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Fand whylyou Shouldsell thems

At the Diamond Comic Distributors 10th Annual Retailers Seminar; Neil Gaiman gave
the following speech. The year was 1993 and the world of comics was at the height of
an unprecedented boom, a year away from diving into a recession that it has yet to truly
recover from. Gaiman's speech was a warning of the problems to come and a suggestion
for a way out. He tells us that he did not come to “play Cassandra,” but in some ways
thatis just what he did. Like Cassandra, his warnings were mostly ignored and his direst
prediction came true. (Gaiman didnt quite have it as bad as Cassandra—he wasn'
taken as war booty by a Greek king and subsequently murdered by the queen. At least,
not yet.) His advice on weathering the storm is as true today as it was six years ago.

his is Rise and Shine
with Neil Gaiman,
which is something
of a contradiction in
terms. | am not a
‘morning person. 1
am not a morning person the same way
that Carl Barks is not unimportant to the
history of comics

So, pretty much for the first time
ever, | wrote a speech, and I don't do that;
s get up and kT tis. But 1 fg
id that once at a breakfas
TR i e B Peopie sl
talk about it—this white thing that got
up there, and said something and nobody
knew what it was, and 1 got down again.

Twant to talk about comics. I want to
talk about good comics and why you
should do what you can to sell more of
them. But first | want to talk about tulips;

Tam often asked via letters to the edi-
tor and at signings to suggest interesting
books to the world or assemble a reading

list for the letters column, and 1 never
Seem to quite get around to it. Well, one
of my favorite old books is the remark-
able volume called Extraordinary Popular
Delusions and the Madness of Crowds,
‘written almost 150 years ago by a gentle-
man named Charles McKay. In it, he
details many of the pursuits, wise and
otherwise, o which people have given
their lives. He devotes chapters to such
diverse subjects as, for example,
alchemists, haunted houses, the slow
poisoners, the great Louisiana land swin-
dle, and the popular street cries of
Victorian London—of which my favorite
was “tuppence more and up goes the
donkey” Nobody ever knew what it
meant, but they used to shout it at each
other.

165 a book with a huge cast of charac-
ters within its pages that includes such
luminaries as Matthew Hopkins, the self-
proclaimed Witch-Finder General, who
wandered around England in the carly
1640s finding witches. He charged each
village 20 shillings for the privilege of



having him tun up and make them all
feel really uncomfortable and another 20
shilingsa head o cach wich iscovred

of. He was turning a merry
pmn finding witches and sending them
to meet their maker undl one day he
went to find witches in a litle village in
Suffolk, the elders of which were
nobodys fools, pointed out to him that
10 man could find as many witches as he

former Witch-Finder

had unless he was
getting his. infernally

accurate information e to the

from Beelzebub. dregs, embarked
Before Mr. Hopkins b on the tulip trade.
could come up with U As  the  mania
an adequate response increased, prices
to this, he was put to fo acres. agmented. unii

tulips—this s all true, terrifying, but
true—arrived from the East in the late
16th century and became very popular
in Holland. Very, very popular. As Mr.
McKay tells us in his book:

In 1634, the rage among the
Dutch to possess them [tulips]
was so great that the ordinary
industry of the country was
neglected, and the

population, even

Towest

General. The moral of Of prime building is::ry to sell tulips
i

which, 1 suppose s
that it can

to st witch runts
But I didn' come here
10 talk about witches,
who afterall have little
enough to do with the
vitally important busi-

comics and the retail-
ing therel. $1

Now, as 1 said, T i
want 1o talk to you mn
about something’ far
more germane to the m

four-color funnies:
Tulips.

Picture the scene: 17th century
Holland. Imagine the screen going all
wavy at this point and a hasty montage
of wooden clogs and windmills and
dikes with fingers in them, and red-
wax wrapped cheeses that taste more
or less like yellow rubber. And one
thing is missing. Tulips. Now the first

land in Holland,

another sold for
4,600 florins,
which is about

bulbs by their
weight in perets, a
mall weight, less
than a grain.

This is true. The
Duich were very,
1y keen on tulip
bulbs, One wlip bulb
sold for 12 acres of
prime building land
00 in Holland, another
sold for 4,600 florins

y. carviage, ‘Toiigrey
d a c
plete set of harnesses.

Theres a strange story about a
wealthy merchant who received a for-
eign sailor one morning who came
with news and was given, for giving the
news, a smoked herring for his break-
fast. The sailor, who knew nothing of
tulips, also took with him when he left
something he thought was an onion.
And when he returned to his ship, he
sliced it and ate it with his herring. And



hed eaten a 3,000 florins twlip bulb
and, following a hunt, was caught and
sentenced to prison. By 1636, there
were tulip exchanges in_every major
town in Holland. These functioned as
stock exchanges. Il quote from
McKay’s book again:

The tulip jobbers speculated in
the rise and fall of the tulip stock

th
Everyone imag-
ined”the passion
Jor tlips would
last forever and
that ‘the wealthy
from every part of
the world would
send to Holla

T st

pushes comics
as investment
items is at best

After all, when the rest of the world
caught up with the Dutch, the
Dutch would have all the tulips, and
theyd be even richer than they were
already. And instead, the rest of the
world stared blankly at the Dutch
for fussing foolishly after something
that was, after all, only a tulip. The
entire economy of Holland was
destroyed. I wish I were exaggerat-
ing, but I'm not.
There was a mad-
ness and a foolish-

any ness that seems
; prety apparent to
tiON & ouside observ-

er. Now, not being
Dutch, it’s very easy
for me to feel very
smug about this.
But something very
similar happened
100 years later
when the South Sea
Company_infected
all of England with

he joy of investing.

that

trated on the banks -si Tras height of the
FaT short-sighted i

iver verty . ut Subble™—
banished from the and f oolish, you got share certifi-

Javorite_clime of
Holland. Noble
citizens, farmers,
‘mechanics, sea-

chimney  sweeps
and old clothes
women dabbled in
tulips. People of all grades con-
verted their property into cash
and invested it in flowers. Houses
and land were offered for sale at
ruinously low prices.

You had an entire country
obsessed with getting rich and con-
vinced that it was impossible that
tulips could ever be less than the
ultimate, perfect investment object.

and. or At one point, there
4 was an alley-way

they were bein,

mm a traded ‘on and the
same share certifi-

d § cate would go

down the alley going

up in price as people

cates being_ traded.

bought it from each other. And eventu-
ally a lot of people were wiped out,
fortunes were lost, and a lot of people
were made very miserable—and at
least the Dutch had been able to eat the
unwanted tulips bulbs.

And if you think this has noth-
ing g do with you, well, it does. Too
comic stores are trading in
“bubbles™ and tulips.



T'm not here to play Cassandra. 1
do not have the figure and 1 do not
have the legs. 1 merely point this
out

Personally, I think any comic shop
that sells multiple copies of the same
comic to any child under, say, sixteen,
because that child has somehow been
given the impression that he or she has
been handed a license to print money,
should, if nothing else, get the child to
read a form explaining that comic val-
ues can go down as well as up and
req\mt it to be signed by a parent or

I think any
organization or
store that pushes
comics as invest-
ment items is at
best_short-sighted
and foolish, and, at

lots of the same
comic to the same
person—especially
if you tell them

seem

they're  investing they’
money for _higl
aranteed returns.

thi

But youe selling
bubbles and tulips.
One day the bub-
bles i burst and the s wil ot n
the wa

Which is why 1 want to talk about
good comics. Now I have a vested
interest here. I write—or try to write—
or when I'm doing well, I write good
comics. I don't write collectibles nor do
1 write investment items. 1 write sto-
ries. 1 write the best I can. 1 write sto-
ries for people to re:

Now, a little digression here. Before
T wrote comics, I was a journalist. Like
writing comics, journalism is another

h omics,’ R
heard. . . X
a sausage. So alter a
couple of weeks, 1
rang him up and he

spat out, ‘You

profession that usually doesn't involve
getting up in the moming. And as a

‘The high point of this—for mi
1986 when I was commissioned by the
prestigious Sunday Times Magazine in
England to do a feature article on
comics. I interviewed a number of peo-
ple for it | interviewed Alan Moore,
Frank Miller, Da Brian Bolland,
ancl many, many others | worked real
ly hard on it. This was going to be the

1 sent the
article to the editorial
gentleman who had
commissioned it and
nothing, Not

en he

sounded very sub-
dued.

