Tilting at Windmills #45

By Brian Hibbs

(Originally Ran in Comics Retailer #46)
Interview with the Hibbs-pire

This issue's special feature is interviews by regular Comics Retailer columnists with industry figures. It's a fine idea, but I didn't know who to do. It would be fairly predictable if I had interviewed a person like Sim or Groth (besides, Bob and Bruce already grabbed onto those), so the next option is to go mainstream. But, while I considered briefly people such a Paul Levitz or Jerry Calabrese, I'm not so slow as to be oblivious to the fact that it's prolly unlikely that such people would be "unguarded" in conversation (especially with me!) -- and I, for one, am not particularly interested in provided a space for the company line. Oh sure, I could try to be confrontational, but then this would be the smallest column this month (i.e., BRIAN: So, Jerry, how does it feel to be in essence a corporate whore who seems unable to lead your company anywhere but where others have blazed the trail? JERRY: This interview is over <click>)

Besides, while I enjoy the hell outta doing interviews, I friggin' hate transcription -- an hour of work for every 10 minutes of talk isn't my idea of a good time.

So, in a transparent attempt to hold onto my status as comic's biggest loudmouth and iconoclast, I decided to take the revolutionary tack of interviewing myself!

These conversations took place on Wednesday, September 27, 1995 and Monday, October 6, 1995, and are presented in "raw" form -- any editing done is by Boy Editor JJ Miller. Hopefully you'll find these conversations as fascinating and involving of a look into the mind that some call "The Most Dangerous Man in Comics" (and others call "That Damn Pesky Hibbs") as I do.

Brian: ....just get this tape recorder started, then we'll begin...

Hibbs: Fine, fine...but the clock's ticking, O.K., kid?

Brian: Sure. Testing, testing. Alright, it seems like it's working now...Let's start with a "softball" question, O.K.? <Ahem> "Why don't you tell the audience a little about your background and history?"

Hibbs: What do you mean? In comics, or...

Brian: Well, let's start with the easy biographical stuff, and you can go from there, O.K.?

Hibbs: Sure. Well, let's see, I was born in Boone County, Missouri in June of sixty-seven.

Brian: 1967? Jeez, you're just a baby!

Hibbs: No, shit, Sherlock.

Brian: And you're from the sticks?

Hibbs: Listen, d'you want me to answer the question, or not? Let me do this in my own way.

Brian: ....sorry...

Hibbs: S'alright. Yeah, I was born in the "Summer of Love" to a pair of wanna-be hippies, as a backwoods hick. Boone County. Can you believe it?

Brian: I guess we could call it "Out in the Boonies", huh?

Hibbs: Yeah, whatever. Anyway, we lived in Missouri for maybe six months, then my parents packed up and moved to New York. We lived in the 'burbs for a year or two – Long Island, I think it was -- before we moved into Brooklyn. We spent maybe a decade there, then my parents split up. My dad got custody, moved us (including my stepmom) to San Francisco, where I've stayed ever since.

Brian: So you spent the majority of your childhood as a New Yorker?

Hibbs: Yeah. I don't have great memories of that time, either -- as I said my parents were splitting up, I was an only child, and, since the neighborhood we lived in bordered a heavily Puerto Rican neighborhood, and I was a little blond-headed mouthy kid, I remember getting the shit kicked outta me all the time.

Brian: Doesn't sound like fun.

Hibbs: I think childhood is seldom fun -- when you look at it through the patina of time, it appears to be the best time of your life, but I'm convinced that now is always the best time of your life. At least, it is, when you let it be.

Brian: I guess that's true. Do you think growing up the way you did creating your character?

Hibbs: How can it not? I'm a New Yorker in my heart -- brusque, brash, insensitive, with a layer of Missouri below that: "Show Me", y'know?

Brian: Sure.

Hibbs: But, in my soul, I'm from The City.

Brian: "The City"?

Hibbs: San Francisco. Jesus, they don't breed you interviewers too smart, do they? It's called The City, because it is The City. Once you've lived here, you'll prolly find you can't live anywhere else: it's got everything a city should have, but it still feels like a small town. San Francisco is a city of co-incidences, of happenstance -- there are few people you'll encounter who don't know of you, or, at least one of your friends. I think that's the essence of a small town: you know your neighbors, and they know you. There's a community feeling here that I can't live without. Yet...yet it's not so homespun that you're not a block from the corner store, y'know?

Anyway, I'm a "New York Dick", but a "Sensitive San Franciscan" as well.

Brian: Making you, what? A Sensitive Dick?

Hibbs: That's about right.

Brian: How about your involvement with comics?

