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INTRODUCTION: TRACING THE ORIGINS OF A
CULTURAL PHENOMENON

When someone asks, What Is The First Walking Dead, they
are often met with a variety of  answers.  For  millions of  fans
worldwide,  the phrase immediately conjures images of  a lone
sheriff’s deputy waking up in a hospital to a world overrun by the
undead. For others, it points to a black-and-white comic panel
featuring a  man on a  horse,  staring at  a  desolate  cityscape.
Understanding  what  constitutes  the  very  first  iteration  of  The
Walking Dead is not just a trivia question; it is a journey into the
origins of one of the most successful horror franchises in modern
entertainment  history.  The  true  answer  lies  in  the  stark,
unfiltered pages of a small-press comic book that began its life in
2003, long before the iconic television series ever aired.
The  question  of  What Is  The First  Walking Dead  can  be
broken down into two distinct interpretations: the chronological
first appearance of the story and the most widely recognized first
entry for a general audience. While the AMC television series that
premiered in 2010 brought the story into the mainstream, the

absolute first version of The Walking Dead was created by writer
Robert Kirkman and artist Tony Moore. This initial comic book
issue laid the foundation for a bleak, character-driven narrative
that  would  redefine  the  zombie  genre.  This  article  explores  the
birth of that franchise, examining the original source material, its
pivotal first issue, and the seismic shift it created when it jumped
from the printed page to the screen.

THE GENESIS: THE FIRST WALKING DEAD COMIC
BOOK (2003)

To fully grasp What Is The First Walking Dead, one must look
back  to  October  2003.  Image  Comics  published  The  Walking
Dead #1, a 32-page comic book that cost $2.99. This was the
brainchild of Robert Kirkman, a young writer who had a passion
for  zombie  films  but  felt  the  genre  was  missing  something:  a
long-term,  ongoing story  about  survival  and societal  collapse.
Unlike the typical zombie movie that spans a few days or weeks,
Kirkman  wanted  to  explore  what  happened  to  the  survivors
years, and even decades, into the apocalypse. This single issue,
titled "Days Gone Bye," introduced the world to Rick Grimes, his
family, and the terrifying new reality they faced.
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Why a Comic Book?
The medium of the comic book was crucial to the identity of the
first Walking Dead. It allowed Kirkman to tell a story without the
budget constraints of a feature film or television show. He could
kill  off characters without worrying about actor contracts,  depict
graphic violence without network censorship, and draw out the
slow, psychological  decay of  his  characters over an extended
period.  The  black-and-white  art  style,  a  deliberate  choice  by
Kirkman and Moore, added a gritty, documentary-like feel to the
horror.  It  stripped  away  the  visual  distractions  of  color  and
focused the reader’s  attention on the raw emotion and stark
contrast between the living and the dead.

The Plot of Issue #1: "Days
Gone Bye"
The first  issue  opens  with  a  scene that  has  become iconic:  Rick
Grimes, a small-town Georgia sheriff’s deputy, is shot in the line
of  duty.  He awakens from a coma in an abandoned hospital,
completely alone. The world has changed. The doors are chained,
the dead are walking, and there are cryptic messages scrawled
on the walls. This slow-burn opening is masterful. It places the
reader  inside  Rick’s  confusion  and  terror.  We  discover  the
apocalypse  alongside  him,  piece  by  terrifying  piece.  After  a
harrowing escape from the hospital, Rick makes his way home,
only to find his wife,  Lori,  and his son, Carl,  are gone. The issue

ends with a spark of hope: a neighbor, Morgan Jones, explains the
basics of the plague and helps Rick, setting him on a path to find
his family.
The  first  issue  of  The  First  Walking  Dead  comic  is  a
masterclass  in  establishing  tone.  It  is  not  about  the  zombies
themselves, but about the loneliness and the desperate search
for meaning in a collapsed world.  This issue sold out quickly,
prompting a second printing, and signaled the beginning of a
series that would run for 193 issues.

THE TELEVISION DEBUT: THE FIRST WALKING DEAD
EPISODE (2010)

While the comic was the true first, for a massive global audience,
What Is The First Walking Dead  means the AMC television
series premiere that aired on October 31, 2010. This adaptation,
developed  by  Frank  Darabont,  brought  the  story  to  life  with
actors, color, and a cinematic scope. The pilot episode, also titled
"Days  Gone  Bye,"  is  widely  considered  one  of  the  greatest
television pilots ever made. It followed the same basic premise as
the  comic—Rick  waking  from a  coma—but  expanded  upon  it
significantly, adding more depth to the world and the characters.