Hows the arti-
der Tasked. He sad
he had a problem or
two with it. This is
alvays what they sy
They never say, “I
1’ donitlike it They say,
g “Well, 1 have a prob-
lem with it” And 1
suggested he tell me
what the problem was so 1 could
rewrite it and get better.

thin

“Well,” he said, “it lacks balance.”
“In what way?”

“These comics,” he paused, and
then he spat out, “You seem to think
they're a good thing!”

Now hed been hoping for some-
thing that Fredric Wertham would
have been proud of, and that wasnt
what he got. But we agreed I had no



plans 0 rewrite it to give it the bal-
ance he felt it lacked, and he sent me
a kill fee for that article which was
twice what 1 got for getting articles
printed anywhere else. This huge
check for this thing that never got
published. I would much rather have
had the article printed than the
oney, because 1 do believe that
comics are a goc
thing

If 1 didn', Id A
stll be a journalist,
or Id be writing
unproduced screen
plays for mind- out

boggling sums in
Hollywood. Or Id
be growing tulips.

We're living in
what the Chinese
curse described as
“interesting_times.”
And 1 like that. The

and then they
talked about
pricing and then

American convention which was
followed by a meeting of the CBRI,
and I was asked to stay on and attend
a panel discussion. The panel consist-
ed of marketing reps from all the
major publishers at the time, someone
from Diamond, and right down at the
end more than a little bemused, and
rather puzzled about what I was doing
there—me. Literally,
actually. Everybody
down the line, right

e T
me, looking at

ked everyone. First of
all, everyone talked

i about bar codes and
Cklng’ comics and I learned
more than a human
being would ever
wish to know about
putting bar codes on
comics. And then
they talked about
racking, and then
they talked about

landscape is chang- they talked about pricing_and then
8

ing and _erupting
and exploding. New
lines and publishers
and titles and uni-
verses appear and
vanish. Some comics

are selling in num-
ers. andreamed of LO WOMN
in  1986. Stores

spring up like mush- wh

rooms after a heavy
rain. And its hard to

doin,

five years’ time.

But I'll tell you this: stores that
sell and push good comics will still
be around because people who read
will still be with us and they will
want comics.

Another flashback. Philadelphia,
1990, and I'm attending a smal

bar codes again.
I was starting

they talked about
bar codes again.
was starting (o won-

er really what am
doing here on a real-
ly existential level.
And Steve Gursky,
re who was presiding
over the whole she-
bang, might have
thought the same
thing. He stood and
he said, “We have a
creator here. Does
anyone want to ask
the creator anything? Ask him a cre-
ator question.

ere.

was no sea of hands, no
forest of waving arms. There were

on me and put up their hand and
asked a question.



“As a creator,” he asked, “whats
the difference between creating high-
ticket items and low-ticket items?”

1 supposed he wanted to be reas-
sured I was putting an extra three or
four dollars worth of verbs and adjec-
tives into the high-ticket items. I real-
ly don't know.

I said, “Look,
there’s no difference.
What 1 try to do is
write good comics.”

There was a
silence and—made
bold by this—I

added, “And I wish
you people would
do more o push
good comics.”

Three hundred
retailing eyes looked
very puzzled indeed.
Now many of these
retailers have since
come up to me and
told me proudly of

Ifégyour
U s

are mostly
adolescent boys
who go away
when they tire
of childish things,

around. Ask friends. Ask your staff.
Ask your customers. But most of you
have comics you like, and you should
be pushing them.

How? It doesn involve much. You
can put a rack near the door of things
you're proud of selling, You can order
just a few more copies of things you
think are really good and try and sell
them. You could offer
amoney-back guaran-
tee to anyone buying
something you have
faith in. Its not a hard
thing to do; it tends
to work. Pick a
“comic of the week”
and push it Suggest to
the customers who
don' read what they
buy that maybe they
should read these
things instead of just
bagging them.

Try to familiarize
yourselves with whats
out there, and let your
astes influence your

the elfors theyve  1ARE sure they  cusiomen

made since then in

that direction and If your customers
the success they've know_there are mostly adoles-
had. Someone wisely & cent boys who go
asked me what 1 is 1 t away when they tire

meant by the good
stff, and 1 told
them. And someone
else asked what 1
meant by pushing it,
and 1 told them as 1 will tell you.

Spide;

What I mean by the good stuff is
the comics you enjoy. If you, yourself,
have stopped reading comics, and sad
to say many retailers have—there’s too
much out there, or one day they found
they no longer enjoyed West Coast
Avengers and gave up on the whole
thing, disillusioned—then browse

of childish things,
well, make sure they
know there is life

an.

you may have a customer for life. This
isa good thing.

We are living in a remarkable time for
comics. There is more exciting material
available now than ever before. I mean it.
Theres more excellent material currently
in print and available going all the way
back to Litle Nemo than at any other
time. This is also a really good thing.



Do I want any of you to make less
money? Of course not.

1 want you all to have Jacuzzis in
your Cadillacs, more stores than you
can shake a stick at—or sticks than
you can shake a store at, if that’ your
idea of fun. And while we're at it, 1
would like you to be happy, healthy,
and never again bothered by telephone
sales people—may your luggage
always be the first on
the airport carousel,
and may your pets
never spontancously
combust.

All these things

Dofl want
n ou

be pushing Bone, and Cerebus, and Love
and Rockets, Sandman Mystery Theater,
and Animal Man, Madman, and Cages,
Yummy Fur, Pecpshow, Gregory, and
Groo, to pick a few examples from the
stuff T happen to like.

And I'm not telling you to push
those titles, although I wouldn't mind
if you did. I want you to push the stuff
‘you think is good:

Push childrens
comics to children,
and good superhero
comics to people who
like them, and good

grown-up comics to
adults. Im really just

1 wish you. But 1 ] y
remember what it is to make less asking you to think of
thatyou're selling 3 comics 2 a reading
people. money material. Think of
- ‘comics enter-
Now, when 1 go tainment. Think of
ontour ke ok Of COUTSE NOL.  comics s sores.
cople how  they
started reading my You arent selling
stuff. And mostly its I want you investment items,
word of mouth. you're selling dreams.
Friends tell friends. all to have
Friends force friends Never forget that.

to sit and read it
And, ina lot of cases,
store assistantstell
customers theyd like
it. Sometimes it’s sex-
ually transmitted. In
stores where the sales
people like Sandman
and push it hard, we
consistently equal or outsell whatevers
ot. The people who read Sandman bu
a copy and lend it round, and we get
new readers. And the new readers go
back to the comic store and buy all the
trade paperbacks to catch up on the
story so far. And they buy an extra copy
0 give to their friends.

i
Cadi

1 have no desire to enforce my tastes
onany of you. If  ran a comic store, Id

Jacuzzis

Comics are for
reading and_enjoy-
ing, like tulips are
for planting and
blossoming  an
appreciating.  And
the next time some-
one tells you about
comics as the hot investment item of
the nineties, do me a favor and tell
them about the tulips.

r
CS.



Thegan this essay in July 1991, planning to do it as a pamphlet for the CBLDE Life got in the
way, however I tidied it up in about 1994 prior to the M. Punch tour. You may notice that its
slightly dated, and the last few book signing tours I've done we've tended to limit signing to a
certain number with a lot more vigor It also, as you will observe as it gets toward the end,

simply stops, rather abruptly. I think I was scared it was going to turn into a novel. My only

regret is that I didnt get to talk about the two Dutch signings, where the promoter was so

convinced I was going to cancel my visit to Holland that he didn do anything to promote it

at all, to avoid the potentail embarrassment of people turning up and me not being there.

