Tilting at Windmills #66

By Brian Hibbs

(Originally Ran in Comics Retailer #67)

Lots of small stuff this time out.

*
*
*

Just got back from San Diego. Every year the con seems to this attendee to be more and more distant from the "mainstream" of the comics industry, and this year was certainly no exception.

The first thing that I was stuck by was the number of women in attendance. Without having any solid stats, I'd guess that perhaps 40% of the audience was female. And unlike some previous years, I saw very few who seemed bored.

I also saw a lot of children. Lots of them. And lots of pregnant women (at least a dozen) — these could be signs that our future is not in quite as much jeopardy as we have thought.

Or maybe not.

ComicCon International: San Diego is oddly named. First off, it ain't international — heck, it ain't even national (throw a con somewhere outside of California, and I'll grant you the name) — but it is less and less of a comics convention every year. Video games, card games, anime, film presentations — none of these are comics, and my perceptions (however one-sided) are that every year these "other things" take up a little more floor space every year. This is not bad in and of itself — attendance seems up, and, as I said, was more diverse and more interested, but I wonder if it is not starting to get a little too big for its own good. This year the Con took up every single inch of the convention center — even the tent outside. I had 3 nights and 2 days at the convention proper, and I didn't even begin to see all the people I wanted to see, or do the business I went there to accomplish. CCI:SD has gone well beyond "comics convention", and is now a spectacle; a tribute to pop-culture as a whole.

Ultimately, I guess that I just no longer trust San Diego to be a leading indicator of the comic book industry. It is an indicator of something, to be sure — just not the particular business I'm in. And so, while I'm thrilled to see a much more diverse audience attending San Diego, I don't know that this has much if any bearing on the Direct Market.

*
*
*

I'm reminded of something Joe Field said during the Expo — the Direct Market has fragmented into several distinct types of businesses, and that our ability to meet the challenges of the future depends on recognizing that these stores have distinct needs. Joe identified (I think) three types of stores, but I didn't take notes, so the exact wording may be a bit off here. One class of store is the "bookstore". Backlist is a significant portion of business for these stores, and they primarily deal in current comics material. Next there is the "collector's store" where a wide breadth of back issues is their bread and butter, and a significant portion of their frontlist sales are on collectibles (variant covers and the like). Finally, there are the "pop culture" stores that have comics as part of their mix, but primarily focus on whatever is popular at the moment, be it toys, or movie-related items, or whatever.

I'd add to this a category for "hybrids" — usually comics/games, but sometimes comics/books or comics/records (usually in markets that could not support the individual components on their own) — as well as few sub-categories ("pop culture collector's" or "collector's bookstore") for shading, but the principal is absolutely sound.

The point is that the things you need to do to be successful in one type of store are often diametrically opposed to what you have to do for another type. I live in "bookstore" world — variant covers and 1/2 issues are demonstrably harmful to my business, but they're the lifeblood to that little collector's store out on 23rd and Geary st.

Unfortunately retailers are currently looked upon as a single entity — that you are just like me, even though we're not. I believe that unless and until the publishers and Diamond start dealing with these different stores under the terms that the store needs, we're not going to progress much further than merely treading water in the Direct Market.

*
*
*

One of the comments I heard several times at San Diego was that some of you, gentle readers, would like to see more "positivity" in this column. At the same time, I have ten-fold that in e-mail saying, "yeah baby! Go for the throat!" What's an opinion columnist meant to do?

I'll tell you what I think, if it is of any help — I try my damndest to be positive (after all I eat, breath and sleep this stuff), and I think that if I have a message in "Tilting at Windmills" it goes a little something like this: As a retailer you are The Man (apologies for not have a gender-neutral term to express the same thing). You absolutely rule and control your domain, and you should never give the barest inch of your power unless it among equals. The vast majority of problems in this market stem from retailers not understanding that they have power, nor realizing that they can express themselves to change things. Publishers and distributors largely do not give us the respect we deserve because collectively we have never asked for it. And if I am sometimes strident (and believe you me, I am), it stems from a frustration that the meekest and/or worst elements of the retailer base are holding us back from reaching our full potential. When publishers and distributors make decisions that are counter-productive to the success of the retail-base, it is generally attributable to our worst and meekest. We can't have street dates because some retailers are going to break them; we can take the discounts of the order disks because very few will actually complain.

I know that there are a lot of you out there who won't complain about the service you receive, about the hits you take, because you fear reprisals. Reprisals. That you live in that kind of fear, frankly, sickens me. And if, no when, I rage against the machine that is what drives me.

M'lud Shakespeare did say it best: To be, or not to be, that is the question — whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune; or to take arms against a sea of troubles, and, by opposing, end them?

I'll take "to be" for five hundred dollars, please, Wink.

And if that means I have to be blunt — and please, gentle reader, try to distinguish between "blunt" and "negative" — then so be it.