Hibbs: Well, I was sixteen, and hanging out on Haight st. -- Haight was the center of the original "hippy" movement in the 60s, and, while becoming a bombed out junky-filled area throughout the 70s, started to resurge in the mid-80s, at least partly based on a generation who wanted some of what their parents claimed they had, and tried to rebuild it again (though with even poorer results) -- Haight is Love, right? Anyway, the Haight was going through a small renaissance, and a comic shop opened there. The Store Whose Name Shall Not Be Spoken, mostly because I don't much want Krause to be sued by the small-minded dickweed who ran his three-store chain into the ground.

Brian: That's nice of you.

Hibbs: Oh, I'm Mr. Magnanimous! To proceed: They had just opened on Haight, and I was in one of those right-place, right-time kind of scenarios. I'm a snot-nosed punk, but I can smell a good thing, even there -- what 16-year old wouldn't give his left ball to work in a comic book store? Within a year I was managing the place, and I started to figure out a) what I was doing, and b) that I couldn't do it much longer for the guy I was working for -- he didn’t know what the game was, beside the "collectibles" scam portion of it.

Actually, maybe I'm mis-remembering -- that patina of time I was talking about before -- if it hadn't been for the owner's mismanagement (he lost two of his three stores) I might still be working there today. See, he also had a store in Berkeley, but it got shut down because he didn't pay his rent -- he fired all of that staff, and told them, point-blank, he wasn't going to pay them. I couldn't countenance that, told him so, and he promptly fired me as well. Shit, he stills owes me $600 for my last paycheck. 

The staff of the Berkeley store went on to open Comic Relief there, while "my" people helped me open Comix Experience.

Brian: Let me get the timing on this straight -- how old were you when these events happened?

Hibbs: Lessee -- it was like 16 to...19? that I worked for the Unspeakable. I worked for Capital City Distributors for a year or so right afterwards, and spent another couple of months working for a start-up comics shop that failed pretty quickly because the owner tried to open a second location far too soon, and killed them both. Two months before my 22nd birthday in 1989 I opened CE, and the rest, as they say, is history.

Working at CCD taught me sympathy and understanding of the distribution side (and that I didn't particularly care to give them my business -- I recall the one time John and Milton came through the warehouse on "tour", and they treated us "grunts" like shit -- like we didn't matter at all), while my retail experience gave me a head start on that side -- always be friends with your landlord, never make promises you can't keep, and don't let your reach exceed your grasp.

Brian: But, why your own store? I mean, there you are, 21 years old -- no higher education, and very little money -- why did you think you'd make a go of it?

Hibbs: There are two reasons: One is that I've always been a fast learner -- I dropped out of college at 17 because I didn't feel they could teach me more efficiently than "life" could; and the other is the "spark" -- when something sings to you, begging to be done, invading and coloring both your dreams and your waking thoughts -- well, it's pretty dumb to ignore that, doncha' think?

Brian: I guess -- but if it hadn't worked you'd still be in debt today, slaving away at a job you probably didn't like, owned by someone who likely cared less than you -- weren't you scared?

Hibbs: A little. But I felt then, as I do now, that it's better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. What did I have to lose? If I didn't try I'd still be in that dead-end job being profoundly unhappy. As long as I had my wife Tzipora by my side, fear could never outstrip ambition.

Brian: Why don't you tell us a little about Tzipora?

Hibbs: A little -- O.K., I guess. She and I are best friends in the whole wide world, but she's into film as I am into comics. She doesn't care about comics one whit, but she cares about me with the energy of a sun.

We lead radically different lives, and only barely orbit each other -- I think that's our secret -- we've been together for 10 years now, and we haven't had even one serious fight that I can think about. We respect each other fiercely, and the only thing we take for granted is that we love to wake up and see each other in the morning -- it's my favorite thing in the whole wide world.

I suspect if Tzipi liked comics, we'd get on each others backs -- but since she has her life, and I have mine, there is no friction.

Tzipi and I -- well, it was Love at First Sight. We met on a public bus coming back from City College, if you can believe such a thing, and, in the ten years since, I don't believe we've spent more than 24 hours apart, aside from the occasional convention, or the like. She's my anchor, my stability, and, if there's anything in the world I care about more than comics, well, it's her.

Brian: That's really sweet.

Let me change the tape, and we can continue.

<click>

So, let's talk about your methodology and reactions to the business of comics.

Hibbs: Sure -- my favorite subject!

Brian: One of the criticisms you frequently encounter relates to the old homily, "you can attract more flies with honey than vinegar". How would you respond to the charges that you're sometimes too strident in your criticism?

