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I apologize for taking such a long hiatus between columns this time – the Christmas season (and January’s strong follow through) ate a lot of my brainpower, and I also started writing a novel. Finished it, too (well, at least the first draft – I’m giving it a month “in the drawer” before I move on to the second)

So what’s been going on since I last wrote?

Well, first off, I’m really bullish on comics and the direct market. Sales are still continuing to climb for us, and even in such a sad month for new periodical releases as February was, our sales were up double-digits again. I do wish publishers wouldn’t think, “Well, first quarter is usually slow, so lets not bother to release anything.” In fact, if we hadn’t been building our TPB section all of these years, it might have been nearly impossible to have kept the doors open through February on the sales of comics alone.

It’s not even that comic sales were even down, at least on a piece basis – actually we had significantly higher sell-through than usual throughout the month, because customers were determined to find some new comic to read – there just simply weren’t enough new comics flowing through the doors to maintain proper critical mass.

So hurray for TPBs.  I hope you weathered the slack first quarter just fine, too.

I also see that Marvel’s Bill Jemas is still shooting off his mouth every chance he gets. My original premise for this column was to dissect some of his comments, and drive a huge hole through many of them. But then I realized that would be the columnist’s equivalent of kicking a puppy. I mean, sure, you can do it, but where’s the challenge?

Besides, as Jim Hanley said in what has to be my favorite quote of the new millennium so far, “If you don’t like what Marvel’s management is doing, just wait a year, and a new team will come along.”  Heh.

Also, and this is the funny part, I think Jemas has actually got it about three-quarters right! That last twenty-five percent is horribly contentious, of course, but you can’t win them all.

Its been argued for some time that the goal we should be striving for is “perpetual” inventory on virtually everything we produce. Comics have always been a bizarre business in that we’ve historically put the vast majority of our efforts into selling a product that has a shelf life measured in weeks.

Once upon a time this wasn’t overly irrational, because direct market retailers were more or less started as back-issue depots. It is still within my memory ordering material specifically for back stock; where back issue sales were the driving force for most stores.

Of course, that mostly went away over the last two decades – as prices on new comics rose, back issue sales steadily fell. Customers used to be able to walk in with ten dollars, and walk out with every (or nearly every) Marvel comic issued that week, and still have a few bucks left to buy back issues. Nowadays, of course, that same ten dollars won’t even get you half of the new Marvel releases, and there’s nothing left over for back issues.

Back issues became a goal-oriented purchase (as in, “I am specifically looking for Turnip-Lad #63”) rather than a casual, “lets cruise the bins” one.

I won’t speak for any of the rest of you, but for me “back issues” (and by that I mean, “bagged and tagged and filed separately from the new stock”) are a sideline at best – a necessary by-product of not having 100% sell-through from the stands.

I think it was Joe Field who coined the term “SuperManga” – the pitch there is that in order to appeal to a more casual consumer, who is unlikely to walk into our stores each and every week to buy the latest issue of Superman, we should be packaging four to eight issues at once, and sell it to them that way.

Certainly I think the market has shown that certain titles, at least, sell better in a collected format than they do as a pamphlet – I know I’ve sold more copies of any given Sandman or Preacher TPB than I did of the individual single issues that comprised it.

One of the biggest problems Marvel has had over the last decade (or nearly so, at least) has been that they have not really embraced the paradigm of we-can-sell-this-past-the-first-thirty-days. Claims have been made that the very nature of their going public (and subsequent bankruptcy) precluded their taking a significant inventory position on what they produce. While I certainly believe that some accountants took that stance, it really cost them a lot of momentum in the new paradigm of comics retailing.

(The other huge problem Marvel has had for the last decade or so has been that their editorial quality has been, to be blunt, crap.  But this too seems to be changing)

Jemas seems to understand this, at least to some degree.  It has been announced that creators are being encouraged to write in “arcs” – four-to-six issue storylines that can be collected at their conclusion. Further, he has announced plans for eight-to-twelve TPBs a month, and stated that he thinks they’ve “mined out” much of the “classic” material.

Well, I think that last part is fairly wrong – there’s still a ton of classic Marvel material that’s begging to be reprinted – but the intent appears to be to drive the company closer to a “if we print it once, we’ll keep it in print forever” mentality.

Certainly, if you view this plan in the best possible light it sounds like the intent is to not only achieve Spider-Manga and X-Menga (if you will), but all the way down to IronManga.

The problem I see here is three-fold:  First is if Marvel can even stay afloat long enough to fully enact this plan. Its no big secret that, despite publishing being profitable, Marvel is facing a potential cash-crunch because of prior debts and outstanding loans. Nothing we can do about this but pray, and hope they can solve this problem.

Second, Marvel has not shown the greatest historical, or even near-term, record in appearing to understand proper inventory levels on backlist material. My fill-rates are extremely low, and they haven’t shown many signs of rising yet.  Merely having the will to increase backlist, while a great first step, isn’t enough if you’re not guessing quantity correctly. Even DC, clearly the king of backlist fulfillment, took several years of experimenting before it got the print runs “right”. This is an issue solvable by experience, but it might take some time to sort out.

Third, I submit to you that backlist is primarily creator-driven, not company- or character-driven. That is to say that I don’t believe that being a “Marvel” or a “DC” TPB is an especially significant factor in buying patterns. Much the same as exceedingly few people care whether they see a “20th Century Fox” or a “MGM” film. Who says, “Today, I will buy a book from Random House”? No one!

