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Let's talk about me for awhile.

I musta read too many comic books when I was growing up -- I got this funny idea that one must strive to empower themselves and their communities, that one must better and enrich the world they find around them.

One part (some say the largest) of the world around me is comics.

And some days that world seems to be coming apart.

Lord knows that as an "industry pundit" I am far more likely to cast a cynical eye upon the affairs of our business than I am a cheery and optimistic gaze. But that stems (largely) from the historically unprofessional way we, as an industry, have conducted our affairs.

We brought ourselves to this crossroads because we misunderstood the customer -- we thought they wanted chromium covers, and polybagged books, and trading cards, and crossovers, and spinoffs, and investment stock, and collectible nonsense -- but they never really wanted any of that. They wanted comics.

Comics an unique and amazing artform. I could wax passionately for hours on the virtues of our form, the majesty of its language, the energy and enthusiasm of our creators, the strange energy that crackles forth from this static medium -- but none of that matters when our audience is walking away.

All they want is comics. Good ones.

These days, civilian exposure to our form is nearly nil, and long-time readers are walking, or have walked, away in droves. They just want comics.

We give them manufactured "collectibles", but all they want is comics. We give them internecine bickering, but all they want is comics. We give them 18 months of distributor wars, but, listen to me, all they want is comics!
The most ironic part of the collapse we engineered (by focusing on everything except the comics themselves) is that there are more good comics available today than in the history of our medium. There are comics for nearly every taste, in nearly any style, and old-style supply/demand problems are largely a thing of the past. I find it quite mad that the industry isn't growing by leaps and bounds: it is easier than ever to run a high-quality comic book store because of the wealth of material available.

I can say this with all honesty because my sales are up 22% from last year.

So we've got all this potential, with scads of quality material to bring to people who would genuinely love it if only they knew it existed -- what's the next step?

Comics are poised (and have been for years) to truly break out into the general public consciousness again. The material is there. The knowledgeable and passionate retail work force is there. We have a core base to expand from, and many dedicated voices to join the chorus. Why are we being held back?

I'll tell you: we're being held back by the lack of quality leadership, and by the lack of understanding of what the customer really wants (comics, remember?)

Leadership will find and identify ways to reach out with our superlative product, and understanding will reach out in a way that makes sense.

Let me tell you a secret. Lean in a little, I don't want this getting around. Here goes: in order to sell comics, you have to promote comics. Motion pictures of Batman, or The Crow, or The Mask don't sell comics. Tie-ins with themed restaurants or fast food outlets don't sell comics. Toy lines don't sell comics. Video games don't sell comics. T-shirts don't sell comics. Collectible card games don't sell comics. Breakfast cereal promotions don't sell comics. The only thing that sells comics is selling comics. And given that precious resources are seldom allocated intelligently, what we're left with is a small but dedicated retail base 90% reliant on hand-selling as the primary tool.

(Forgive me when I speak in absolutes. Yes, yes, some small amount of new consumers inevitable enter in during any non-directed campaign -- but look at the typical consumer life-expectancy in these cases! How many people who wandered in after Batman Returns or Barb Wire came back again? Why is it so few? Because we're not selling them comics -- we're selling them the comic-book tie-in to some other property. This can get people in the door, but it almost never keeps them coming back.)

Even when we remember to sell the right thing, we do it in the wrong way. I remember when Malibu launched the Ultraverse -- they spent a million bucks promoting that launch. Some of that money was spent here in San Francisco, on "construction site posters" and the like. But did anyone from Malibu ever call San Francisco stores to tell us about this, maybe help us capitalize on the effort? Well, I'm sure you can guess the answer to that one.

It would be difficult to mount a national or regional campaign because of the inherent difficulty of driving consumers to a small-scale network of stores like we have, and local campaigns are impaired by local stores often having contradictory needs and goals in promotion. These, of course, are not insurmountable problems, but I think it's clear why outside advertising is seldom tried.

After spending several years thinking about this, I think I've found a solution to some of these issues.

Again, the first thing to consider is that you have to promote the product you want people to buy. And the best way to promote comics is to actually give people comics. "The first one is free." Comics are indeed like drugs in this regard. Give 'em a taste -- if it is good quality stuff -- and they'll be hooked for life.

