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Arts Newsletters

The Front Page Must Echo What Most Patrons Love

by HENRY RUDDLE, Ruddle Creative

Il arts organization
newsletters have one big
thing in common — they
are sent to and (with luck) read by
people who like to participate in the
activities offered
by the organiza-
CESS TIPS tion. The cur_rent

% < and prospective
members, subscribers,
and/or donors—who comprise nearly
100% of every newsletter mailing list
— care primarily about the next
performance, exhibit, showing, tour
or other event.

If you want your newsletter to
succeed, events must be given
center stage.

When we were hired to produce
the newsletter for a theatre company
in 1995, the marketing director gave
us an animated explanation of why
he didn’t want a newsletter, just
something that looked like a
newsletter, but jazzier.

In his mind, a “newsletter” was a
deadly boring compilation of the latest
blah blah blah, punctuated with lots
and lots of photos of people in
evening wear holding alcoholic drinks.

Instead, he wanted something that
would sell tickets. Radical! The front
page (and much of the inside) would
feature the upcoming show.

As you have probably already
guessed, we had a semantics problem.

from left to right:
DANCEGRAM
(Ohio Ballet,)

ON THE SQUARE ==

In my mind, the marketing director
was describing a proper arts newslet-
ter. His concept really wasn’t a “non-
newsletter newsletter” as he said. It
was all of the publications he wanted
to avoid copying that were not quite
up to newsletter snuff.

“A” for Effort

A Tempo from the Pacific
Chorale and On The Square from
the McLean County Historical
Society are typical of newsletters
which make the very reasonable,
understandable error of confusing
the news that is important to the
organization with the news that is
important to readers.

The chorale’s naming of two new
children’s chorus directors and the
celebration of its artistic director’s
25th anniversary are important news
items. From the content that was
available, even a trained journalist
would have chosen them for the front
page. Yet, they are the newsletter
equivalent of Brussels sprouts —
undeniably good for you, but not
most people’s idea of a tasty snack.

The editor needed more events
articles in the content mix. The
calendar on the newsletter’s back
page listed 15 upcoming events, all
with tickets soon to be on sale. One
or more of those events should have
been written up for the front page.
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Meanwhile, in 1llinois, the editor
of the historical society’s newsletter
faces a dilemma that earns my
sympathy. A big state grant sounds
like front page news. Hoorah for the
society’s budget! Are more people
going to visit the museum’s exhibits? No.

Inside, this issue had articles
about a recently opened exhibit
(about corn!) and the next exhibit
planned for the spring that should
have at least been mentioned on the
front page.

In both of these cases, the front
page stories make good content, but
should not have appeared on the front.

First Prize

While by no means perfect,
DanceGram from the Ohio Ballet
and Centre Focus from the Centre
for the Arts at Brock University in
Ontario, Canada, are more effective at
catching reader interest.

The ballet chose to feature the
most immediate performance and to
promote its upcoming season. Other
stuff was going on, too. On page 2,
the ballet gave the city an award, and
first time subscribers were polled. On
page 3, the winter schedule included
a lot of touring, and a board member
passed away. While important stories
in their own right, the ballet chose
wisely by promoting upcoming events
on the front page instead.
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Centre Focus takes the coming
events concept to heart in a big way.
Two thirds of the page lists the
upcoming events (and gallery
showings). However, the unfortu-

events on the front page as well.

The newsletter put the photos and
articles on a differently colored insert
(not shown). While that idea does
have merit, it ignores the second

wrap them in the event’s peanut
buttery exterior so that readers
swallow the whole thing in one
sitting. Ml

Henry Ruddle owns Ruddle
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nately worded headline article,
“Buzzing Sound Heard” (an example
of when not to attempt a play on
words) did not belong. It was a wrap-
up of an event that had already
happened, so it should have appeared
on an inside page.

To demonstrate how to make the
most of the available information
about the upcoming events, | have
redesigned the cover of Centre
Focus. The front page now features
photos of the three highlighted events,
and starts the articles about those

Centre Focus
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most important reason to focus the
front page on the material which will
interest the most readers — once they
start reading, they will probably read
the entire newsletter. Don’t separate
the exciting stuff from the rest of the
newsletter. If you want those bitter-
pill-like announcements to be read,

Creative, a marketing communica-
tions firm in San Jose, California
currently celebrating its ten year
anniversary. For more information,
contact him at [-800-7RUDDLE or
visit Ruddle Creative’s website at
www.ruddle.com.
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