that
had an umbrella title, and a rotating cast of characters.
I'd create a book where I could tell any kind of story I
wanted to. So I pitched the idea to Sean and we were on
our way.

When we first launched, there were only a couple
other crime comics on the stands (I mean, hell, there
are still only a couple crime comics 13 years later) so
as I mentioned, this idea felt risky. But we did a lot of
outreach to retailers and readers, and a lot of Sleeper
fans stepped up to help spread the word and even bring
printed out previews to their local shops to push it on
them. And while the early years were a struggle, we
ended up with a hit book. We won some awards, sold
foreign rights all over the world, and got a lot of movie interest (I even had drinks with The Rock about
CRIMINAL once, believe it or not).

After a few years, we got the itch to try some other projects, but CRIMINAL was always the thing we came
back to, and it evolved over time into something that I think shows the elasticity of crime and noir stories, and
became both more personal and more experimental. So, if this is your first time checking out CRIMINAL, let
me tell you a bit about what has come before... But first, I need to let you know that every CRIMINAL story,
from this issue all the way back to the first book, can be read and enjoyed without having read the other
books. I think they add to each other and create a kind of tapestry of crime and damaged family history, but
I've always worked hard to ensure they stand on their own, and are, in the parlance of comics "new-reader-
friendly."
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But Teeg was right...
Things were about
to change for him.

In a few months, he
would fall in love for the
First time in his life...
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about any of that
right now.

No, right now, he
was just a man
making a plan.
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But Arvin was different.
He and Teeg were more
like brothers than friends.

They fought about
everything... From comic
books to Penthouse
Pets to what kind of
whiskey to drink... Half
the time with their

There were nights
they both woke from
blackouts, bruised

and bloody, no idea if
they’d been in a fight
with each other, or

someone else.

And they’d just
laugh it off and
start drinking again.

But when it came to
the job, to planning
and executing a heist...
there was no one like
Arvin Burns. The man
could do anything.

Hotwire a car, pick a lock,
crack a safe (depending

on the modeD. And
always with style.

Hell, one time back in
79, he even learned

to fly a plane in two
weeks, so they could
steal a Cesna.

They got 40 grand
for that job, and Teeg
only had to fire one

bullet, at some dipshit
security guard.

Thieves like Arvin,
guys you could
rely on, they were
rare. And now he
was gone... Just
like that.
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Burns was dead.

So now he was driving
up to Center City
for Arvin’s funeral...

Even though he was
running out of time.

He tells himself that
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get him out from under.

WHATZ WHEN?

But really, he’s
just going to
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out of town and he
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He’d beaten the shit out Busted the kid’s
of Ricky when he found arm, and bruised
out what he’d done. a few ribs.

But still, that look Ricky gave
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When Teeg was the one that
was gonna have to pay for
that little bastard’s fuck-up.
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LAVBHED WHEN LIKE THIS CAN I DO TO
THEY TOLD ME WHO ISN'T \  F/IXIT?
PUT MACK THE FUNNY.
\  MONSTER IN THE
S \ HOSPITAL...

I DON'T KNOW... MACK WAS ONE
THIS WAS A OF MY DAD’S
MATOR BEST FRIENDS.

TRANSGRESSION. i
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Ed Brubaker
Sean Phllllps CRIMINAL book 1: COWARD — This was our first

book, and it's a flip on the usual tough-guy criminal
type of story. Leo (who we met in this issue at age
16) is a brilliant pickpocket and bank robber, who
tries as hard as he can to avoid violence and guns.
This book set the stage for everything that would
follow, as Leo gets involved in a heist and has to

CRIMINAL book 2: LAWLESS — This is where we
met Tracy Lawless, the older son of Teeg, who
returns to the city after nearly 20 years away in
the military. This book expanded on everything
that Coward did, and allowed me a way to start

Ed Brubaker
Sean Phillips weaving that tapestry I mentioned, showing

flashbacks to Tracy and Ricky's childhood in the
70s and 80s, and making it a story about fathers and
sons and brothers as much as it was about murder

and revenge.
The De ad ‘ CRIMINAL book 3: THE DEAD AND THE DYING —
7 This book is a collection of three interlinked stories,
and the 7 all spinning around the same crime, all told from
different points of view. Gnarly Brown is a young

Teeg Lawless, just home from Vietnam, and both of
them are pulled into a very dark scheme involving a
woman from Gnarly's past. This is where we started
to realize how flexible CRIMINAL could be, as the
stories are told out of order and jump around in
time a lot.