Hibbs: <pause>
Well, that's not a simple question, as I'm sure you're aware.

<pause> 

I think the circumstances as well as the intent have to be measured as much as the message itself -- the context is almost as important as the content. Sure, I can hold some strong opinions, but I think if you look at them in the context they were written, they're not as above and beyond as they could have been.

Having said that, I think a certain amount of righteous anger is O.K., if you've got something to be honestly cheesed about. I think a lot of retailers are pissed off, because they have something to be pissed off about. For example, look at the scenarios with Spawn shipping out of order, or with the now defunct Continuity being unable to keep a single promise, or with our being forced into distributor relationships that we have no interest in, or love for. I could easily go on, but what it comes down to is that when someone does something so stupid as to start taking money out of my pocket, when I played by the rules of their game, then I've got a legitimate right to be steamed.

Brian: I think you're dodging the question...

Hibbs: Maybe. Part of it is, and I'm not trying to paint myself as any saint, O.K...?

Brian: Sure.

Hibbs: ...but, part of it is that my readers don't see the "behind the scenes" stuff, right? I mean, a LOT of the time, I'm trying to "fix" the problem before I write a column, if a "fix" is indeed possible.

Brian: Not that I doubt you, but do you want to give an example?

Hibbs: Yeah, happily. Let's take a fresh example – the redesign of Previews, and Diamond's willingness to let their suppliers design their own sections without any semblance of a "style guide" -- I found the new formats to be extremely unreadable -- I made several phone calls to Diamond, and several to the most egregious "offenders", to see if a solution could be come up with without an embarrassing public spectacle.

Brian: You'll forgive me here, but aren't you a little arrogant?

Hibbs: In what way?

Brian: Well, in this assumption you seem to have that if you think an idea is right or wrong, then all other retailers will share that same opinion? That is to say, just because you feel a "style guide", as you put it, is important, doesn't mean that other retailers hold the same view!

Hibbs: <pause>
Yeah, maybe.

Brian: <pause>
So you have no "defense"?

Hibbs: Well, what can I say, really? Yeah, I am an arrogant S.O.B. -- I know what works for me, and I extrapolate it back out to the rest of the world. What else can I do? I attempt to keep other frames of reference in mind when I form my position, but nothing is ever good for everyone, right?

Brian: So you're admitting...

Hibbs: Let me finish. What I'm saying is: what else do you expect me to do? You want arrogance? How 'bout this, kid -- I'm currently running one of the very few profitable comic shops in this country. I'm told by distributors that roughly 17% of all self-defined comic shops went out of business in the last 6 month. I speak with many retailers directly, and many of them are desperately trying to backfill the debt they accumulated in '93 and '94 – and they're not doing the best job of it. Those that are succeeding tend to follow my general model (make your store what you want, not what "they" want). I'm one of less than half-a-dozen regular retail columnists in the field. And, it sure appears that I ride a few months ahead of the overall philosophical trends. As I said, I'm from Missouri: if I'm wrong, then "show me". I'm happy enough to admit I was wrong, if it's proven. 

Brian: But that's what I'm saying: you assume you're right, unless you're "proven" wrong -- that's hubris! You argue in terms of black and right, when the world is really grey; you seem not to accept any other viewpoint as valid, unless you generate it; You declare that merely because you happen to have a column, you're opinion is automatically more valid than anothers...

Hibbs: But what else would you have me do? The world is essentially black & white -- in most cases those who claim that it's "grey" are trying to protect their own interests. Let's go back to the Previews example. It was suggested to me that perhaps many retailers would find the redesign more useful as a consumer sales tool -- that's supposedly the "grey" area. But I don't think it is: the relationship between Previews as a consumer sales tool, and as a retailer ordering tool is irrelevant in terms of the discussion of the ordering tool!

Brian: What do you mean? I think that's a valid concern.

Hibbs: I didn't say it was "invalid", merely "irrelevant".

Brian: But, obviously, it's not, to Diamond -- who pays for a second version?

Hibbs: Look, what I'm saying is that the question of "is Previews a good sales tool?" and "is Previews a good ordering tool?" are wholly different questions, and any attempt to "grey" the space between them is self-serving in terms of Diamond trying to save a little money. Why are they separate questions? Because one is voluntary, and one is compulsory! Whether or not I use the "sales tool" element of Previews is a decision that I make. On the other hand, I must use Previews if I want to continue ordering product for my racks. The little guy who lives in my brain and orders the comics has different needs than the little guy who is selling-through that same material to the consumer. And any poorly thought out attempt to satisfy the both of them is doomed to produce poor results for either.

Brian: I still don't think you see what I'm saying...

