
Who's 
the black private

dick that's a sex machine
with all the chicks? Shaft!

(You’re damn right!) Created by
author Ernest Tidyman and made

famous in a series of novels and films,
iconic hero Shaft makes his graphic novel
debut in an all-new adventure. He's gone 

toe-to-toe with organized crime bosses, stood
up to the cops, squared off against kidnappers,
and foiled assassination attempts. But who was

John Shaft before he became the hardboiled investi-
gator with a reputation as big as New York City itself? 
Recently arriving home from his tour of duty in Vietnam, 

his first case — tracking down a missing person for his girlfriend
— quickly turns into a matter of life and death, making him a 

target of gangsters and the police!

WINNER 
of the 
2015 

Glyph Comics Award for 
Story of the Year!

This volume collects issues 1-6 
with story scripts, concept art,
variant covers, an exclusive
look into the design process, 

and much more!

“Slick dialogue, superb art, and central 
character who's as cool as they come. Need I say more?”

- Big Comic Page

“A cool-as-hell character, a dangerous background for the 
story, crime, murder, danger. What's not to like about this title?”

- Coming Up Comics

“I would recommend this book to 
anyone who loves characters with depth and a taste for realistic plots.”

-Comicosity

TM
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When I first heard that Detective John Shaft was going to have his own comic, 
I was incredulous. In this current racial climate, especially in comic/geek 
culture, I figured that there was no way any publisher would be so daring. Then I
heard that David F. Walker was going to write it. The BadAzz MoFo himself was
going to write Shaft for Dynamite Entertainment. I thought, ‘Do they know that David
isn’t going to pull any punches? Do they have any idea that Walker is one of the
rawest dudes to walk the planet? ‘Will they back him up when he accurately reflects
the language and the violence of both the genre and the world of John Shaft?’ David
F. Walker is pretty much the leading authority on any and everything Blaxploitation,
from films, to music, to literature. If anyone alive was going to do Shaft justice, it
would be him.

When David asked me to write this, I wanted to say no. How would I ever be able to
do justice to the collected edition of one of my favorite comics from the last several
years? For many Black people, John Shaft is as folkloric as Robin Hood. Despite
being created in the early 1970s by Ernest Tidyman as a James Bond analog, Shaft
feels like he has been around for as long as African-Americans needed justice. Shaft
is the direct descendant of mythical strong men Stagolee and High John De Conquer.
While it would be ridiculously easy to pepper this forward with Shaft-isms referencing
the nascent detective’s sexual prowess and his general bad-assery, he deserves
much more than overused pop culture sound bites. He deserves to be respected for
the cultural icon that he is. 

Seven novels (eight, if we include Walker’s Shaft’s Revenge), three original films, a
short-lived television series, and one remake starring Samuel L Jackson in 2000
comprised the entire mythology of John Shaft. But we still did not know him. We
knew of him, the adventures he had, and the villains he faced. Shaft’s backstory was
not so much shrouded in mystery, as it was never elucidated. That is until issue num-
ber one of Shaft exploded into comic shops. 

As a die-hard comic book fan, I am a sucker for well-done origin stories. Few have
been done better than what is collected here. We finally are made privy to what
demons are driving John Shaft. We see the situations that were instrumental in forg-
ing the unstoppable urban avenger he will become.  

As a die-hard Black comic fan, this book is one of the most important in my lifetime. It
is so rare to see Black characters in comics, particularly those who are three-dimen-
sional, virile, and non-stereotypical—John Shaft is no one’s sidekick or emasculated
token. When he appears, it is almost as if the entire panel expands. He owns his
space and is the total focus of his world. John Shaft is the hero I (and so many other
comic fans who rarely see themselves represented) need right now.

Now sit back, relax, and brace yourself for the adventures of the Harlem Knight. 

Shawn Taylor, June 2015.

Shawn Taylor is the author of Big Black Penis: Misadventures in Race and
Masculinity. He blogs for www.thenerdsofcolor.org, is a lecturer on popular culture
and interdisciplinary humanities at San Francisco State University, and is the author
of a forthcoming speculative fiction novel—his first foray into fiction. 
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Can’t lie 
to you, John. 

You’re a 
suspect.    

You’re goa go 
after whoever did this. 

You know it and I know it. 
Chances are prey gd 
that they’re goa come 
lking for you t. 
Either way, paths are 

goa cro.

no. Not 
exactly.

So the cops 
expect me to 

figure this shit 
out?

The cops are 
goa wait for that 

to haen, and then they’ 
sort it a out after. 

This isn’t everything 
they have on the case—

just what vic felt I 
might nd to know. 

Figure out 
who did this. 
Make ‘em pay 

for it. 

Cops don’t 
like private dicks. 
That doesn’t mean 
they don’t have a 

use for us. 

We play by 
dierent rules, 
and those rules 

often get us results 
that the cops find 

useful.

All I wanted 
was a job, and 

to keep on living. 

Never thought one 
would threaten the 

other.

But they’ve 
got no evidence, 
and I vouched

for you.   

Maybe you’ be 
one of the gd guys. 

Maybe you’ be one 
of the bad guys.
doesn’t maer to 
them either way.

 

And by I, 
I mean you.







stop!
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“I gue I am.”

“What about Hi 881 
confuses, you, 

Sergeant Shaft?”

“You lk confused, 
Sergeant.”

“With a respect, 
Lieutenant...”

 
strategic 

significance. 
That’s a you 
nd to know, 

Sergeant.   