©
, Dy‘lng i boxer in the early 1970s, who crosses paths with
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CRIMINAL book 4: BAD NIGHT - Starring Jacob
Kurtz, an ex-forger turned newspaper cartoonist,
this story started as a nightmare I had, and ended
up as one of my favorite things I've ever written.
Jacob is a damaged noir protagonist trying to hide
from his past, but his loneliness gets the better of
him, and he finds himself quickly over his head
in a plot to steal some mob money in Chinatown.
There's way more going on in this story than that
description. Jacob appears in book 2, as a minor
character.

i Ed Brubaker

Sean Phillips

CRIMINAL book 6: THE LAST OF THE INNOCENT
— Probably everyone's favorite CRIMINAL story,
this book was written after my father's death from
cancer, during a time of grief and nostalgia that I,
for some reason, channeled into a kind of meta-
story about kids comics and growing up. It's all
about me and my family emotionally, but if you see
analogs of Archie and Jughead and Richie Rich and
Encyclopedia Brown in this book, you aren't wrong.
Set in the early 1980s, Teeg Lawless has several
appearances, but most of the book takes place in a
small town north of the city, where Riley Richards
(everyone's favorite teen, now grown up) will do
anything to get back to the world he used to live in.
Even murder. Like I said, CRIMINAL isn't the usual
crime comic, and this book was an experiment
that somehow worked, and even won us an Eisner
Award.

CRIMINAL book 5: THE SINNERS — Picking up a
year or so after LAWLESS, we see what's become
of Tracy Lawless, when he's forced to solve a
series of murders the cops aren't interested in.
Because the victims are all big time criminals. A
sort of murder mystery or PI story, this was our
first time returning to a main character from a
previous story, and when I started to realize the
Lawless family was the spine that most of our
world was built around. This was a revelation to
me, because you don't always know what you're
writing about when you're writing it.
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Blood Simple is a lonely movie. The movie sweats,
cries, and bleeds loneliness. The road the two lovers,
Ray (John Getz) and Abby (Frances McDormand)
drive down at night, opening the film, is lonely.
Never mind that they are together and about to
consumimmate their union in a hotel room —it's a lonely
road — as remote as Hank Williams' "Lost Highway,"
as friendless as Tom Neal hitching a ride in Edgar
G. Ulmer's down and dirty Detour. And the hotel
doesn't feel so uniting either — lonely cars rushing
past, casting shadows on the wood paneled walls and
dingy white sheets. Is it romantic? Not really. The bar
that the cuckolded, perpetually fuming Marty, Abby's
husband (Dan Hedaya) owns and runs is lonely — he
seems to live in the back, and only at night, feet up on
the tables in the neon-bathed blackness, sweating and
stressing, talking to a sleazo PI with contempt. When
he attempts, miserably, to woo a pretty patron at the
bar, she amusingly tells him to get lost ("Now that I've
communicated, why don't you leave?"). No one wants
this man. And he knows it. It's a lonely old world —
and we begin to feel sorry for him, even though we
really shouldn't (he's going to ask the PI to off his
cheating wife and her lover, a bartender he employs).

And then there's the constant Four Tops song that
bursts out of the bar juke-box in bracing moments —
"It's the Same 0ld Song"— something that could work
toironiceffect (and perhaps does to some viewers) but
a tune that serenades the movie with its abandoned
refrain: “Now, it's the same old song, but with a
different meaning since you been gone... " That could
be Marty's song, or any of the characters, really, as
their fates feel like the repetitions of the tune via the
repetition of their mistakes, mistakes that make them
even lonelier. The same but different. It's no surprise
that M. Emmet Walsh's Private Detective Loren Visser
opens the film with this voice-over, saying of the
film's setting, the lone star state of Texas: "Down here,
you're on your own."

Not that the movie takes the character's loneliness and
murderous predicaments with solemn seriousness —
it certainly doesn't — but it doesn't mock them or the
noir genre either. Lifting our spirits (honestly, the
movie's sheer ingenuity and voice is spirit lifting,
if that is the right way to put it), there is something

morbidly funny about how awful this all becomes,
in part, because there is something morbidly funny
about how many noir twists turn out. Here it's Marty's
murderous plans double-crossed by Visser, and then
characters not knowing what is truly going on or who
did what or who is who - it even ends with Visser's
laugh when Abby mistakes him for Ray, Visser
deliciously uttering mock-politely as he lies bleeding
in the bathroom: "If I see him, I'll sure give him the
message." (That's all I will say about the plot if you
haven't seen the movie, just watch). It's this offbeat,
mordant, but very human humor mixed with startling
bursts of violence and striking, singular style (Barry
Sonnenfeld as cinematographer — his first narrative
feature film) that makes this 1984 neo-noir directed,
written and produced by Joel and Ethan Coen (their
first movie) still feel so refreshingly alive. Yes, alive,
even as almost everyone in this movie is likely gonna
die soon (I won't say who). As some 1980s and 1990s
neo-noirs show their age, or feel too soaked in their
own style for the sake of style, Blood Simple remains
timeless.