"ve now signed in
more stores than I've

that implies we're
tal

1 don't know, maybe two hundred differ-
ent book and comic stores internationally,
maybe somewhat more, here) which
means that, at least as a creator, I know.
what I'm talking about here. As much as
anyone does.

The idea for writing this came after
doing some signings in Australia, particu-
larly signing in stores who'd never done
signings before, and watching them make
some interesting goofs. Don't think 'm in
any way down on the Aussie stores: I'm
not. They were good stores staffed and
run by smart nice people, each of which
sells more S and Cerchuses than
95% of US comic stores (which tells you
they're clean, accessible stores with a solid
older-than-15 clientele), and each store
was incredibly eager to get it right.

Now, this isn't an article about signing

horror stories, or indeed, signing-horror
stores (although I may use a few in illus-
tration as we go). (And I'd especially like
o mention a store in Connecticut where I
sat undisturbed for an hour, save only for
the presence of a bright fourteen year old
with five copies of Miracleman no. 17 who
‘wanted to know by exactly how much my
signing the comic would raise its value.
told him that writing all over comics stops
them being mint, but after conferring
with his mom he had me sign them any-
way. I nearly drew mustaches on the cov-
ers but the kid looked like he had a good
lawyer. Or would grow up to be one. . .)

Enough prattling. You may wonder
why I called you all here tonight.

A little catechism: Signings. Ungh.
What are they good for?

This_question s easily answered.
More difficult to answer by far is the vex-
ing question of why creators o signings.
As far as I can make out, signings are good

Tt gets us out of the house.

astrasions by Chester Beown



for three things—ranked here in order of
importance.

1) THEY GET NEW PEOPLE INTO YOUR

2) THEY GENERATE GOODWILL
AMONGST YOUR EXISTING CLIENTELE.

3) YOU GET TO SELL STUFF.

A store signing is not a convention
signing (at which the objective for the
person signing is Lo sign for the maxi-
mum number of people, thus justifying
to the world their entrance fee, and to
promote either the con or a publisher,
and maybe to shill for your latest title in
the bargain). They are two completely
different classes of thing, which can be
confused.

T've promised myself I won't let this
turn into a list of Weird Signing Stories.
But before I go back and look at the rea-
sons for doing signings I listed above, 1
think I'l mention a few reasons for not
doing signings.

Do not organize a signing if:

1) THERE SIMPLY ISN'T ROOM IN
YOUR STORE, OR ADEQUATE SPACE
VERY NEARBY.

2) THERE ISN'T GOING TO BE ANY
DEMAND.

If your store sells nothing but
X-men, and the three copies of Love
and Rockets you get in are for you,
your store manager, and the guy who
comes in to help out on Saturday,
then... Well, dont get Los Bros
Hernandez o come down to your
store just because it would be, like,
way cool to meet them, and you know
no-one’s going to be interested so
you'll like, get to hang out with them
and maybe Jaime'll draw a neat picture
of you in bed with Hopey.

(1 picked Los Bros pretty much at

indom, and will continue to pick peo-
ple at random through this article; and
if certain comic writers and artists come
up to me in stunned amazement over
the coming years saying ‘How did you
know? its because certain part of the
human experience, like sex or hanging
around at airports, are pretty much uni-
versal, and not because I've been bug-
ging anyone’ phone.)

3) YOU DON'T KNOW HOW TO PRO-
MOTE IT.

Writing “MARC HEMPEL who
drawns GREGERY will be hear saturday
12:00" on a small piece of cardboard
and pinning it up behind the counter
will not pack the store. And different
people need different methods of pro-
motion. Newspapers may be good for
some, less good for others, fly-posters
ditto. Putting up posters in your local
grade school advertising a Dan Clowes.
signing will do liule good; neither will
putting an advert in your local literary
magazine pack in the Rob Leifeld fans.
Target your market. This has nothing to
do with how much money you spen
more on where you put your promo-
tional money.

4) YOU DON'T HAVE TIME TO PRO-
MOTE IT.

Whether its Jim Lee or Matt
Groening, Stan Lee or Matt Wagner,
you sl won gt that many people in
if you announce it the day before the
signing, Insead, st it a5 ety s you
can and announce it as soon as you
know it’s happening—even if you dont
have a date. A big sign saying “Jerry
Ordway will be signing here in
September” is better than waiting until
August 31st to mention that he'll be in
on September the 3rd.

Lets go back to why you do sign-
ings again.



It’sg@ood manners
dfter they’ve been doing it for
a couple of hours to inquire if they'd
like to have a coffee, coke or beer, or
possibly brave your bathroom facilities.

VD LIKE A CHICKEN SANDWICHE,RPLEASE.

AND FLAVOURED FIZZY WATER.

‘Okay, now you just go down the
stairs until you can’t go any more then
push forward to your gight until you
get to a door. The wood's a little
mushy so don’t pushoo haid. . .’



1) TO GET NEW PEOPLE INTO YOUR
STORE.

This is the big one. If a store can get
someone in whos never been in before
because Dave Sim is appearing there, and
presuming its  nice store and it got a fair
range of material and you've swept the
floor (and if it5 a woman you and your
pals don't start making loud comments
about how rarely you see gals in the store
and so forth), why, then you've probably
gota new customer.

Unless you have some clearly defined,
albeit perverse, ambition to sell comics to
a gradually shrinking audience, then get-
ting new people who already buy comics
into your store is a good idea. This is
where the largest portion of your promo-
tional budget should go. But spread it
around—and make sure you find out
which ads or promotional actions got the
people into the store.

2) GOODWILL.

our regular customers.
You' rtshowmg them how right they are to
shop at your store rather than at “Greasy
Joes Comics Store and Yak Restaurant™
down the street. These are the guys you
get with the BIG notices in the store and
the window, and by telling each person
who gets 1o the cash register “Here are
your comics and by the way Peter Bagge
will be signing here next week.” You also
do leaflets which you dontt just leave in a
pile by the tll

(Smart stores often put a leaflet inside
each of their racked comics, (o act as a
pleasant surprise for the purchaser. This
works if you're selling comics to people
who read them; and if you only sell new
comics to people who don't read them for
“investment” purposes, why, you're lower
than pond-scum, and 1 hope your store
gets repossessed. 1 say this as a friend.)

Its probably worth mentioning that

o matter what you do on this, a dozen of
your regular customers will, over the
week after the signing, come up to you
and say “Peter David was here last weel?
Why didnt you tell anyone?” This is just
how it s.

For both of the above reasons—
Goodwill, and New Customers—astore is
cutting its own throat f it prevents people
bringing stulf they bought elsewhere, or
bought in your store earlir, to be signed.
But that doesnt mean you can forget all
about...

3) SELLING MERCHANDISE.

This is a good reason for doing a sign-
ing too. Its not the only one. The two rea-
sons above are more important, but its a
good reason. Its fairly easy to do provid-
ing you follow these two rules.

a) HAVE THE MERCHANDISE.

Stop smirking. I mean it. Or, to put it
mother way, panic eaty 1 is oot
unknown for distri to forget 10
S rcEEat ol ouies 10 aghic vl
because they are busy people who have
important things to do. Panic in enough
time 1o get whatever you need from an
alternative source, from another store,
from the publishers; panic in enough time
that the distributors can get your books or
comics shipped in from somewhere elsc
in time.

Some stores flourish in adversity of
this kind. One particularly bright store got
me and an artist to sign bookplates for a
book that hadn' arrived in time for the
signing, Most just look really embarrassed
and upset.

(Its not always the distributors’ or
publishers' fault: I suspect from time to
time that stores blame them for the fact
the store only had three copies of your lat-
est comic in the store and one graphic
novel with a torn and coffee-stained cover



Panic early.

__It is not unknown for
distributorsto forget to process
your order for 100 graphic novels,
because they are busy people

o

A GRAPHIC-NOVEL WITH A TORN AND COFFEE-
STAINED COVER, PROPPING UP A WOBBLY TABLE :

who have important things to do.
Panic in enough time to get whatever
you need from angalternative
source, from another store,
from the publishers.