...why the fuck 
are we risking 
our lives over 

a hi?









































Designing Shaft
The initial instinct in designing John Shaft for comics would have been to make him

look like actor Richard Roundtree. As the star of three Shaft movies and the television
series, Roundtree is in many ways the embodiment of Shaft—at least the cinematic

version of the character. In reality, Roundtree looked nothing like what Ernest
Tidyman described in the Shaft novels. There is a long-running rumor that Tidyman

didn’t care for Roundtree’s looks (he was too pretty), and 
the author hated the mustache. Since the comic was going to come from the 

character in the books, I pushed for a design more true to Tidyman’s description. 
I gave Bilquis the photos of several actors that I felt matched the descriptions in the
book. Among them were Robert Hooks, Idris Elba, and Tony King, the actor that most

looks like the Shaft that I imagine. 
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SHAFT script pages

PAGE 4

Panel 1 – Big panel – Inside the dressing room at the arena.

JOHN SHAFT is sitting on a table, dressed in a boxing robe. He

is in his early 20s, but can easily pass for older. Shaft’s

trainer, EDDIE WINSLOW, black, late 40s, is wrapping his

hands before the fight. Winslow is working on Shaft’s left

hand. DOC POWELL is also in the locker room. 

CAPTION: Started boxing for real in 1964, when I went into

the Marines. Got pretty good. Then I got shipped off to

Vietnam in ‘65. 

SHAFT: Where’s Eli?

WINSLOW: Don’t know. How’s that feel? 

Panel 2 - Shaft examining his left hand.

CAPTION: Started boxing again after I got home from the war.

Needed the money. But more than that, I needed to hit some-

thing. 

SHAFT: Feels good. 

Panel 3 - Close up of Winslow wrapping the right hand. We can

see a scar on the back of Shaft’s right hand.

Panel 4 - Close in on Shaft. We can see a similar scar on his

forehead, just above his left eye. 

CAPTION: Thing about me is that I was a fighter long before I

became a boxer. 

SHAFT: What the fuck’re they doin’ here?



SHAFT #1 page 4 
Inks by Bilquis Evely, Colors by Daniel Miwa



PAGE 5

Panel 1 – Big panel - Eli Jackson, Shaft’s manager, entering

the locker room. Jackson is accompanied by Junius Tate, Bamma

Brooks, and perhaps one other goon.

CAPTION: Eli Jackson’s my manager. His friends don’t need any

introductions.

CAPTION: Junius Tate. Gangster. Works for Knocks Persons,

who runs Harlem.

CAPTION: Bamma Brooks. When I was a kid, he was the man – the

next Joe Louis. That never happened. Took a dive in the

fifth, and then became hired muscle for Tate. 

JACKSON: Hey, Johnny. You ready for your big night? Got some

friends I want you to meet.

TATE: Wha’sup, youngblood? Been hearin’ lotta good things

‘bout you. Cats ‘round Harlem say you the next Cassius Clay. 

Panel 2 – Shaft does not look impressed.

SHAFT: Man goes by Muhammad Ali these days.

Panel 3 – Tate still smiling. 

TATE: Sheeeeee-it, I don’t care what the fuck the motherfuck-

er calls himself. Names don’t mean shit to me, youngblood. 

Panel 4 – Shaft sitting on the table while Winslow wraps his

hands. Shaft isn’t even looking at Tate anymore, he’s more

concerned with what Winslow is doing.

SHAFT: I hear you talkin’, but you ain’t sayin’ anything.
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PAGE 6

Panel 1 – Shaft wearing his robe with the hood up over his

head, accompanied by Winslow and Doc Powell, walking out of

the locker room, past Tate.

CAPTION: A man like Junius Tate only wants one thing from a

boxer like me. 

TATE: Give ‘em a good show, youngblood. 

Panel 2 – Extreme close up of Shaft’s face. We can see his

eyes, and the scar on his forehead, but that is all.

CAPTION: But like I said, I was a fighter long before becom-

ing a boxer. 

Panel 3 – Flashback – Young Shaft, ten years earlier, about

13 or 14 years old. He is in a fight with another teenager,

who is armed with a bicycle chain. 

CAPTION: You can’t ask a fighter to give up.

Panel 4 – Flashback – The other kid whipping Young Shaft in

the face with the bicycle chain, as Young Shaft holds up his

right hand to protect himself.

CAPTION: Boxing is a sport.

Panel 5 – Flashback – We see the chain tearing into the back

of Young Shaft’s hand and his forehead – this is where he got

the matching scars. 

CAPTION: Fighting is life or death. 
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ISSUE #2, Page 18 

PAGE 18

Panel 1 – Tyrone and Shaft are completely in the alley, with

their backs against the brick wall. The other gangsters are

now in the alley well – four of them in total. Only one has his

gun drawn. 

CAPTION/SHAFT: Can’t really describe what happened, but it

was like someone had turned on a light switch. 

CAPTION/SHAFT: No, that’s not right. It wasn’t like someone

turned on a light switch. It was like someone unlocked the

cage and let the animal out. 

Panel 2 – Angle in on the gangsters.

CAPTION/SHAFT: Hadn’t felt that way since I was in ‘Nam. 

Panel 3 – Tyrone, Shaft standing just a step or two behind

him. Tyrone looks frightened. Shaft looks intense.

CAPTION/SHAFT: Concrete and skyscrapers had replaced rice

paddies and jungles, but the feeling was the same. 

Panel 4 – Shaft shoving Tyrone at the gangster with the gun.

CAPTION/SHAFT: Life and death.

CAPTION/SHAFT: Live or die.

Panel 5 – Shaft has grabbed the arm of the gangster with the

gun, and has managed to twist the gangster’s arm in a way that

he is pointing the gun at himself as it goes off. 

CAPTION/SHAFT: It’d been two years since I last held a gun. 
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