Tilting at Windmills #44

By Brian Hibbs

(Originally Ran in Comics Retailer #45)
The announcement of the “DC versus Marvel” crossover has created a cascade of thought within me. (I’ll admit that this time I’ve cheated a little -- most of this column is a rewrite and reinterpret of things I’ve said on CompuServe’s Comics and Animation board. I figure if Mark Evanier can get away with it, well so can I!) Let me start off with this much: “DCvM” will likely make a lot of money for a lot of people, at a time where it’s prolly gonna be another slow Christmas. But I’m particularly concerned about the message this sends to the industry about what our prospects are.

In fact, I find this ineffably sad.

Have the "big two" finally reached the point where there are no longer any new creative ideas left?

It strikes me that as little as three years ago, this would've been an utterly unthinkable move -- have sales fallen that far, that fast, that they're desperate enough to finally take this tack?

Year after year DC and Marvel have moved farther and farther away from the basic strengths that made them great: solid, self-contained storytelling that made us care about the characters and situations. But these days, it's like a game of one-upsmanship: "We're doing two covers on one comic," "O.K., we'll do five," "Fine, we'll do five, where each have a different eight pages in them"; "Sure, but we've got three enhanced covers," "Good for you -- we have three enhanced covers, and one bagged with trading cards," "Pfft, that's nothing! We have eight enhanced covers, all bagged with trading cards, and we're doing a cross-promotion with Mickey Ds"; "We're doing a big crossover -- twenty comics," "Ours is bigger -- it ties in twenty-five titles, and it's weekly," "Oh yeah, well, we're doing a thirty title crossover," "We can do forty," "Our whole line for two months". Etc.

When a publisher competes on any factor except the value of what's between the pages, they're destined to inevitably lose. DC and Marvel have now done virtually every promotion and gimmick under the sun -- now they're trying to top them all, in one fell swoop. Oh, sure, it'll work -- for those four months, at least -- because these things almost always work for the duration of the push -- but, as Steve Gerber once wrote, "What do you do the Day After you've Saved the Universe?"

One would think that after taking the serious pummeling the mainstream publishers have taken in sales volume over the last n months, someone up there would realize they've always been the architects of their own defeat. That the market vanished into thin air isn't any big mystery -- the customers were driven away by deforesting them (as it were); where is the “replanting project”? When an audience gets hooked on adrenaline and speed, they've got to be given more and More and MORE and MORE and MORE and MORE adrenaline and speed, or they’re gonna crash and kick. But, paradoxically, if you keep feeding them adrenaline, eventually their heart is gonna give out anyway...

The rule is nearly universal that while you'll nearly always get a boost out of "event marketing", sell-through, post-event, is usually lower than it was pre-event. Every "jumping on" point is a "jumping off" point as well, and mainstream customers are actively looking for points to Jump Off. 

So, there’s little doubt in my mind that this will prolly be the most successful series of the last n months -- I'll take a stab at an easy half a million copies ordered (though if it's not a slow news day when it gets released, that will prolly be far more than there are customers for it), but what happens the month after? I see two likely possibilities, both tied to editorial content:

1) The crossover kicks ass, up and down, so customers decide to re-sample books left and right (or new customers decide to check them out). What will they find? Well, standards may well change between now and spring, but it's more likely that they'll find the very elements that turned them off in the first place -- still not only present, but pervasive -- and after a brief flurry in sales, they will all drift off once again.

2) The crossover is mediocre (or are good, but don't live up to what I can only imagine will be omnipresent hype), so nobody feels any need to sample new titles, and, in fact, eliminates some of their “hanging by a thread" comics.

I'll lay my money on #2, if only because we have the weight (and lessons) of history behind us.

And, so, what will they do next? What can they do next? Both Marvel and DC are editorially treading water (certainly Underworld has had only negligible impact on day-to-day sales), and by the time “DCvM” comes out we'll have a largely diluted interest in crossover (Spidey/Batman, Darksied/Galactus, and GL/Surfer will all be fresh in peoples minds -- let alone other "lesser" lights such as the MEG/Malibu crossover, Shi/Cyblade, or even intra-company events like Underworld, or even Zero Hour) events.

Maybe I'm slow, but I just don't get it.

In a way, I'm sorta glad that it's finally gone this far -- option #2, as I said, is the far more likely one -- this will prolly be the thing that finally sends my customers screaming from universe-spanning books, into the arms of one vision/one book. Of course, only time will tell, but I think that this is the death knell of a marketing method that took it's first Baby Steps with Man of Steel #1, peaked with the Death of same, and is on it's knees by the time we get to “DCvM”.