§ It is
possible
‘that'the creator may
not want to be your best
friend on immediate acquaintance.

JIM LEE MIGHT APPRE(IATE A LITTLE HELP WITH
THE 13 YEAR-OLD YOUNG LADY WHO SEEMS T0 BE
OFFERING HIM UNSPECIFIED ssxum FAVOURS

HERE’S A SPARE KEY
TO JIM’S HOTEL ROOM.

It may take a little time, so take it
gently. Oh, and a corollary to the
above. The creatorgprebabily.
doesn’t want to have sexual
relations withgou.



that until recently had propped up a
wobbly table out the back.)

S0 have the merchandise. Some—not
all—publishers will ship out swif on
consignment. But either way, it probably
good (o have a litle too much than a litle
too little. Personally, I've never minded
signing stock for a store after a signings
over. (For a start, it helps the store when
the few people who wouldn' notice if the
announcement of the signing was made in
letters of fire ten feet high or sung loudly
at their bedroom door each morning by a
choir of angels come in and complain
nobody told them.)

And after you have the merchandise,
the next thing to do is. .

b) SeLLim.

This may seem obvious (hell, all this
stuff seems obvious) but you'd be sur-
prised at the ways a store can find to get
around it. A few from my e

include: announcing a limit of one item to
be signed per customer (and then won-
dering why those customers who hadn'
brought something to th signing only
bought a_comic, leaving them

mounds of unsold graphic novels), and
setting up the signing somewhere other
than the store (for reasons of space) and
not thinking to bring any merchandise to
the place of signing; and even the rather
more complicated one of simply arrang-
ing the signing lines in such a way that
people couldnt make impulse purchases
(“What the heck—I think Il buy a dozen
copies of this here Zot! graphic novel, get
Scott McCloud to sign them, and give
them out as Christmas presents”).

Now all the above demand a certain
amount of common sense i thei appi
cation. 1, for example, will sign pretty
much Iny\.hmg Ive written at a signing—

Miracleman or Violent Cases. People turn

up at signings with the strangest things
for me to sign, ke the Tori Amos LP and
a box of Sandman brand herbal tea. T've
signed statues and body parts and even,
once, someone bicycle.

Theres nothing wrong with limiting
the mumber ofthings that can be signed,
though. It will probably be necessary if
you have a big crowd for a popular creator.
Bt can be umwise to do  ahead of e
If a stores limited the signing to two
signed articles per customer and twenty
people show then youre going to have to
work really hard to stretch that over two
hours. And theres nothing sadder than
the sight of a beleaguered creator sitting in
astore alone, trying to explain t0.a puzzled
customer that he or she doesn't actually
work there.

Retailers who have run, and often
consistently run, successful signings are

er qualified than 1 am to talk about the
logistice-—which change anyway,depend-
ing on the shape and nature of where you
hold the signing.

Finally, a few common-sense sugges-
tions. (owstoes do ll these things weal
Iy well; but its always sensible to state the
obvious from time to time)

Make sure that the signer is being
looked after. Do th

been going for two hours with two hours
10 go, then would they like ten minutes to
hide in the back, or stretch their legs, have
acigarette o just lock themselves in a dark
place and shiver convulsively? Find out.

15 good manners after they've been
doingit or  coupleof ous toiquie i

theyd like o have a coffee, coke o beer,
or possibly braveyour bathioom faclites
(“Okay, now you just go down the stairs
unil you can't go any more then push for-
ward to your right until you get to a door.
The woods a little mushy so dont push
100 hard. .



(Personally I'd like a chicken sand-
wich, please. And flavored fizzy water.)

Have someone keeping an eye on
things near the creator. While it s indeed
unlikely that The Mad Fan With The Gun
will shoot Frank Miller in your store, it
would be extremely embarrassing for you
if he did. Likewise Chris Claremont might
appreciate being rescued from the Strange
Guy Who Drools, and Jim Lee might
appreciate a little help with the 13-year-
old young lady in the push-up bra who
seems to be offering him unspecified sex-
ual favors in return for putting her into a
comic.

Itis possible that the creator may not
want to be your best friend on immediate
acquaintance. It may take a little time, so
take it gently. Oh, and a corollary to the
above. The creator probably doesnt want
0 have sexual relations with you. (This is
one that probably applies mostly to female
creators, admittedly. But not exclusively.)

Having said that, if you've brought a
creator a long way from home, its also
wise 10 find out if they need any help find-
ing their way around the city; or want to
do any sightseeing or bar-crawling. Most
comics people need no assistance in the
latier, but you should probably at least
make the offer.

s often wise to make contact direct-
ly with someone who'll be signing in your
store: publishers are not always the most
reliable of organizations, and it can be dis-
comfiting for a creator to get off a plane at
1:30 am to find no-one waiting for him or
her, and without any information as to
what they e meant to do next. (When this
happened to me I just found a good hotel
and was incredibly rude to the people
who ran the book shop and were organiz-
ing things the following day. But do this to
the likes of Colleen Doran or Charles Vess
and theyl be over to your house the next
day with baseball bats, and if you're really
lucky they'l only break your windows.)

Get them a fairly comfortable chair,
and somewhere to sign away from
cash-register. (The signing line should
never become confused with the people
buying stuff line.)

Pens: lay in a stock of enough pens. If
you can, find out what kind of pens they
prefer ahead of time. Personally 1 like to
have a stock of fiber-tipped gold and silver
pens, for signing covers (not the kind
with the slim metal or plastic nozzle-nibs
They clog up or puddle after about 15
minutes), and some black fiber tips, for
signing white paper. (A supply of white
paper, or white card, might be a good idea
for artists, if they want to do sketches.)

And what else? Well, that’s up to you.
Use your imagination—for example, one
store | know had a writer-artist in for a
signing. They wanted a successful sign-
ing, although they knew the creator didn'
yet have a huge fan following in the area
So they contacted one of his publishers,
and for the cost of shipping, obtained free
copies of an earlier series he had done,
and gave them out.

1did a couple of signings in 1939 that
proved memorable in-that
marketing department_sent ey
boxes of Sandman no. 8 that had been sit-
ting around the office to the two stores I
was signing at, to be given away free to
people who got st signed. The two
stores opened the boxes and discovered
the rare variant copies of Sandman no. 8,
which we hadnt know existed until then.
We knew we had a collectors'item on our
hands: and we gave them away at the
signings, one to a customer.

After the signing, the second of the
stores (Comix Experience, in San

Francisco) kept giving them out for free.
The other store used them to solve its
cash-flow problem. Comix Experience is
siill going from strength to strength, and
the second, stil had cash flow problems
uniil it closed its doors.



Another
| tule-of-thumb
obsérvation: don’t have a
creator do two signings in a
day in both of your stores,

DO YOU HAVE CHANGE FOR
THE PARKING METER ? %

N\

N S

if you have more than one in
one city. No matter how well

you've been promqtii one
signing will alwi ys

be a bust.4"




d especially like
iention a store in
neeticut where I sat
undisturbed for an hour, save
only for the presence of a bright

BUT YOU SEE, IF | SIGN IT -- HEH- HEH -- IT
WON'T BE IN MINT CONDITION ANYMORE .

fourteen year old with five copies
of Miracleman no. 17 who wanted
to know by exactly
my signing the co
raise its va




If you have a number of
standing outside your store in very hot
weather it can be a nice gesture to hand
out cold drinks, and can stop some
people passing out.

Another odd observation: with sign-
ings, sometimes less is more. Some stores
assume that if Creator A—let us pick
people from outside the world of comics
for a moment. Steven King, say?—could
get 1,000 people into a store, and Clive
Barker could also get 1,000 people into a
store, that Barker and King together could
get 2,000 in. And you would be surprised
when only 800 show up. And if you add
Anne Rice to the signing you'l be down to
500 people. - . Giant events with lots of
people signing do not always get more
customers in. It gives them a reason not to
go, if anything. Odd, isn't it? You can get
a signing line-up in your store that any
convention would be proud to have and i
won't work. 105 better to spread peoy
out. My only theory on his s that people
who want to meet a creator don't want to
meet a crowd of creators. I could be
wrong on the reason, but Im right in
practice.