Hibbs: Of course I do! Do you think we'd even be having this dialogue if I didn't? But, you know just as well as I do that one can "grey" any concept to the point of meaningless.

Brian: Be that as it may, I don't think we're gonna change each other's minds in this forum. 

Let's switch gears a little, and get your impressions on some of the "key players" in the new game.

Hibbs: Fine.

Brian: Marvel.

Hibbs: Irrelevant. And what's worse, they made themselves that way! By removing themselves from the mainstream of the marketplace, they made it a little difficult to care about them anymore. They also made a couple of horrible missteps in their six months, that, even if they solve, will color retailer's perceptions for years. They're gonna have to learn that they need to convert us back one-by-one – mass selling tools don't work any more because retailers have lost their faith in corporate messages.

Brian: Capital City.

Hibbs: Oooh! Hard call! If they can lock just a few more solid exclusives, and they carefully modulate their message, then they could actually prosper very well in the new climate. They generally have better pricing, and, if they can make themselves indispensable to the "quality retailer" by having more than a dozen comics you can only purchase from them, then their future looks good. The biggest thing working against them right now is their "pity us, please" message -- If they could've locked DC, or Image, or Dark Horse in, they certainly would have -- and this "monopolies are bad" screed of theirs, while certainly correct, stinks of sour grapes.

Brian: Diamond.

Hibbs: Another hard call. They traded off a lot of their profit in the largest publishers in order to lock those publishers with them -- the money is going to have to come from somewhere. Where they used to make up to a 22% profit margin from, say, DC, they're now locked at 7% or so. Plus, as I understand it, they gave up a lot of their advertising revenue, as well, for their exclusives. Given that the publishers they've locked are not exactly seeing rising sales, I'll be curious to see on whose back they make their margins up. Since they can't do it with their exclusives publishers, that makes it more likely that it will come at the retailer's expense, I should think.

Brian: DC

Hibbs: Schizophrenic. They make some of the greatest efforts to legitimately expand the frontiers of the market, but then they barely support those efforts. Actually, all in all, I would say DC's reach exceeded their grasp, on a regular basis. They hold the most promise for leadership in this market, then they squander most of those resources in inappropriate or dead-end directions. With dynamic leadership, DC could be the publishing leader of the 21st century, but, as with all top-heavy corporations, they seem more interested in reacting to the market, rather than leading it in a healthy direction.

Brian: Image

Hibbs: In deep trouble. From the outside, it appears that the company is structured to produce almost nothing but mega-hits, but the bulk of their line seems to have dipped down to pathetic sales levels. None of the Image founders, I would say, truly understand today's marketplace, and how "hot" never stays that way. They only seem to have a limited repertoire of tricks in their bag, and they have to learn that once "innovators" stop innovating they lose most of their audience. I don't much think Image will wholly collapse, but they're still playing by the old rules – the ones that put us in the position we face now. There is a lot of potential there, though -- they just need to "grow up", and fast. Their complete dependence on the action genre, for example, is a wretched Achilles heel.

Brian: Dark Horse

Hibbs: The company I worry about the least, actually. They're diverse, and they're relatively low to the ground. The biggest problems I see is their ambitious licensing program, which, if not managed very carefully can backfire; and their sometimes erratic editorial balance -- months with 3 or more Aliens projects running concurrently, followed by months with none. But, both of this are relatively minor problems. They don't have as much to lose as an Image or a Marvel, because they never had that much to begin with, so I'm confident that a decade from now Dark Horse will still exist in some form, while I'm not sure the same could be said for Image, Marvel, or even DC.

Brian: The "small press"

Hibbs: Hard to answer, definitively, because there is such a range of product and personalities involved. If you keep your promises, if you deliver quality material, and if you don't blindly follow where others have led, then you can prolly make a go of it in the Direct Market. It's that "promise" thing that hurts them the most, I think. Don't say you're gonna be bi-monthly if all you can handle is quarterly, y'know? I've wasted more resources, proportionately, promoting the small press than the "big guys" ever directly cost me. It's frustrating getting behind a wonderful book like, say, Tyrant, then have it fizzle out after 3 issues -- two of which were late! It's unpleasant trying to build, say, a Starchild, when the publisher can't keep a single scheduled initial shipdate. 

Keeping promises may not be easy, but it sure is important.

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

Brian Hibbs, when not being so schizophrenic to hold conversations with himself, or write about himself in third person, is usually running his store, Comix Experience in San Francisco. Write him at 305 Divisadero St., 94117, fax him at (415) 863-9299, or e-mail him at 75215.3014@Compuserve.Com!

