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The good thing about Comic-Con International: San Diego is that I always get a column out of it. The bad thing is that with the internet and all, this is going to seem like ancient news to you by the time it finally sees print. But let me get back to that side in a bit.

This year’s CCI was... well, “overwhelming” is really the only word that seems appropriate. It looked at least 20% bigger than last year, and they still have room to expand (the convention center recently added a second building almost as large as the first!) – that probably doesn’t mean a whole lot to you if you haven’t attended one in a few years, but they are apparently up to 350,000 square feet. Just a straight walk in the empty hall from one side to the other, not stopping to talk to anyone, takes roughly 15 minutes now. On my first day at the show, trying to get through every isle in a “lay of the land” pass, attempting to avoid as many conversations as I could, I spent almost four and a half hours!

Think about that for a minute.

It used to be that CCI was the great meeting place for the industry: “See you in San Diego!” was the standard end of conversation in the business from about June onwards.

But you can’t say that anymore. Unless you schedule specific times and places to meet, there’s really very little chance that you’ll actually be able to find the people you want to see. I spent nearly three days there this year, and on Sunday, as I was heading back towards the airport, I was still running into friends for the very first time of the weekend.

CCI isn’t really a “comic con” any longer – it is a pop-culture con. I’d estimate that only perhaps 40% of the space was actually given over to comics proper. Video game companies and movie promotions and trading card games and action figure booths now take up the majority of the space.

I am, as you know, a pretty comics-centric guy: Comix Experience pretty much only does comics and graphic novels (better to do one thing right than 10 things halfway is my theory), and in previous years I might have bitched and moaned about this shift we’ve taken away from our core. But I’m getting older and, perhaps, a little wiser, and I now see a lot of value in comics actually being a part of the larger picture of pop culture.

But it does mean we’ve lost some things: bits that are both clearly evident, and bits that are well below the surface.

San Diego used to be the great “meeting of the tribes” – whether it happened out on the floor, or in the smoky confines of “Bar Con”, people of vastly different backgrounds and experiences and expectations were thrown together. And out of that frisson great ideas often came. It’s really too easy for us to lock ourselves into our little worlds and just feed off of the same influences we’re already used to.

Myopia is the great killer of creativity, if you ask me. I can’t begin to tell you the number of people I spoke to, from companies great and small, who never actually ventured outside of the confines of their booth except to go to the bathroom or to get a drink or catch a smoke. This says good things about the level of fan passion and business that was being conducted on the floor – most people didn’t have time to do anything but run their booths, but it means we’ve lost something precious and ineffable in the mixing of the tribes.

The indy guys pretty much stayed with the indy guys, the alternative people just stuck with the alternative people, the mainstream folks didn’t mix much outside of the mainstream folks. And, people, that’s not good That just reinforces your own personal myopia, and doesn’t expand your perceptions as you need them expanded.

A system, any system, needs fresh blood and fresh ideas pumped into it to stay fresh and vital. And, if we haven’t lost that chance entirely, we’re clearly in the process of losing it.

CCI will get bigger – it is inevitable – and I certainly expect that by 2005 the show will fill up all of the available space, something like half a million square feet. This “problem” is really only going to get worse as the years go on.

What I believe we, as an industry, need is a con that has the iconography of San Diego, but that is back down to the size that CCI used to be. I have fond and wonderful memories of the original SD convention center (the “old” one) – where it was small enough that one could and would “work the room”, rather than just one’s booth.

My suggestion is this: CCI purchased WonderCon a couple of years ago. WonderCon is, I suppose, considered the “start” of the convention season, and is held in Oakland. But I think that because it is in Oakland is the reason it’s been... reasonably anemic the last few years. People just don’t think of Oakland as a destination, for some odd reason.

So, in my oh so humble opinion, the best thing to do is to move the show across the bay in to San Francisco, itself, and dump the “WonderCon” name. Call it “Comic-Con International: San Francisco”. I have some other ideas on how they can help the show get large enough to pay it’s own way (SF is a very expensive city to do a show in), and, yes, I really want to have a major show in my own city, so I can stay until 4 AM, and still be able to sleep in my own bed, but the real goal here is to find a show where it can once again be both large and intimate.

It might be a pipe dream, sure; we may never be able to go home again – but I think it is a goal we should shoot towards.

* * *

Other things that struck me about the con, in regards to the “major” publishers (there’s no possible way I could cover every publisher in the space allotted to me, so please accept the quotes around “major”)

CrossGen: I will admit that when they launched I sincerely had my doubts that they would be anything other than another Tekno or Broadway or any of the dozens of “we launch big, then go away fast” publishers we’ve seen over the decades, but, yes, it seems like they’re here to stay. They sure looked to have at least equal crowds around their booth at all times as any other publisher. I don’t doubt that they’re cross 5% market share some time this year.

Dark Horse: Is starting to bug the crap out of me, honestly. Here we have a backlist publisher that seems to not be able to keep their backlist in stock. Sure, I recognize that they got hit hard by the LPC situation, but man, I’m only getting like 50% fill-rates from them these days. I mean, they’ve got Sin City books OOP when Dark Knight 2 is coming out. Who the heck is running the place?

But what really chaps my hide is the fact that they’re advertising their own chain of retail stores and internet business (Things From Another World) within the Dark Horse comics. You all realize that Things From Another World is owned by Dark Horse, don’t you?

I remember the hue and cry when Marvel tried this kinda BS – “MarvelMart” anyone? Any of you boys and girls want to tell me how this is any different? Are we cutting them slack because they’re Dark Horse? And, if so, why the hell are we doing that?

In simple English: advertising your own chain of stores in your own books is having every other retailer pay to promote their competition. That’s bad juju, that’s unfair, and that needs to be stopped now. Today.

