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Notes from a lecture to the Graduate School of Arts Management at American 
University, Washington, D.C., 2001. This is the first in a series of lectures given to 
students in the graduate program during their study of marketing techniques. 

 
 
The title of today’s sermon is: 
 
It’s A Lot Like Herding Cats – or – How To Sell A Leap In The Dark 
 
 
Many of my colleagues have been rather perplexed when, over the years, I am adamant 
about the fact that marketing the arts is distinctly different from marketing, say, Tide.  
 
I can stand here and give you a crash course in The Tools That Work – and I’m going to 
– but I also want to throw out a bit of background that, hopefully, will inform decisions 
that you may be called on to make.  
 
“Let me explain about the theatre business,” write Marc Norman and Tom Stoppard in 
their genius screenplay, Shakespeare In Love, “The natural condition is one of 
insurmountable obstacles on the road to imminent disaster. Believe me, to be closed by 
the plague is a bagatelle in the ups and downs of owning a theatre.” “So what do we do?” 
“Nothing. Strangely enough, it all turns out well.” “How?” “I don’t know. It’s a 
mystery.” 
 
And it is, seemingly, just that. But, if you work at it long enough, you can unravel at least 
a bit of the mystery. 
 
The vast majority of us work in the non-profit world. As a marketer for a product that is 
not supposed to turn a profit, I find that my entire life is oftentimes an oxymoron. And 
yet, the Catch-22 is that in order to continue to do the very thing that we are charged to 
do – make art – we have to make money. We have to sell things. Tickets. Subscriptions. 
FlexPasses. Memberships.  
 
The tragedy of it is that no matter how hard we work, or how well we know our product 
or our audience, sometimes a show tanks at the box office. Remember: not all shows are 
blockbusters. While I am a believer in the old adage that good art always finds its 
audience, it’s important to remember that sometimes that audience is a small one. And 
it’s damn hard not to get disillusioned when a play that you’re passionate about fails to 
get its gold star on the top of your Hot Hits List.  
 
Yet, we’re not here to produce blockbusters. Most of us in the non-profit regional theatre 
have a mandate to produce plays that by their very nature are not blockbusters. Seldom 
do you find a non-profit theatre company that states in its mission that it exists to produce 
Cats. 
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And yet, we still have to come up with an audience. We still have to fill that house. 
People do not beat down your doors when you simply tell them that you are producing 
the latest new work by Lynn Nottage or Marlane Meyer or Carter Lewis or Tom Strelich 
or Tina Howe or Conor MacPherson. For that matter, they don’t beat down your doors 
for Edward Albee or Eugene O’Neill or Harold Pinter or Alan Ayckbourn, either. They 
will, however, line-up for Neil Simon. And The Sound of Music. And Cats. 
 
Most of us are engaged in selling a body of work. It’s a cumulative experience for an 
audience member that seldom resonates in any concrete way. By our very nature each 
individual theatre creates its own niche: contemporary work, new work, the classics, 
Postmodern metaphysical ruminations on the nature of mankind in post-apocalyptic 
Chicago. Whatever. And we create niche audiences. A “committed core” of audience 
members that like to see “that sort of thing.” 
 
So, I find it laughable that people continue to use the same damn tired bag of tricks that – 
in spite of what you may think – really do not work anymore – and may have never really 
worked – but we use them because there is an odd belief that because we are theatres, we 
have to use them simply because we are theatres. Huh? 
 
It’s important to realize that you are an outsider. You are not a part of making the art. 
This is something that a lot of people in my position forget, if they’ve ever thought of it 
at all. As a marketer, you don’t get a say in what goes up on your stage. You don’t have 
casting approval. You can’t pick the director. You don’t have a say-so when you know in 
your heart of hearts that the perfect person to play the lead in your next production is Fill 
In The Blank With Name Of Sexy Television Star With Great Name Recognition But 
Questionable Talent Here instead of Outstanding Local Performer With Great Chops 
That Nobody Knows. 
 
Of course, the reason that we go there is because it’s a damn sight easier to sell tickets 
when your headliner is, you know, Joey from “Friends” as opposed to Joey from 
Alexandria. And trust me, we are always looking for an easy way to sell tickets. And trust 
me, they rarely happen. 
 
And, I’ll posit something else: when you go the star route; or when you go the “name 
play” route, when your marketing savvy has convinced the artistic director to throw in a 
soporific simply because you need “boffo box office,” you’re usually gleefully counting 
your box office receipts while skipping down the garden path to hell. 
 
First of all, it seldom works. Second of all, we ain’t Broadway. 
 