How the Show Expanded



What Is The First Walking Dead 3

3

the First Story
The first  episode of  the  TV show is  a  near-perfect  adaptation  of
the first two comic issues, but it added crucial elements that the
comic lacked. In the comic, Rick’s time in the hospital is brief. In
the show, we are treated to an extended, atmospheric tour of the
ruined facility. The most significant addition to the first story was
the character of Morgan Jones and his son Duane. While Morgan
appears in the comic, the show gave him a much more dramatic
backstory, including the heart-wrenching scene where Morgan’s
undead wife is seen trying to break into their barricaded home.
This small, personal tragedy added a layer of emotional depth
that resonated deeply with viewers.
The  first  episode  also  redefined  the  look  of  the  zombies.  In  the
comic, the zombies were often generic. In the show’s pilot, the
makeup and special effects were extraordinary. The "Bicycle Girl"
zombie, a torso dragging itself across a lawn with a half-eaten
doll in her hand, became an instant horror icon. This attention to
detail made the horror feel visceral and real. The simple question
of  What Is The First Walking Dead  experience for  a  non-
reader is this: a 67-minute film about a man fighting to maintain
his humanity in an inhumane world.

KEY DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE FIRST COMIC AND
THE FIRST TV EPISODE

Understanding What Is The First Walking Dead also requires
acknowledging the significant differences between the two firsts.

These differences are not flaws; they are hallmarks of adaptation.

The Setting of the Apocalypse: In the comic, Rick is in
the hospital for an unknown period, and the apocalypse
seems to have just happened. In the show, the timeline is
stretched, and we see tanks in the street and a fully
evacuated city, suggesting a more organized military
response that ultimately failed.
The Role of Morgan: In the comic, Morgan and Duane
appear briefly to give Rick a radio and some advice. In the
show, Morgan’s story is the emotional core of the first act,
and his character arc (played by Lennie James) becomes a
major thread throughout the entire series.
Character Context: The comic is more internal. We see
Rick’s thought process. The show has to externalize this
through action and dialogue. Rick’s first kill of a zombie
(the "Bicycle Girl") is much more traumatic in the show
than in the comic, where he dispatches zombies quickly.
Visual Language: The comic is black and white, relying on
stark shadows. The show uses desaturated colors to create
a sense of a world that has lost its life.

These  differences  make  each  version  of  the  first  story  unique.
One  is  not  necessarily  "better"  than  the  other;  they  serve
different  purposes.  The  comic  is  a  more  intimate,  psychological
experience, while the TV show is a broader, more visually epic
narrative.
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THE IMPACT OF THE FIRST WALKING DEAD STORY

The  importance  of  the  first  entry  in  this  franchise  cannot  be
overstated. When asking What Is The First Walking Dead, we
must also ask why it matters. The first comic book issue and the
first  TV  episode  did  something  that  zombie  stories  had  rarely
done before: they made the survivors more interesting than the
monsters.  The  horror  of  the  first  Walking  Dead  is  not  the  gore
(though there is plenty); it is the existential dread of being alone.
Rick’s  journey  in  the  first  issue  is  a  metaphor  for  the  human
condition—a search for connection in a world that has become
alien and hostile.
The  first  story  also  normalized  the  serialization  of  the  zombie
apocalypse. Before The Walking Dead, the genre was dominated
by  films  with  tidy  endings.  Kirkman’s  story  had  no  end  in  sight
initially. It was a zombie soap opera. This structure allowed for
deep  character  development.  The  first  issue  introduces  us  to  a
man who believes in order and justice. By the end of the series
(both comic and show), that man is fundamentally broken and
changed. That transformation begins on the very first page of the
first comic and the very first shot of the first episode.

WHAT IS THE FIRST WALKING DEAD IN OTHER MEDIA?

The franchise has grown to include novels,  video games, and
webisodes. The question of What Is The First Walking Dead
can  also  apply  to  these  spin-offs.  The  first  video  game,  The

Walking Dead: Season One by Telltale Games, premiered in 2012.
While it is not the "first" chronologically, it is the first interactive
version of the universe. This game introduced Lee Everett and
Clementine and proved that the narrative style of the comic could
work brilliantly in a choose-your-own-adventure format. Similarly,
the first novel, The Walking Dead: Rise of the Governor, published
in  2011,  was  the  first  literary  expansion  of  the  comic  universe.
However, all of these spin-offs owe their existence to the original
question:  What  Is  The  First  Walking  Dead—the  answer
remains the 2003 comic book.

CONCLUSION: A LEGACY BORN FROM A SINGLE ISSUE

In answering the question, What Is The First Walking Dead,
we uncover a story of creative risk and cultural impact. The very
first Walking Dead was a black-and-white comic book from Image
Comics, written by a man who refused to let the zombie genre
die. It was a story about survival, hope, and the monsters we
become. The television adaptation that followed expanded this
story to a global audience, turning a niche comic into a household
name.  Whether  you  start  with  the  comic  or  the  show,  the
experience is the same: a descent into a world where the living
are more dangerous than the dead. The first issue of The Walking
Dead  remains  a  landmark  in  horror  literature,  and  the  first
episode  remains  a  landmark  in  television.  Both  are  essential
viewing for understanding the massive universe that started with
one man, one horse, and a world gone bye.