I really wish I had the balls to Just Say No to this event -- but I'm not stupid enough to think I can suppress the last dying vines of fanboy interest -- and that makes me a hypocrite, I guess. But, at the least, I can raise my voice in protest that we let it get this far.

Oh, you’re back to saying, “But where’s the harm? We’re all gonna make some money! And it will probably be fun!”

I think the harm is that this is yet another symptom of the systematic short-term thinking that plagues the publishers. I can only suspect that a project of this magnitude takes/is taking/has taken a massive expenditure of time and effort on behalf of DC and Marvel management. But is that expenditure building anything, is it moving us anywhere? Or are we simply creating the shortest of short-term fixes (four months) that utterly ignores the long term problem?

I'm not trying to be a pessimist -- really, I'm not! If the tale is well-executed, and entertaining, I hope to god it sells for all it's worth. But, history has shown us that putting all effort into this kind of massive event has seldom produced results beyond watering down an increasingly smaller customer base.

And that's the last thing we need, right now.

Listen, four months of fun, four months of entertainment, four months of cosmic all-out action and excitement is all well and fine -- but what happens in month five, or seven, or twelve? If the basic fundamental quality of the material isn’t fixed by March, if the publishers can’t solidify their message, and enunciate a path or direction they’re heading, four months of fun will count for nothing.

We do not need any more short-term pogroms to get this market marching again -- we need long-term vision and focus. And while I'm sure that both publishers would claim they have a long-term vision, every second that they've spent/will spend on this frippery is a second that could've been spent addressing the underlying, fundamental problems with the system we've all created.

There are those that will argue that we need to take these short term steps in order to assure that we’ll have a comics market left in two years. But I can’t be that pessimistic -- I believe the market can fairly easily save itself -- all it takes is looking past our assumptions and striking a fresh path. While we had a year of freefall at Comix Experience, just like all other retailers, once I redefined my attitude towards my stock, my sales have gone up 20% in the last 3 months.

Yes, yes, yes, I'm the "weird" retailer: "San Francisco, and your segment of it, is so different from the rest of the world, that your experiences are unrepresentative.” Christ, I don’t know how many times I’ve heard that!

But -- I see stores, I hear from stores, every single day that are transforming their business from "same old" to "something fresh". That is where the retail community will re-win the hearts and minds of our consumers -- from honest, open communication of what we really believe is good and worthwhile material.

While (again) I have no doubt whatsoever that this project is going to make a lot of money for a lot of people, I fundamentally believe that it's just feeding the "old" system -- a system that we have to acknowledge does not work anymore.

See -- and I think this might be the center of it -- I don't particularly think the fortunes of Marvel', DC', and (let's call this straight) Image's universes are especially tied to either the fortunes of the medium of comics in general, or of comics retailers and talent in particular!

Yeah, they've enjoyed a good long run in the sun, but the time for "event marketing" (and what is a specifically "shared universe" but a smaller subset of "event marketing"?) is long and ago over -- what this industry wants, what the consumers are responding to is title/creator specific marketing that has the weight of an honest opinion behind it.

Nobody needs “the DC universe”. (and nobody especially wants it, either) What they need and they want is Starman, or Power of Shazam or Impulse, or Batman Adventures -- books that may well take place in a specific milieu, but that next to nothing from other titles significantly impacts their unfolding in any real way!

Titles. Not Universes. That’s what our customers want.

Retailers everywhere, every day are changing the dynamic with which they work, are changing their preconceptions of the market. You’re doing it too -- you’re reading this magazine, and ideas are viral.

The lesson we’ve learned (even if it’s hard to admit to sometimes) is that the "industry" is not Marvel and DC and Image! The "industry" is Neil Gaiman and Frank Miller and Dave Sim and David Lapham, and Todd McFarlane and Terry Moore and a dozen upon dozen of other talented creators; and us, the retailers who sell those comics. Everyone else is just a to-market mechanism.

But the problem is neither talent nor retailer can effect those things outside of their own hands. I can’t change a publisher’s reliance on “event” marketing -- all I can do is try to identify the books or publishers that attempt to bring substance, bring true value for the money that they ask, and try and promote those things within my store. I can’t initiate nation-wide promotion and advertising campaigns that bring wide cross-sections of “civilians” into stores. All I can do is “convert” them one-by-one, “hand-selling” them on the merits of the form.