DC: are the kings of myopia. That whole “never even made it out of the booth” thing? That’s DC for you in a nutshell. Now, true, DC’s booth is pretty much the center of the hall, and more or less becomes “base camp” for expeditions out into the rest of the show, but there’s a whole wide world of comics out there, and I think the insularity of the DC booth is a good microcosm with what is wrong with DC editorial today.

I’ll give you an example: I thought the end of “Bruce Wayne: Fugitive” was a huge train wreck. Here you have a story that started off with a civilian friendly outreach (the 10 cent comic), and ended up with a conclusion that couldn’t make much sense unless you were intimately familiar with the continuity of second-tier Bat-Family member Batgirl. I would be hard pressed to find a clearer example of “comics are just for comics fans” than that.

So, I buttonholed Bob Shreck on the topic, and his response was basically “90% of the people coming to the booth told me how much they loved the story.” I mean, fair enough, I absolutely believe that accounting – but I think that’s exactly the problem: the self-selecting set of people who come up to the DC booth are effectively the ones making editorial policy. (if you see what I mean)

This isn’t a knock on Bob – lord knows he’s one of my dearest pals in the business, and I completely respect his editorial prowess, but when the relative insularity of DC is even getting to him, I think they’ve got a problem.

Image: Much like the company, Image’s booth set-up was all over the place. Rather than the “Big tent” (as it were) that categorized their debut a decade ago, Image is now a gang of separate booths (TMP, Top Cow, Bendis/Mack, Devil’s Due, etc.) that sprawls over more real estate than any other two publishers combined. There isn’t any cohesiveness, there isn’t any identity, and there’s very little sense that they’re even a “publisher” in any real sense of the word.

I had a great 2 AM conversation with Jim Valentino that I think showed me they’re getting closer to the right direction – but they’ve got a while to go, really. Image simply doesn’t have, and you’ll excuse me for this, any image of it’s own. And that’s no good for a publisher. Or even a “publisher”.

Marvel: Again, I really love how the booth set-ups/action seem to really reflect the company. Marvel is, I would think, the one booth that Civilians would desperately love to go to, what with that Spider-Man movie and all.

Except no one could find it.

The Marvel booth was two tables – about the size of behind the counter at my store. No, honestly.

In theory, Marvel spent their money flying in creators and editors. This is what they said in their press releases, at least. But since no one could find them...

Look: when you increase your Demand, you also have to increase your Supply (be it in reorders or booth space!), so your fans can find the talent. You would think this would be self-evident, really.

Diamond: Right, sure they’re not a publisher, but I think it’s worth observing that the larger and more visible portion of their booth was filled up with toys and statues and stuff. I think that tells you something. Conversely, the other distributor set ups focused almost exclusively on comics in their particular niche: “Indy Island” for Cold Cut and Alterna-stuff at Last Gasp. Take from that what you will.

* * *

Finally, I need to talk about the Expo, and retailing in general at San Diego.

As I think you’re aware, we used to have a separate day of retailer-oriented events at CCI. Basically, it was a good time to schmooze and socialize, to find out about what’s coming up, to air grievances without the fans being around, to brainstorm and problem-solve, etc. Frankly, I think it used to be the single most-useful day of my year.

But when the market crashed, attendance dropped to a point where the separate day wasn’t viable. I can see that: a lot of folks would rather be behind the counter than at a show.

So CCI folded the Expo events into the main show itself – rather than a day for ourselves, we’re now just a programming track on the larger overall schedule.

Which, of course, doesn’t work at all.

First off, no one really even seemed to know about Expo this year: the schedule wasn’t where I checked in, and I never received any mail notifying me that it was even happening. Apparently there was an extra $15 fee to get into Expo, but very very few had that blue ribbon on their badge, and, once I finally found the “retailer’s room”, I just walked in. I doubt more than 15 people were at the panel I managed to find.

Even the publisher’s didn’t seem to be very clear on the Expo’s programming – none of them had the schedule either.

I don’t think this “programming track” method can work: there’s too much other stuff competing for everyone’s attention, and there appeared an unwillingness on CCI’s part to promote the programming at all. This con is just too big for it – it gets lost in the shuffle.

The general environment of the con isn’t particularly retailer friendly, to begin with. I attended my first full-ceremony Eisner awards this year (and good lord, does it go on and on), and while they do have the Spirit of Comics Retailing component, I was distressed that the “In Memorium” portion of the event didn’t have a moment for John Barrett or Harry Kraemer, both pioneering retailers. As much as the Direct Market is becoming a diminishing part of the greater CCI, without the Direct Market, and the hard work of every retailer in it, there wouldn’t be events like CCI.

Folks, we are the backbone of the industry, and we just don’t get enough respect for it.

Getting back to Expo, the event is important. More important than I think any of us can express. While the internet has changed some of the most obvious need for Expo (information can be more efficiently circulated through sites like Newsarama; and we finally have retailer-centric message board space via www.thecbia.com), there’s an enormous value in getting folks together face-to-face to listen and learn and educate one another.

My suggestion for the future is that Expo (and Pro/Con... they really should be one and the same) get moved north to the new CCI: San Francisco I suggested many words ago, back in the original “separate day” format. Nothing less seems to work properly.

Further, I feel that a board of retailers should be assembled to organize the programming, rather than having people who don’t do it try to figure out what it is we need and want. I’ll even volunteer to sit on the first year’s board to get it rolling, because I know if someone doesn’t step up, nothing will happen.

All things considered, I had a great time in San Diego this year, and I really walked away with a happy and positive experience about comics place in the greater pop culture marketplace. That’s a wonderful thing.

What I didn’t walk away from CCI with, however, was any real new thoughts about comics as it’s own industry and marketplace. This will be a loss that I think will haunt us through the next year.

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