TEN TIPS FOR WRITING EFFECTIVE PRESS RELEASES

So how do you reach the art press?  The first step is a strong, timely press release, one that stands out from the rest.  Use clear and precise language.  These tips should help you through.

1.  The Two Second Test

In two seconds, the editor should be able to open up the release and immediately know the answers to four questions: Who? What? Where? When?  (this is the HEADER).  The best way to do this is to place the key facts such as the artist’s name(s), what kind of work is being shown, the opening and closing dates, and the gallery name in the headline at the top of the release.  The first two sentences must state the key facts.

Bold it and then center it.

Repeat the most important details in your lead (first) paragraph and you’ve made it easier for your reader to know all the details up front.

A press release is NEWS not an announcement – news followed by key facts and the lead are the first two sentences.

2. Use a new Peg

What makes your exhibition newsworthy?  Is it concurrent with another exhibition at a museum or gallery in a major city?  Is it of historical significance or of special significance in the artworld today?  Do you have an interesting story that led to the development of the work?  Check out the articles and listings in magazines and newspapers and determine why this exhibition is important within the context of what’s currently on view or happening in the world at large.

The answers to the above are your news peg or news hook.  Use it in the release.  It will make your exhibition newsworthy to a reporter or editor.  Newsworthy stories are more likely to be covered.  (News pegs can also focus on news about a gallery artist, a special event being held at the gallery, etc.)

3.  Develop a Strong Lead

With all the mail they receive, chances are an editor/reporter/critic isn’t going to spend much time reading your release.  You’ll need to hook them in the first sentence or two, which is know as the lead.

Pick out the most interesting detail of your story and put it in the lead.

Many galleries begin their release with “The So and So Gallery is please to announce…”  Although this is serviceable, it is not a particularly compelling lead.  It also is not technically press release language i.e. journalism.  Releases should be written in a journalistic style – the point being that they could ideally be picked up word-for-word by a newspaper or magazine.  Imagine that The New York Times is going to run your press release and your copy will become more newsworthy.

4.  Keep it Simple and Accurate

Use clear descriptive language.  Editors complain about poor grammar and spelling.  Also, avoid pretentious sounding artspeak and run-on sentences.  Fact check.  Read it aloud.  Be objective i.e. don’t make to many grandiose claims.  Subjective adjectives such as “beautiful” can be a turn off to editors.

5.  Use Readable Format

Press release should be double-spaced so that they are readable and editors can make notes between the lines if necessary.  Always use a contact name (can be placed at the bottom or at the top) with a phone number and address if the journalist needs more information.  “For Immediate Release” can be added to the left or right side on the top of the first page.  There is no need to put “Press Release” at the top of the page.

Create a readable headline and lead that identifies the questions Who? What? Where? When? Why? and How? Next to meeting the publication’s deadline, one of the single most important things you can do is to put the exhibition opening and closing dates in a bold face headline.  (When editors sort mail, dates are the first thing they look for.)

Keep the release direct and succinct.  However, it doesn’t have to be one page.  Two pages are fine.  Go to three if you’ve got the information to warrant it.

If you continue on to the next page, put (more) at the bottom of the first page and use page numbers on the following pages.  Use the marks ##### at the end of the release.  The body copy should feature the most important information at the top and secondary information further down, which is called “inverted pyramid” format in journalism.  Keep paragraphs short.

Make sure your gallery’s website address, if available, is on the gallery communications including press release.

6.  Use a Third Party Endorsement

Press releases have to stay objective and just tell the facts.  So, you shouldn’t inform your reader that the exhibition is pure genius.  However, that doesn’t mean someone else can’t.  Quote art historians, the catalogue essay writer, anyone who doesn’t have a financial interest in the work – a neutral and respected voice.

Try not to quote your press contact’s competition.  Avoid the opinions of other critics/journalists.

7.  Add a Cover Letter

Personalize your information with a cover letter to key journalists.  Explain why you think their readers would be interested.  Offer to show them the work well ahead of the public opening if it would be convenient for them.

8.  Use a Compelling Visual

Pick out at least one compelling image that will reproduce well and send it with the release to key press.  Most publications use color.  Digital images are favored, however slides and transparencies are fine.  Black and white prints are also okay if the work is not in color.  Label the work with gallery name, artist, title and date.  Assume that everything you send will get separated on its way from the journalist’s desk to the art department.

Some editors love color Xeroxes because it is easy to see the work.  They also save on costs.  However a label on the back should give the contact and phone number if the reporter wants reproduction quality.

In fact, if you are so inclined and an appropriate image is available, scan a black and white or color image and place it right on the first page off the release and run the copy around or below it.

9.  Send it Our Before Deadline Time

Timing is everything.  All your hard work will be useless if you miss the publication’s deadline.

· Short lead publications such as The New York Times, New York Magazine, The New Yorker and Time Out – dailies and weeklies, need to receive your release at least three weeks before the week of the exhibition.  For example, Roberta Smith likes to get news release the same month of an exhibition.

· Long lead publications such as Art in America, Artnews, Art Journal – monthlies, need your release three to four months before the month of your exhibition.  Some publications prefer to have it six months in advance.

10.  Follow-Up

When your exhibition is particularly important, call to follow-up with your media contacts.  Use this sparingly, so that the media realize that you only call when it’s a newsworthy exhibition.  Even if you can’t reach them by phone, a friendly voicemail can do a long way.  You can also follow-up by fax (not to The New York Times or New York Magazine unless they request it)  or email.  When you do receive coverage, send a note of appreciation to them.  Try to get to know your press contacts.  It will make all the difference.

If a reporter or editor calls you first with a request, follow through immediately.  You’ll make their deadline and you’ll find that media are move likely to work with those who take their requests seriously.

A Final Word

The desks of most New York art critics/reporters/editors are piled high with other museums and gallery press releases, press kits, invitations, etc.  Many receive upwards of 1,000 pieces of mail a week.  Whatever you can do make their job easier, such as sending a visual, putting the Who? What? Where? and When? Information in boldface type on the top of the release respecting their deadlines, etc. will be greatly appreciated.

The challenge is to make your information stand out from the rest.  Above all, never give up.
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