I caught my real inspiration when I got one of those "PC Mall" catalogs. You've seen these things, right? Big thick catalogs of computer stuff. Well, I was paging through one, and it struck me that the style and tone of each entry was often wildly different than the entries around it -- heck, the type face changes in places! What could be the cause of this? I jumped to the conclusion that these pages must be bought as "advertorial" content by the manufacturers.

So, how could this be adapted to my ends? I pondered awhile, and then it hit me -- do a catalog where you run actual sequences from the books as a teaser for the uninitiated! I crunched a bunch of numbers, rolled the thought around my mind, and realized this was an excellent tool screaming to be used.

So, just before the Christmas selling season begins, Comix Experience is doing a 100,000 print-run 36-page comics-format catalog focusing on eighteen graphic novels or trades well-suited for civilians.

Here's how it works: we're doing editorial write-ups of these 18 titles in 18 pages. The other 18 pages were sold to publishers to reinforce the editorial message we are providing. For example, we're running a review for Sin City, and on the three following pages, there will be one of the short Sin City stories, printed in full. The idea is that a new reader reads about a book that sounds interesting to them, then they get a short sample of the work to reinforce this interest.

The idea is to expose people who don't read comics currently to the range of the form. Most of the copies will be inserted in the local free alternative weekly, The San Francisco Bay Guardian with their regular distribution. This gives us a wide readership in several demographics, and reaches them in an economical way.

As I said, we're selling the "comics pages" to the publishers -- we took our expenses, and divided them out, and came out to $600 a page -- very inexpensive in a media-drenched city like San Francisco. The beauty of this is that every participants individual cost is relatively low, because we're all collectively kicking into a common pool of money. I couldn't begin to afford to do such a thing on my own. Nor could any of the participating publishers -- what are their chances of recouping $12-18,000 in expenses in a single city?

I'm not only gratified, but also impressed with the positive reception this project received from the publishers. The participating publishers are Bongo, Cartoon Books, Dark Horse, DC, Fantagraphics, Kitchen Sink, and Marvel comics. I don't think you can assemble a more mixed group of publishers, and certainly few of these would have worked together in such a way independently.

We're covering titles from Batman to Cerebus, from Sandman to X-Files, from Bone to Eightball, from Star Wars to the Complete Crumb Library -- in short we're surveying the range of material available, both "mainstream" and "alternative", trying to show that comics have something for anyone.

Another thing we'll be doing is collecting some simple demographic information (age, sex, zip code, "did you see this in the catalog") to try and create a clear picture of who we are able to reach. With luck, we'll then be able to target the next one that much more accurately.

I'm sharing this with you for a couple of reasons: the first is to show you that publishers are willing to work with you if you provide them with a plan. All this took was a professionally written letter, a clear goal, and a couple of phone calls, and we were able to put this together. Many of you may be intimidated by doing such things, but seriously, it is dead easy to put together a promotional plan, and takes no special skills besides the same instincts you're using every day to stay alive in a hostile market.

The other reason is that eventually we're going to expand the magazine into other markets, involving other retailers, if this is the success I think it will be. I plan to do 2 to 3 issues locally to test the feasibility of this plan, then to slowly expand out to other cities with different "sponsoring stores", hopefully with a quarterly schedule. Obviously, marginal costs decrease with a wider circulation, and I think this can easily become an inexpensive self-sustaining program that can bring enormous benefit to our market.

There are a lot of people out there. Very few of them read comics. Realistically speaking it is in your hands to change this status quo, and there are people out there willing to help you. I've given you my plan. What's yours?

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

Brian Hibbs, owner of Comix Experience, apologizes for being a little self-serving this month -- next time, business as usual! If you'd like a sample copy of the Comix Experience Catalog (we're still trying to come up with a name for the darn thing!), please send a SASE to 305 Divisadero St., San Francisco, 94117. Make it legal sized, and put 2-3 stamps on it, will ya? Correspondence can also be sent to that address or you can fax at (415) 863-9299 or e-mail at 70314.3013@compuserve.com