And another rule-of-thumb observa-
tion: don't have a creator do two signings
in a day in both of your stores, if you
have more than one in one city. No mat-
ter how well you've been promoting, one
signing will always be a bust. I suspect
the problem is giving people a choice.
But its happened too many times to me,
and to other people, for me to assume
that the cry of “Well, downtown was great,
but then we went up to the midtown
store, and only one guy came in the whole
hour and a half, and he only wanted
change for the parking meter. . .* was
a coincidence. And the corollary applies:
if the creator is doing a number of other
signings in your area over the same
period of time, people won't turn up.
Were even Todd McFarlane to do five
signings over a couple days in the Seattle

wea, by the fourth hell be wandering

around an empty store, flicking through
comics to kil time.

Correct estimation of the length of the
signing will make things easier on every-
one. It is as hard to sign for a dozen
people in six hours as it is to sign for five
hundred people in an hour.

Establish early on what the “end of
signing time” means. If I'm advertised as
signing somewhere from 3:00 to 5:00, 1
tend 10 interpret that as meaning that no-
one is allowed to join the line after 5:00,
and 1 will stay and sign for everyone in the
line after that. Thats how I sce it. Other
creators see it differently, and might
assume that theyll be out the door at
5:05, whether there are people in the line
or not.

The things that can go wrong with
a signing are, in the main, not small and
fiddly. They're big and obvious, and most
of them are listed here.

Well run, signings can be enormous
fun for the staff, the customers and even
the creators. Badly run, they can feel like
a day-trip to the pits of Hell for all con-
cerned. And assuming a creator who is
more or less helpful and involved (most of
us are) how well or badly the signing goes
is really up to you, the retailer.

Now this was a pretty basic guide.
There’ a lot more that can be written and
said about running signings; and I could
write another essay about signings from
the point of view of the person dog he

5 probably enough for

signing,
e hetty T
Thope it helps.
\ ~
\ )
=]

The author would like to thank Mr. Chester
Brown for his interpretie illustrations.



(the PR@/confspeech)

In 1997, Neil Gaiman was asked to make another speech to a room full of comics

professionals at PRO/con in Oakland. The annual PRO/con keynote speech is a chance

for comics professionals to network with each other and with publishers, as well as to

attend seminars on both the business and craft of comics. Gaiman addresses both

these topics in this speech—discussing the ins and outs of writing movies, television

scripts, radio plays, novels, and, of course, comics

e

1 o begin with, a
confession. 1 hate

writing speeches

\ When I was asked

10 give this one, my

immediate thought
was that maybe I could give a speech
Td already written, and no-one would
notice. Unfortunately T've only ever
written one speech before, which 1
gave in the Spring of 1993, and
which compared the “investors boom”
then going on with the seventeenth
century Dutch Tulip Craze and
warned an audience of assembled
retailers that if this kept on there was
going to be trouble

And while events unfortunately
proved me right, I really didn't think
that Id get away with repeating that
speech today.

When 1 was originally asked to
come here and deliver the keynote
address, 1 declined. 1 said Id_ feel
embarrassed and out of place. Right
now—for the last 15 months, in fact,
since I finished writing Sandman, with

the exception of a couple of short sto-
i writing comics. 1
told the person who phoned me that
Td feel like the kind of girl who
dropped out of high school under
dubious circumstances and was now
returning, in a pink Cadillac, with big
blonde hair and far t00 much make
up, to give a graduating speech on the
value of sticking to it and hard work.

And the person on the phone—it
was Larry Marder—said, “Well, these
are weird times. A lot of comics pros
are looking at the world outside comics
and wondering if thats where theyl
be making their living in a year or so.
You could at least tell them whats
waiting for them out there.”

And 1 thought, “Well, he’s got
a point.”

And, after 1 put down the phone, I
thought, it also the prerogative of the
elderly and the retired to share their
knowledge, to drive from the back
seat, and to offer unsolicited advice.
“To,” as a poet put it, “being good for









nothing else, be wise.” And there are
certainly a number of things T've
learned in the decade 1 was actively
working in comics.

So thats what we're going o talk
about. Other media, and comics.

Many of you have done comics for
longer than 1 have, and have ¢
ences or knowledge that contradict
mine. Many of you will have toiled in
the vineyards beyond comics and may
have had diametrically opposite experi-
ences to mine. So these thoughts are
being offered as one set of opinions.

1 began doing comics, continued
doing comics, and finished doing
comics for the wrong reason. Its a
foolish reason, and a strange one. 1
didn't do comics to have a career, nor
to make money, nor to suj
family. I certainly didn't do comics Tor
awards or for notoriety.

n doing comics because i
(ulﬁlled BiineqSiaot  cilidhood
dream and because it was trul

most exciting and delightful thing 1
could imagine anyone doing. I contin-
ued doing comics because it was fun,
and because 1 discovered I loved the
medium, and because I felt like I was
getting to do things that were com-
pletely new, that, good or bad, no-
one had done before. And 1 stopped
doing comics because 1 wanted it to
continue being fun, I wanted to continue
to love and care for comics, and 1
wanted 10 leave while I was still in love.

When I began writing Sandman, it
would take me a couple of weeks to
write a script, leaving me with two
weeks each month to do other things.
As time went by 1 got slower and
slower, until a script was taking mi
abot elght weeks 5 month to write
Which didn't leave much time for
other things.

So there were a number of projects
1 wanted to do that I simply didn' get
the chxnce ) Which meant that once
Sa one 1 could throw
mysel nto them headlirs,

y experiences with the world
outside comics so far since finishing
Sandman—L've written a best-selling
novel and a children’s book, written
and co-created a not wholly satisfactory
six-part BBC TV series, and had lunch
with an enormous number of people
from Hollywood. 1 wrote the British
Radio 3 adaptation of Signal To Noise,
currently nominated for a Sony Awai

as best radio drama. I'm currently
working o a bunch of suf including
a couple of movies, a TV series I've
been approached about based on my
short fiction, and a radio drama series.

Bear in mind that these are not
the opinions of someone who feels
that any medium is more legitimate
than any other, or that film or print
somehow sanctifies or confers
respectability on something other-
wise grubby or unreal.

One of the delights of comics is
that the price of ink and paper remain
pretty constant, no matter what you're
 Film and television are expen-
sive media. Even cheap productions cost
unimaginable amounts of money:

Comics, on the other hand, are
cheap. If you have an idea for a comic,
the odds are good that someone will
publish it. And if they won't, and you
believe in it strongly, why, then pub-
lish it yourself. You may not get rich,
but you will get read.

I have a friend who had an idea for
a comic, self-published it for a while,
riainly

issues of his comic, which he was fair-
ly proud of. Then he decided to try the



same tack with film-making, with a cast
of enthusiastic amateurs, borrowed
money, and a willingness to max out
his credit cards. At the point where the
production crumbled, he had 11 minutes
of film in the can and was forced to sell
his house to stave off utter ruin.

Comics are unlikely to do that to
you. Film is expensive. This is why its
such a crazy medium.

I remember an afternoon in
London several years ago. I was staying
in a friends flat, overlooking a muddy
canal. I was writing two_ different
things that afternoon. One was a scene
in which the Endless made a man out
of clay, building him up from twigs and
mud, ‘and_breathing life into him,
before sending him (o a hidden room
in a monstrous underground necropo-
lis. That was for Sandman. The other
scene had an encounter, underneath a
bridge in the fog, on a mud-bank,
between three travelers and some monks,
during the course of which one of the
travelers was pushed into the mud.

few days later 1 had Michael
Zullis pencils of the comics sequence
pinned up on the wall, and they were
exactly what Id imagined, and just
what Id hoped for and called for in
the script. A year later | found myself
sitting in a freezing cellar, watching a
dozen actors being frozen Stff, breath-
ing thick smoke, while about fifty crew,
including make-up people, lighting,
electricians and so on, stood aroun
shivering watching the actors doing
take after take of getting knocked
down into the mud.