If my own sales patterns are to believed, the same seems to hold true for characters – while we sell any number of “generic” “Batman” TPBs, the majority of the “generic” ones appear to sell to a fractional percentage of the monthly periodical sales to, and this is the important bit, the same customers who are buying the periodical. The difference in volume I see between, say, Batman: The Dark Knight Returns, and Batman: No Man’s Land is fairly dramatic – as is the difference in the types of customers who buy them.

A really good “Batman” book will sell more copies than exactly the same material without a “name” character. But a quality “non-branded” title will almost always outsell a “generic” “name” book.

The reason I submit this as a significant issue is that Marvel has a distressing habit of promoting the “brand” over the content. Most of Marvel’s TPBs have Marvel trade-dress as taking an eighth or better of the cover. “Marvel’s Finest”, “Marvel Visionaries” they proclaim. Even a third or better of the spines are devoted to the same. The recent reprint of Elektra: Assassin didn’t have Frank Miller or Bill Seinkiewicz’s name on the cover anywhere! That is just foolish. And that’s steadfastly not how consumers choose entertainment.

I’m still unconvinced that there is a market for an Iron Man TPB or two a year – there seem to be characters whose only significant sales volume is through the traditional periodical format.  But I guess we’ll see over the coming year.

If Marvel can solve these problems, then it holds a good chance of helping to grow the TPB market. Which is something I think we all can applaud.

On the other hand, I have to seriously boo what they’ve been doing with the periodical side of their business.

We’ve been living with the “no overprint” policy for a few months now, and it certainly appears to this observer that the negative aspects of it are outweighing whatever positive things Marvel intended. I have no idea if this plan, in and of itself, has increased sales for them (which, one imagines, was the entire point), but what I do know is it makes retailer’s jobs harder.

Two major problems here: First, the very size of the country means that the east coast gets their comics several hours before the west coast. Which in turn means that the further west you are, the later in the queue you are to call in things like shortages and damages. I’m hearing a dozen retailers a week complaining that by the time they actually receive their weekly shipment, Marvel is completely sold out of most of the periodicals, and they are not getting any of their damages or shortages replaced. That’s horrible.

Even if there wasn’t a geographical issue, strong advance reorders alone can shrink that pile down to nothing.

Second, and I’m not sure how much Jemas really understands this, ordering monthly comics is much more of an art than it is a science – there are so many variable that impact upon sell-through, I could write five thousand words just on that topic alone. In far too many cases, we’re effectively blindly guessing on what to order – and when we guess low, everybody (customer, retailer, Marvel, creator) loses.

Let me give a recent example. Defenders #1. Here’s a book that features, as three of its four primary leads (Dr. Strange, Namor, and the Surfer), characters that have shown they are not capable of sustaining a book. A book, the last time it appeared (admittedly as “Secret Defenders”) was a stinky flop. It is drawn by Erik Larsen, who, while I like his art, can’t keep his own book in the Top 100 list. It is written by Kurt Busiek, who sometimes writes incredibly well selling books, but also sometimes writes books that sell poorly.

I sell about 18 copies of Hulk. 11 copies of Savage Dragon. I ordered 25 copies of Defenders #1. 40% more than the one successful lead. Way more than double of the artist’s other book. This would seem to be a rational number.

Sold out in 2 hours.

My customers wanted more copies. I wanted to sell more copies. Kurt and Erik, I am sure, want me to sell more copies. But Marvel is not interested in me selling more copies.

Does that make any sense to you?

In the vast majority of cases, books don’t climb above the availability of the first issues to any significant degree. Certainly there are some exceptions, where there is “buzz” about a book (e.g., Authority), but odds say that if you can’t supply your customers with the early issues, they’re not going to be around for the later ones.

So, even if I could have ultimately sold 30 or 40 or even 60 copies of Defenders, we’ll almost certainly never be able to find out now.

Clearly, I am conservative in my ordering, and I can’t gnash my teeth too much if a publisher decides to be the same way, but there’s a difference between “conservative” and “spiting yourself”. Especially as a publisher, those first few issues are incredibly important. It is much wiser, for the long-term prognosis of your new series, to either significantly overprint the first issues so they’re still there to “jump on” a few months down the road (like Crossgen did for their first few issues), or, even better, to overship those books at no cost (like DC does all of the time)

Those types of measures show me the publisher has confidence in their products.

The bottom line is that the publisher has the lowest unit cost within the supply chain. The majority of the costs in printing a book are in the first copies. So, therefore, the publisher is the one with the least risk upfront, and most to gain, long-term from greater sales.

What “no overprints” is likely to do (“has done” so far, even) is to create spotty distribution. Remember when you were a little kid, and you were buying your comics from the newsstand, and they got Turnip-Lad #62 and 64, but you never saw #63? That’s what “no overprints” will lead to.

Unless, of course, you just order more of everything “just to be safe”.

Except, of course, that unlike the newsstands, we’re ordering non-returnably, and, sell-through is the working retailer’s most common mantra.

Limiting stock can certainly create “back market heat” – but it’s just as likely to undercut your sales on the front list. And, when a book doesn’t have “heat”, you often can’t even give those back issues away.

I’d like a Marvel that shows faith in their periodicals – one that reasonably and responsibly overprints their material so it’s available for more than two hours from release.

Marvel has the absolute potential to recapture their utter dominance of the comics market again. They’ve got it three-quarters in place to do so. Here’s hoping they realize how important that last quarter really is.

***************
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