The apologists say that, for example, that “events” like Zero Hour, or the “Breaking of Batman” or “Changing the X-Universe” will bring new customers pouring through our doors. They say big blockbuster movies featuring comics characters will get them running our way. And we’ve had year after year after year of these things, and where are we now? Sales are as low as they’ve been in the Direct Market. And confidence is even lower. The “mass market” is an illusion, because we give them nothing substantive to come back for.

Not to mention that we lost a generation of readers, because of the virtual disappearance of comics presence on the newsstands. When I was buying my first comics in 1976, they were all over the newsstands -- I wouldn’t own a store today if I hadn’t had my interest sparked as a child. Comics stopped being cool to kids, and have become an insignificant factor in children's lives.

If we really want to be a "mass-Market" business, then we need to target the 4 to 6-year olds, and their parents (as well as having something other than comics for only boys), and make the next generation comics literate.

To keep a long-term business, I think we need to acknowledge that we've got to hold on (for ten to-twenty years) to the older reader -- and to grow from the ground up, the next generation of consumer who can't envision a world without comics.

The Direct Market can keep the older readers, but we need more viable publishers who will buck the trend of “let’s piss off the long-time customers while we vainly hope for a way to real in the Image crowd, most of which have discovered girls, and don’t read comics anymore, anyway” The direct market will never adequately service the honest-to-god children we need to grow, because of limited resources, and limited geographic coverage -- but we’re really, really good at holding onto the adults as they grow older.

The general "all kids read comics" that was true of my generation appears to no longer exist anymore. The buying public is aging, and we have few "fresh recruits" coming in -- unless we change something pretty darn fast (in content, in placement, in promoting it, in advertising it) we're gonna be in big trouble in twenty years when all our thirty- and forty- year old customers start to die...

It is said that the Direct Market "saved" the industry, but I tend to think that it's proved to be no more than a stay of execution. The DM should satisfy the dedicated, sophisticated, and older customer -- but there's nowhere near enough of us to significantly "replant" the market, even if we had the skill or inclination to do so.

Rather than having a "battle of the century", if I were in the big publishers position, I'd be teaming up to do "Marvel & DC Adventures" - a co-published book aimed at creating new readers, with concise, well-told short stories, with both groups of heroes -- Like the shorts in Superman & Batman magazine, or some of the stuff in Disney Adventures -- but all comics material -- no text articles about how cool spiders are, y'know? Digest-sized, so it can be racked compactly, and a real low price for a thick package -- maybe 96 pages for $1.95? Rather than wasting hundreds of man-hours putting together a deal that will yield 4 months or less worth of business, I'd spend those hundreds of hours using the combined might of Marvel and DC to recreate and reinvent the newsstand market.

That (or something much like it) is how we’ll get the market started again -- Not by wasting time or limited resources frantically doing short-term projects. Marvel and DC spent countless money (in man-hours, and legal fees) to set up wholly different distribution systems. Then what do they do? Spend countless money (in man-hours, and legal fees) to set up a crossover between these two systems?

Is it just me? Doesn’t this seem fundamentally insane?

Why not put that same effort into solving the underlying problems?

Now, I like to think I can count on DC holding it’s end of the bargain in promotion and delivery (both of initial orders, and quick and steady reorders) -- a glance at Superman #75 shows that. But MEG/HWD? There’s a whole ‘nother can of worms. Their reorder fulfillment is positively lackluster, and, because they pack a week in advance of shipping, in most cases turnaround will be no better than two weeks, even if they do manage to print enough copies. So, #1 & 4 will be plentiful, but #2 & 3 might be hard to come by for the casual consumer.

That’s not even to get into the reasonably flawed conception of this comic. By allowing “voting” on the results of the battles, they’re likely to alienate half of the readership -- Most of my heavy DC customers don’t like Marvel, and vice versa. What happens when you’ve just spent $16 to see all “your” heroes lose?

This is too damn long already so I’ll end it with this point: No matter what the fan mail might say, the best "Marvel vs. DC" takes place in each fan's individual head. My “perfect” “DC vs. Marvel” is different from yours. Or his, hers, or theirs. Putting it down on paper cheapens this particular dream.

Hopefully we’ll be able to learn. We need to soon.

See ya next month.

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

Brian Hibbs, Owner of Comix Experience, wants to observe how ironic it is that Dave Sim’s “Letter to Steve Geppi” in Cerebus #198 appeared in stores on the same day as the “DCvM” press release. Go read one, then the other and see if you don’t think so to. If you’re so inclined (and he sure as hell hopes you are after almost 3000 words!), feel free to write him at 305 Divisadero St., San Francisco, CA, 94117. You could also fax him at (415) 863-9299, or e-mail him at 70314.3013@Compuserve.com