1 didn't have my bridge. It wasn't
really the scene I'd had in my head,
and mostly 1 just felt guilty that real
people were being put to so much
trouble for something that had
seemed like a good idea in a warm
room a year before.

In comics you are unlikely to be
forced to lose a character half-way
through the comic because he broke
his leg. You won' lose locations the
night before you're meant to be shoot-
ing. You wont hand in a 24-page
script, and then be told that the artist
drew it as a 37 page script, so 13 pages
have randomly been removed.

Most important, in comics theres
one of you, or at most two or three
people, with one vision. As a writer 1
think Id been spoiled by the *because I
say so” factor. The point I realized that
wasn' there in the TV show was the
point I looked at the costume sketches
and realized that they bore no relation
to what was called for in the script.

1 think one reason one becomes a
writer may well be to have a certain
amount of control over a vision, and
unless you are working with a director
whose vision parallels yours, then the
odds are probably against you

And bear in mind that the TV
series is from a show that everyone
was at least on the same page about
The Sandman film, which I am happily
not involved with, has gone through 8
script drafts, 3 writers, and a director
so far. And I heard the other day that
they're about to hire a new writer with
instructions to make it a romance.

After Neverwhere was done, 1 told
my agent to pull out of another TV
series 1 was creating for the UK,
because I didn't want to do it unless |
had more control than you usually get
as a writer: in fantasy, the tone of
voice, the look and feel, the way
something is shot and edited, is vital,
and I wanted to be able to be in charge
of that

I've agreed to work on the Death
movie with the carrot being dangled
in front of me that I could direct it.



And we'l see if that happens, and if
Tim a good diector or noc when the
time comes

So that’s my wisdom on movies.
Books are a bit more straightforward.

A few years ago, when 1 still hung
chtibahllesisy besrlal! was' o
Compuserve’s comics forum, and I read
a message by a writer

of comics announcing

petulantly that he was
going o go and write If 3
real . prose i
because he wanted i
“an audience.”

comic,
are good that
someone will

publish it. And

e swieat 1f they won't, and e 1 sl

1 told him lus
audience
Smies ims mingh
higher than he would
have, barring_some
exceptional circum-
stances, for a first
novel in prose. He
took this as an attack
on his as-yet-unproven

prose, which it wasn't
meant to be. It was
simply a flat state-
ment that in those
days—and even in

you believe in
it strongly, wh

And comics have the joy that you
never see in prose: the joy of being able
10 enjoy your own stull. I can' enjoy a
prose story 1 wrote, but 1 can enjoy
what Dave McKean or Charles Vess or
John Jay Muth or P. Craig Russell does
10 one of my stories.

as its advantages. You can

give it to relatives without worrying
about hearing “Oh..
1 don'.. read
comics.... dear.” And
you can buy it in air-
port bookstores. And
Pook companies are

have
or a
e odds

publishers are. But for
anyone who's doing
this because they want
10 collaborate, comics
are more fun.

writer it strangely

one medium you're
telling a story with
pictures, in the
other you're writing
for everything but

these dark days—any ¢ pictures. Its close to
fairly healthy comie  then your vision, its
sells in numbers that cheap, its easy,there
e yourself. T
to get. and the only way I

For me, though, comics are much
more interesting than prose, at least
as a creator. One has greater control of
how the information is received in
comics than you do in prose—whether
its keeping control of the readers eye
10 stop them skipping ahead, or simply
making sure that they see the same
character in their heads that you do
in yours.

regularly in England is by sending the
children out to dance for pennies on
the streets. Its also not a medium 1
particularly recommend for artists
who don' write.

So those are my words of wisdom
on the media outside comics. Now for
my decades of wisdom on the world
inside comics.



So here, in no particular order are
the things I've learned.

1) BIG IS NOT NECESSARILY BAD.
SMALL 1S NOT NECESSARILY GOOD.

Comics creators are an individual-
istic, unique and bolshy lot. A punch
line of a comic 1 wrote once was “u
getting a thousand cats to agree on
anything at the same time,” and cats
are a pushover compared to comics
creators. They do not organize, do not
trust organizations. Its a wonder as
many of you are here as there are
Certainly every shade of opinion, pol-
itics and belief is represented here

1t used 1o be, it may sill be, an
item of belief in comics that all organi-
zations are inherently dodgy. And that,
where companies are - concerned,
smaller is inherently better. Indepen”
dence, however thats defined, is vital.

And if you're a Dave Sim or a Jeff
Smith, your own publisher and a fine
artist and writer, with complete control
over your own destiny, then you have
independence, or as much indepen-
dence as the market will allow you.

Corporations are huge, slow,
stupid lumbering things with brains
in their tails. This may be true. But
they do appear capable of e
and changing,

You are no more likely to get
screwed over by a huge company than
you are by a small one. I'm not saying

tive towards smaller companies not
screwing you.

This really is something it took me
ages to learn. 1 kept doing projects or
books for small, more independent
companies because it scemed like the
right thing to do, and because 1 was

convinced that, in my case, DC
Comics was a monolithic and ulti-
‘mately evil organization that was just
waiting for me to lower my guard
before they screwed me like they
screwed Siegel and Shuster.

1t didn't happen. DC were easily
the most amenable to reason, accessi-
ble, and financially reliable of all the
publishers I've dealt with. Which is
not to say there was not and some-
times still is a great deal of frustration
in dealing with some of the depart-
ments at DC. This is to say that their
royalty statements arrive on time, are
comprehensible, and if one notices
something bizarre, one is encouraged
to phone the accounting department
who will either explain to you what
they're doing, or apologize for having
‘messed up and fix it. For this, one can
forgive many things.

In retrospect my one regret with
Eclipse was that 1 didn't audit their
accounts years before they went
under. Their figures made no sense,
and they would only send out royalties
if threatened. On some level I knew
that there had to be fraud of some
kind going on, but Eclipse was only
caught when Toren Smith moved his
comics from Eclipse to Dark Horse,
and his royalties shot up, despite the
fact the deal was the same and the
sales were constant.

1 honestly do not believe there is
any moral superiority o a large cor-
poration or to one man working
out of his kitchen. What matters is
answerability, and honesty, and, above
all, competence.

2) LEARN HOW TO SAY NO.

This is still the one 1 have the
hardest time with. 1 think its part of
the freelance menality: we are so
used to hustling, to going out and






desperately peddling our talents,
oping that someone will be impressed
enough by our skills or moved to
raw pity enough by our plight to
give us work, that we learn to say
yes to everything.

1 remember, as a starving free-
lance writer, in the early '80s,  would
blithely proclaim competence in any-
thing, if there was a check attached.
Which meant 1 often found myself

odd week, editing Fitness magazine—
1 don't remember, but 1 imagine that
the phone call for that would have
gone something along the lines of:

“Neil, can you edit a magazine?”
“Can 1 edit a magazine?”

“Silly question. Well, do you
Kknow anything about Fitness?”

“Do I know about Fitness?” (Sort
of implication there that anything 1
didn't know about gyms and leotards
and suchlike probably wasn' worth
knowing, Note the way I didn't say
“Well, I went into the gym a couple
of times when I was at school. And 1
saw Pumping Iron 2—The Women.”
This was because I was a hungry free-
lance writer, and I said “Yes” a lot.)

As a comics professional, its t0o
easy to say yes.

Most of the things T've done that, in
retrospect, were astonishingly stupid
ideas (as, often, my friends were ready
to point out immediately) I did because
someone asked me to do something,
and, hell, it seemed like a good idea at
the time.

Next thing you know there are
unreadable, even offensive comics with
your name on them that you never

wrote in the world. Or whatever.

1learned early on that most of the
people at the top of their professions—
and I'm not talking about comics
here, I'm talking about everything—
were the nicest people, easy to deal
with, and with little side to them.
And 1 also learned that the people
who were most insistent on having
VIP status, on making a loud noise
about everything—the kind of people
who would actually say things like
“Do you know who 1 am?”—were
the second division talents, the ones
who hadn't made it, the ones who
never woul

It took me longer to learn that you
can say “no.” And it’ an casy thing to
say. It helps define your boundaries

3) GET IT IN WRITING. OR PUT IT
IN WRITING.