The title is taken from Dashiell Hammett's "Red
Harvest": "This damned burg's getting me. If I don't get
away soon I'll be going blood-simple like the natives."
But as frequently stated, the picture is very much
inspired by James M. Cain (whom the Coen's revere
— as they're quoted via Ronald Bergan's informative
“The Coen Brothers": “We've always thought that up at
Low Library at Columbia University, where the names
are chiseled up there above the columns of stone—
Aristotle, Herodotus, Virgil—that the fourth one
should be Cain." Bergan says they're being hyperhbolic
and he's probably right but I am not so sure...)

As Bergan states, however, the picture isn't as sexy as
Cain, and he's right. And this is to the film's benefit —
it's not trying too hard to be hot, it's not doling out a
bunch of clichés aping pulp and noirs that were very
sexy (as Cain could be), that make a few neo-noirs of
the 80s and 90s now feels silly and forced. Decisions
were made here that were smart — the "femme fatale"
doesn't come sashaying into an office gussied up or
speaking in sexy low tones, rather, she looks like a
normal but very pretty woman. There are no "let's
be noir" saxophone or saxophone-like moments
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and instead the music, by Carter Burwell (his first,
marking a long future collaboration with the Coens),
is melancholic and haunting. Even the constant sound
of the ceiling fan and the neon-bathed bar go beyond
just the style and remarks more on the film's sad
beauty, its tension and mood - it is suffocating over
sensual. And the final shootout is visual bravura,
scary and wonderfully bizarre. And even funny.
The filmmakers respect the genre (and continued
working within it or in movies that contained element
of it — among them — Miller's Crossing, Barton Fink,
Fargo, The Man Who Wasn't There and No Country
For 0ld Men which brought them back to Texas) but
also see how inherently funny and absurd it can be.
And without slipping into parody, which, in one early
interview, Joel Coen makes a point to clarify: "We
never looked at it as a parody though, from our point
of view we were always attempting to do sort of a
fairly straightforward thriller, we just wanted it to be
as humorous as possible.”

There is indeed something incredibly humorous
about how much these lonely characters will endure
and then, something truly exciting about how much
they try (and fuck up). Walsh (who is brilliant here
— all suited up with that cowboy hat, shit-eating grin,
and driving that VW bug) says something that is both
resilient and gross, and also hilarious: "Give me a call
whenever you wanna cut off my head. I can always
crawl around without it" In a weirdly, affectively
disgusting way, Walsh's Visser becomes the sexist,
least lonely character in the movie. He's certainly a
sensualist. Even if he may die, with those fantastic
lines he utters, and that laugh, he will leave something
—a memorable trail of slime.

That's not nothing.
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CRIMINAL book 7 — WRONG TIME, WRONG PLACE —
Collecting two long stories about Teeg Lawless, one
where he's in jail in the mid-70s, and one set a few
years later, where he and Tracy are on the road for a

mysterious reason. Young Tracy on the road, watching
his drunk father rant about Vietnam is one of the most
personal things I've ever written. I wasn't sure what to

do next with CRIMINAL after book 6, and then one day
I started hearing 12-year-old Tracy Lawless's voice in
my head, telling me about being a child getaway driver.

And finally, although it isn't officially CRIMINAL
book 8, MY HEROES HAVE ALWAYS BEEN JUNKIES
also takes place in the same world as all these other
books, and stars a young woman who we first met as
a child in one of the early books (I don't want to spoil
it for you). This book was a huge hit, unexpectedly,
and when working on it, I just realized I was not
going to be happy unless we returned to CRIMINAL
as a monthly comic again. I had too many ideas for
stories, and I just missed this world. So I set aside
the thing we were going to do (a sort of sequel to
The Fade Out) and started writing the issue you
hopefully just read.

And that brings us up to where we are now... With this new monthly version of CRIMINAL, which for the first
time, is not going to just be serialized graphic novels like we used to do. We will do some longer serialized
stories, for sure, but I really wanted to embrace what monthly comics used to do more often, and just try to be
something surprising every issue. I don't want you to know exactly what's coming next. I want to put out a book
that can do a single issue story, or a two-parter, and go from an issue like this one here, to a story set nearly
ten years later in the next one. Partly to follow my writing muse, and so Sean and I can try different kinds of
stories, but also because I want to take you on a ride every month, and I don't want you to know where you're
going. Just that it's probably to the wrong side of town.

Joining us on colors again, following his debut as a colorist with JUNKIES, is Sean's son Jacob Phillips, who you
may have seen doing illustrations in our back pages the last few years. Jake is doing an amazing job, and I love
that we're keeping the book in the family, so to speak. We decided to change things up a bit in the back page
content, too. Kim Morgan returns this issue with a great piece about the first Coen Brothers movie, and she'll be
in a lot of our future issues, too, but she'll also be doing articles and profiles and maybe even some interviews
from time to time now.
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So, I hope you're on board for the ride, because we're
having a lot of fun so far.

Okay, that's it, we'll be back next month with issue 2,
which is called BAD WEEKEND and you can see the
cover below.

Write to us at: criminalcomic@gmail.com with questions
and comments for future letters pages.