What I want to know is why is it that one gets a "reputation" for being "negative" that all the positive things get forgotten? How many times have I urged retailers to pick a pitch and swing (the Top Shelf Sampler was the most recent)? How many times have I made an effort to recognize the good things that have happened (Marvel's gatefold's would be the most recent)?

Believe me, I try.

*
*
*

I was pretty disconcerted when I read the latest Retailer (#65 by my time-line) and I saw that both Preston and Bob are having troubles. Two out of the three retailer columnists are struggling, and I'm upbraided for not being "positive?" Sheesh.

The last time I saw hard data (November), a meagre eight percent of Diamond’s accounts qualified for a 55% discount.

*
*
*

I absolutely agree with Preston that you can't sell games properly unless you're a gamer. 

I find it ironic that all the printed disagreements (#65, again) came from game publishers.

Baby, I've been a gamer so I know of whence I speak. 

And I'll tell you this, kids, if you ever, ever think, "Yikes, the comics customer base is sorta geeky," don't bloody worry. In games it is even worse.

*
*
*

Speaking of games, have you seen the Magic CCG ads airing in heavy rotation on (at least) Comedy Central and the Sci-Fi channel? It seems like at least 1 per half-an-hour.

Why is it that Wizards of the Coast can mount such a campaign (and without a focused target like 1-888-Comic-book provides), and neither Marvel comics nor Time/Warner can? Good lord, if we can bring these companies together for a series of crossover comics, why can't they enter into joint advertising? This is, I know, a leading question, but it seems valid in light of WOTC's efforts.

*
*
*

1-888-comic-book only really works for you if you're in a major (and I do mean major) metro area. If your customers drive any kind of a distance to reach you, odds are good that they'll be referred to mail-order instead of you.

The problem for all ya'll not in cities is that a lot of you have customers who are more than willing to drive an hour to get to you. Sixty miles away from me in San Francisco? Oh, yeah, there is someplace closer for you to go. But sixty miles away in Swampmuck, LA? People travel that kind of distance for shopping every day.

*
*
*

Speaking of mail order can I give a big Shame on You to all those "1/2" and "0" offers?

Several of my favorite creators and books (Matt Wagner and Mage #0, Kurt Busiek and Astro City #1/2, Frank Miller and Sin City #1/2) have recently made deals to provide an "exclusive" story to an outside-the-retailers venue (Wizard or American Entertainment). I understand that these deals are lucrative and attractive to the creators, but I can't help but note that they are detrimental to the long-term health many dedicated comic book retailers.

Y'know, much of the time a major reason a title does well is because the retailers have gotten behind it — they've ordered it strongly, they've supported it with reorders, they've talked it up, handed it out. It is very painful when, after all this effort, we're told we can't sell our customers part of the story.

"But it will be in the paperback!" Well, that's nice, and certainly better than nothing, but I do have customers who are supporting the regular production (i.e. the periodicals) who not only don't want to deal with mail-order, but who I don't want to send to mail-order.

I understand and appreciate, and support mail-order in the context of areas without comic shops; people who travel a lot or only have access to stores that refuse to order certain material — but if there is a viable, and dedicated comic book shop in a local market I can see absolutely no reason whatsoever for a creator or publisher to want to drive a sale out of that venue. Or, worse still, cause a customer to regret that they have supported a series.

Yeah, Wizard has a very high circulation, and can help in "creating a buzz"; and American Entertainment's catalog and web site has enormous exposure, but, long-term, who is going to do a better job selling your goods? Retailers who display your wares every day of the year, or Wizard or AE who are set-up to promote the hottest, the newest stuff?

At least Kurt Busiek came up with a good plan — any retailer on Compuserve (and presumably AOL, and the Usenet) who asked for an Astro City #1/2 from him got one. He punched a hole in the top corner to make it easy to display (and to discourage those who might be tempted to immediately sell it) — in this way at least our customers could read the comic without having to support mail-order. In the future, I'd hope creators and publishers would see fit to make this type of a plan less self-selecting — any retailer who ordered more than [x] number of copies (say 10-25) of the regular periodical version of the exclusive comic automatically should get sent one certified not-mint display and reading copy of the exclusive comic so they don't let their customers down.

*
*
*

Finally, now that I've actually used a Previews-on-disk without-discount-calculation, please let me complain again.

I gotta say that from a budgeting point of view I have less of an interest in the retail dollars than I do in wholesale costs — that wholesale cost represents the real commitment I am making for the month.

I'd say that the disk-without-calculations was worthless, but for the extra weekend it gives to write the order, and the drastic lowering of the chances of incorrect data-entry. But, gosh darn it, that still makes it next-to-worthless!

Please, Diamond, give us back our discount calculations!

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

Brian Hibbs, owner of Comix Experience is cranky, cranky, cranky because he has quit smoking cigarettes — 8 days now, of this writing. He hates you deeply, but might change his mind if you write him at 305 Divisadero St., San Francisco, CA, 94117, fax him at (415) 863-9299, or e-mail him at comixexperience@compuserve.com