This is important. And on those
few times 1 haven't put something in
writing, I've regretted it. Right now
I'm locked in a fairly heated and as
yet unresolved situation with one
publisher about payments for charac-
ters, for toys, spin-off comics, and
other use of a bunch of characters 1
made up for this publisher. And part
of our dispute is over verbal agree-
ments made on the phone four years
ago. If we'd put it in writing then—
T'm not even talking about contracts,
I'm talking about my writing down
what was said and faxing him a copy
with a “just to confirm this was what
we said’—life would be easier now.

4) EVERYTHING IS NEGOTIABLE.

If someone sends you a contract,
whether you are dealing with it your-
self or getting someone else—an
attorney or agent or someone—to vet
your contracts, remember that
absolutely everything is negotiable.



In the early days I used to think that
contracts were a take it or leave it
proposition. And they aren't.

And, by the same token, con-
tracts are rencgotiable, something
that 1 first discovered after the first
year of Sandman. I wanted a creator
credit and a creator share of the
character, which, according to DCs
original “take it or leave it” contract,
was entirely theirs. And 1 wrote a
long, sensible, perfectly friendly let-
ter to Paul Levitz explaining why
this was a good idea, demonstrating
that the Sandman character that I'd
created was no more the Simon and
Kirby Sandman than it was the Lee
and Ditko Sandman. And, after
some to-ing and fro-ing, a new con-
tract was issued, giving me a share
of the character.

One reason 1 did it this way was
that Id observed over the previous
few years that when people gave DC
Comics ultimata, whether DC were
right or wrong, they would become
inflexible. Corporate history per-
haps: Siegel and Shuster wanted the
rights to Superman back, and were
shafted, and left with only the rights
to Superboy. They went back for
another legal go-around, and lost
even that. Meanwhile Bob Kane was
“taken care of.”

Do not be afraid to negotiate
And if you have people whose job it
is to negotiate on your behalf don't
be afraid to use them. Nor to accept
input. You are not looking a gift
horse in the mouth, nor is the con-
tract going (0 go away because you
got someone to look it

This is speaking as someone who
has been, from time to time,
screwed over by overlooked clauses
in otherwise pretty good contracts,
and who has, from time to time,

been astonished by what, in a con-
tract, the other party let slide.

5) TRUST YOUR OBSESSIONS.

remember Alan Moore in the
late 1980s telling me about a docu-
mentary he'd seen on TV about Jack
the Ripper. And then, over the
course of the next few months,
telling me about Jack the Ripper
books he'd read. By the point where
he was asking me to go and find rare
and forgotten biographies of possi-
ble Ripper suspects at the British
Museum, I thought it quite possible
that a Jack the Ripper comic would
be in the offing. From Hell didn't
start with Alan going “I wonder
what 'l write about today.” It start-
ed as an obsession.

your obsessions. This is
one 1 learned more or less acciden-
tally. People sometimes ask whether
the research or the idea for the story
comes first for me. And I tell them,
normally the first thing that turns
up is the obsession: for example, all
of a sudden I notice that Pm reading
nothing but English 17th century
metaphysical verse. And I know itll
show up somewhere—whether T'll
name a character after one of those

s, or use that time period, or
use the poetry, I have no idea. But 1
know one day itll be there waiting
for me.

You don't always use your obses-
sions. Sometimes you stick them
onto the compost heap in the back of
your head, where they rot down, and
attach to other things, and get half-
forgotten, and will, one day, turn into
something completely usable.

Go where your obsessions take
ou. Write the things you must.
Draw the things you must. Your
obsessions may not always take you






to commercial places, or apparently
commercial places. But trust them.

A footnote 1o this, for writers:
when I was working with new artists
on Sandman, the first question I
would ask was “What kind of stuff do
you want to draw?” The second was
often “What don't you like to draw?” 1
found both of these pieces of informa-
tion astonishingly useful, and often
very surprising. Play to an artists
strengths, it makes you look good
Play to your own strengths if you're an
artist—but don't relax into schtick or
into the dozen things that you do.

6) DON'T STOP LEARNING.

Its 100 easy to achieve a level of
competence in your field, whatever it
is, and to stop there. Competence is
one thing, but writers and artists are
like sharks: when we stop moving we
die. (I got that piece of information
from reading Jaws at a young age. 1
have no idea whether its true that
sharks die when they stop, or go into
reverse, but I now believe it utterly,
just as 1 know that double-bass music
signals a shark attack.)

1 tend to think of technique as the
kind of gardening tools one keeps in
the potting shed (an English expres-
sion that has no American equivalent
that 1 know of) at the bottom of the
garden, grabbing a garden fork, or a
hoe, or one of those metal things you
find hanging from a hook that the
revious owner left behind and no-one
ever quite knows what to do with.

At Will Eisners 80th birthday bash
several months ago, in Florida, 1 was
most impressed by some lithographs
Will had done recently, because these
were the first lithographs he'd done
since art college, over 60 years earlier,
and he thought it was a technique he
should master.

You never know what tool you'll
need. Every now and then Il set
myself writing_exercises—y
fommal verse, or styles o atber
times and other places. Sometimes [
surprise myself, and wind up with
<omething wonderful. Sometimes 1
wind up with something that leaves
me hoping I don't die before I get a
chance to clean out that directory,
because if it were published posthu-
mously, itd kill me. But either way I
have, lterally, learned something.

As an artist, study other artists o
see what they do, then look at life and

it does something, As a writer,
read other writers, good writers, even
writers who don' write the kind of
stuff you like, and see how they do
what they do. And then forget about
fiction, and forget about comics, and
read everything else. Learn.

7) BE You. DON'T TRY TO BE
SOMEONE ELSE MORE COMMER-
CAL. DON'T TRY TO BE THAT
OTHER GUY.

This is about art. It may be about
commerce t0o, but for all our descrip-
tion of ourselves as an industry, we're
also an art-form. We may have come
into the field because of talent, but we're
also here because we'e artists. We are
creators. When we begin, separately or
together, there’s a blank piece of paper.
‘When we are done, we are giving people
dreams and magic and journeys into
minds and lives that they have never
lived. And we must not forget that.

I don't want to sound like an
inspirational speaker here. “Be you.
Be the best you that you can be.” But
this is really important. It' something
that we mostly lose track of when we
start, because when we start in
comics we're kids, and we have no
idea who we are or what our voices
are, as artists or as writers.



Young artists want to be Rob
Leifeld, or Bernie Wrightson, or Frank
Miller, just as young writers want to

Alan Moore, or Chris Claremont or,
well, Frank Miller. You've seen their
portfolios. You've read the scripts.

We all swipe when we start. We
trace, we copy, we emulate. But the
most important thing s to get to the
place where you're telling your own
stories, painting your own pictures,
doing the stuff that no-one else could
have done, but you. Dave McKean,
when he was much younger, as a
recent art-school graduate, took his
portfolio to New York, and showed
it 1o the head of an advertsing
agency. The guy looked at one of
Dave’s paintings—*That’s a really
good Bob Peake,” he said. “But why
would 1 want to hire you? If I have
something 1 want done like that, 1
phone Bob Peake.”

You may be able to draw kind of
like Rob Leifeld, but the day may
come, may have slready come, when
no-one wants a bargain basement
Rob Leifeld clone any more. Learn to
draw like you. And, as a writer, or as
a storyteller, try to tell the stories
that only you can tell. Try to tell the
stories that you cannot help telling,
the stories you would be telling
yourself if you had no audience to
listen. The ones that reveal a liule
too much about you to the world. Its
the point 1 think of in writing as
walking naked down the street: it has
nothing to do with style, or with
genre, it has to do with honesty.
Honesty to yourself and to whatever
you're doing.

t worry about trying to
rlevelop a syle. Style is what you
can't help doing, If you write enough,
or draw enough, you'll have a style,
whether you want it or not. Donit worry
about whether you're “commercial. Tell

your own stories, draw your own pic-
tures. Let other people follow you.

As a corollary (o that, let me say
something else. In this strange, small
market we're in, no-one knows any-
thing. All bets are off. The kind of
comics which were sure-fire commer-
cial certainties five years ago are as
likely to tank as they are to succeed,
while the kind of oddball cult comics
which, five years ago, would never
have registered on anyone’s
now solid commercial successes, or
as solid as anything is these strange
daye.

1f you believe in it, do it. If there’s
a comic or a project you've always
wanted to do, go out there and give it
aury. If you fail, you'll have given ita
shot. If you succeed, then you suc-
ceeded with what you wanted to do.

8) AND LAST OF ALL, KNOW
WHEN TO LEAVE THE STAGE.

1 thank you.









Neil Gaiman has made great contributions to comics s a writer.
He has done more sill as an advocate of the artform, particularly
through his work for the Comic Book Legal Defense Fund.

The CBLDF is a non-profit organization protecting the First
Amendment rights of the comics community. Our guiding principle
is that comics deserve the same freedom of expression accorded
film, literature, or any other media. We coordinate and fund the
legal defense of comic book creators, publishers, and retailers
whenever their rights to free specch arc threatened. As you might
imagine, this s a costly proposition.

Given this, the Fund is fortunate to have a friend in Neil. In
putting together Gods & Tulips, not only did Neil offer us the
opportunity to publish these previously uncollected speeches, but
he actually gave them t0 us. The CBLDF owns the copyright, now
and forever, to everything contained between these covers. For
almost anyone else, this would be an extraordinary gesture. But for
Neil, its not.

In fact, what is truly extraordinary about Gods & Tulips is how
typical it is, because Neil Gaiman has been uniquely generous with
his time, his money, and (as you have seen here) his words since the
Fund was incorporated. The benefit projects Neil has undertaken on
our behalf are too numerous to list here, but it is worth noting that
they have brought many tens of thousands of dollars to the CBLDF
war chest. Morcover, Neil is one of our most eloquent spokesmen,
and he has done more to raise awareness of the First Amendment
issues facing comics than just about anyone else.

As the CBLDFS executive director, I know for a fact that Neils
generosity has set an example which has inspired many others to do
what they can to support the Funds mission. That leadership is the
‘most valuable of all Neils contributions to the CBLDF, because no
‘matter how much Neil Gaiman (or Dave Sim or Frank Miller or
Peter David or any other comics creator) does (o sustain this
organization, the CBLDF can only succeed in its mission with
the support of the entire comics community—not just creators,
publishers, or retailers, but comics readers as well.

We all have an obligation to maintain artistic freedom for
comics. T'm just glad we have friends like Neil to remind us of that.

Christopher Darr

Exccute Dictor
Camic Book Legal Dfese Fund




7Ll Neil Gaiman v.as he creator and writer of
Sandman, one of the most highly regarded
comics of the '90s and winner of numerous
industry awards. Ten collections of
Sandman stories have been published in
English. Other comic books from Gaiman
include Death: The High Cost of Living,
Death: The Time of Your Life, Black Orchid,

— Last Temptation, and Outrageous Tales
From the Old Testament. He collaborated with Dave McKean
on three graphic novels—Violent Cases, Signal to Noise, and
Mr: Punch—and a childrens book, The Day I Swapped My
Dad for Two Goldfish. He is the author of Angels and
Visitations, a collection of short fiction, prose and journal-
ism, and & novel Stardust as well as co-author with Terry
Pratchett of Good Omens. He created a TV series for the BBC
in 1996 entitled Neverwhere which has since been broadcast
on PBS in the United States. A novel of Neverwhere has been
published in the U.S. and Britain. Gaiman is a tireless cam-
paigner for the Comic Book Legal Defense Fund, devoting a
great deal of time and work to the cause of free expression
in comics.

i Michael Wm. Kalufa nas created a 1eg-

endary body of artwork. From his earliest

the most striking covers in the Vertigo line,
Kaluta’s delicate yet vigorous crowquill art

as been a touchstone of fine fantasy art.
His work on The Shadow (starting in 1973
and continuing occasionally over the years since then) has
been critical in reviving interest in that classic pulp charac-
ter. His work includes covers for Batman, Moon Knight,
Conan the King, Books of Magic and many others; an illus-
trated version of Metropolis; stories in Epic Mlustrated,
Cheval Noir, Heavy Metal and the Rocheteer Adventure
Magazine; many book covers and calendar illustrations,
including the 1994 Tolkien calendar; costume and set
designs for the stage version of Starstruck; and much more
Michael Wm. Kaluta Sketchbook, a book of drawings and
paintings was published in 1993,




Chester Brown: comic vummy Fur (start-
- ing in 1986) broke more taboos than any
comics since the heyday of the under-
‘grounds (much of this material was collect-
ed in Ed the Happy Clown). Brown then
switched his focus, publishing some of the
most pitilessly objective autobiographical
comics ever (collected in The Playboy and I
(ul Never Loved You). Many of his short stories
were collected in the book The Little Man. Recently he did
the experimental comic series Underwater and has recently
started a new series, Louis Riel, a story of revolution on the
Canadian frontier in the 19th century. Also not yet collected
into book form are Brown's provocative adaptations of the
Gospels, which ran in Yummy Fur and Underwater. Brown's
work has been censored, and he has been active in Canadian
anti-censorship work through his contributions to The True
North, a benefit book for the Comics Legends Legal Defense
Fund. Brown’s books can be ordered from Drawn &
Quarterly (write for a free catalog to Drawn & Quarterly
Publications, PO. Box 48056, Montreal, Quebec, H2V 48,
Canada).

hiris Shadoian began his official comic
industry career in 1996 when he started
working for Kitchen Sink Press as a graphic

Shadoian designed Scott McClouds Zot!
reprint collections and Jack Jackson's Lost
Cause, designed and colored several issues
o the award-winning The Spirit: The New
= entures, and contributed to the R. Crumb
Coffee Table At Book-scam effor. This year, Shadoian
received an Eisner award nomination for his design of
“Superman: The Dailies.” In terms of his own illustration
‘work, Shadoian has only recently begun to test the water; last
g be selpublished Skin Eater Comics, an anthology of
bizarre stories inspired by a true skin-eating tale, and he
recently contributed the art for This Little Piggy, written by
Chris Bleistein, which will be published in the 1999 Small
Press Expo collection. He also designed the Comic Book Legal
Defense Fundss membership cards for both 1999 and 2000.




Special Thanks

Many people have donated time and labor to Gods & Tulips.
First of all, we'd like to thank Neil Gaiman for donating these
three essays, and thank as well Michael Wm. Kaluta, Chester
Brown and Chris Shadoian for contributing artwork. Without
their labors, you wouldn' be reading this now.

In addition, thanks must go out to Todd Scott, Lance Woods,
'Diamond Comic Distributors, Quebecor, Bob Schreck, and Andrea
Drake for their help in making this happen.

Finally, thanks to all stores that ordered Gods & Tulips and
all readers who bought copies. Your money helps fill the war
chest of the Comic Book Legal Defense Fund, giving it the abili-
ty to carry on with its educational mission and to fight any legal

batles necessary in the cause of freedom of the comics press.
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FIGHT CENSORSHIP
FIGHT CENSORSHIP
FIGHT CENSORSHIP

‘The Comic Book Legal Defense Fund is a non-
ofit, tax-exempt organization dedicated to
defending the First Amendment rights exclusively
for comic-book professionals an k
1If you are against censorship, espes
say 50 by sending youtindividual expression of
Freedom of Speech in “dollars” o the CBLDF.

Tell them: “Frank made me do

Yes! 1 want to help fight censorship
in the comic-book industry. Enclosed is my
tax-deductible contribution of

$15 $50

$25 o __ other

\
ann 3%

Mail donations and inquiries to:
CBLDF * P.O. Box 693-FM
Northampton, MA 01061
1-800- 33

www.chldf.org
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