Look, the guy who plays Dawson from Dawson’s Creek as Tom in your next production 
of The Glass Menagerie will probably set your box office phones ringing like there’s no 
tomorrow. You’ll have a great advance, you won’t care that the critics savage it because, 
well, you’ve only got 200 seats and there are more than 200 teenage girls who will want 
to drag their parents to your theatre – Tennessee Williams be damned – every night for a 
month to see James Van Der Beek in the flesh; and you’ll be scratching your head 
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wondering why the house is empty two months hence when Joey From Alexandria, 
whom The Washington Post just called “the best Jamie Tyrone in the history of world 
theatre” is playing to 50 people a night. 
 
Audiences aren’t stupid. They know what they want. They know what they like. When 
you think you can put something over on them, it’s time to find something else to do with 
yourself. I quote David Ogilvy here: “The consumer is not a moron, she is your wife.” 
 
So, what do we do? We have a product that we have to sell that doesn’t realize a profit, 
we have a product without name recognition, and one – arguably, but certainly on a basic 
level [q.v. Abraham Maslow] – we can live without. We also know that: Audiences aren’t 
stupid. They know what they want. They know what they like. 
 
So, what do we do? We have to tell them about it. We have to excite them about it. And 
we have to prompt them to buy. Oh, yeah: and we have a budget of about a buck-$3.98.  
 
So, here is My Top Ten List of “Tools That Work”: 
1. Know who your audience is. And I mean this in the most literal sense possible. I could 
care not one whit about demographics at this point. The single most important thing that 
you can do as a Marketing Director is get patrons’ names, addresses, telephone numbers, 
and find out how they heard about your show. Then, I want to know the demographics. 
 
2. Stop sending out damn stupid postcards and posters; they do not work. 
 
The theatrical postcard has become ubiquitous for reasons that pass all understanding. 
The reason that we all thought they would work for us in the regions is because they 
worked on Broadway. But, let’s recite our mantra again: We ain’t Broadway. We ain’t 
selling Cats. 
 
This is a point that many in the industry still don’t get. And the reason is that they almost 
work for us. That’s extremely important. In the stack of junk mail that I get every day, I 
will pause on a theatrical postcard because it’s what I do for a living. Example: if my job 
was fixing tractors and I got a postcard with an Allis-Chalmers tractor on it, I’d stop and 
look. But, I don’t care a thing about tractors, by and large, so that gets tossed in the bin. 
 
Take yourself out of the equation when you’re thinking at this stuff. Because you will 
look at a theatrical postcard doesn’t mean that the vast majority of people you send them 
to will. Back when I used to teach debate it’s what we’d call a post hoc ergo prompter 
hoc fallacy of reasoning. This therefore that. If we build it they will come. Only a few of 
them. 
 
We are living in The Information Age. At least that’s what every pundit has been telling 
us. And this applies to the arts as well. Inform people. That’s your job. Inform. And then 
compel to purchase. Like most things, Shakespeare said it best: “And seeing ignorance is 
the curse of God, knowledge wherewith the wing we fly to heaven.” (2Henry5) 
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(Better Living v. Criminal Genius example) 
 
3. Subscribers. Ah, subscribers. God love them. The reason that poor old Joey from 
Alexandria is playing Long Day’s Journey Into Night for 50 people is because his theatre 
didn’t have a built in core audience. We don’t need them just for the up-front money; we 
need them because they insure our survival. They insure that we can continue to do the 
work that we want to do. We’ve locked them in. It’s a damn sight easier to sell out Long 
Day’s Journey Into Night – one of the hardest sells of the major American canon, by the 
by – when you’ve already locked in 3,000 of your 4,000 seats for a run with subscribers. 
 
There are those around today that say that subscriptions are a thing of the past. I think 
they’re crazy. Never underestimate the power of that committed core. They’ll keep you 
alive. Read Danny Newman. In fact, I suggest re-reading Danny Newman at least once a 
year. He is as right today as he was 50 years ago. We may eke out a subsistence without a 
committed core, but we won’t thrive, and we certainly won’t grow. 
 
(A decade on, I'm less sure of this statement about subscription audiences. I think that Newman 
does remain relevant, but our fundamental attitudes and buying behaviors have undergone a 
profound shift since 2001. The influence of the Web cannot be underestimated. Pro‐active 

thinkers will have re‐packaged subscription marketing by now. One hopes.) 
 
4. When you throw away your postcards, throw away your season brochures as well. 
They cost too much and work too little. Refer to Kotler and Scheff p. 274. I have been 
vindicated in print at last! 
 
(K&S wrote the text for this class. It is one of the few arts marketing texts that can easily transfer 
to other fields of endeavor.) 
 
5. Customer Service. Your box office is your lifeline. If your box office fails, your 
organization fails. If you fail to give superior customer service, you won’t attract repeat 
buyers. Stop this insanity of “No refunds. No exchanges.” Whoever came up with that 
should be shot. Tick them off at the box office and no matter how much they enjoyed the 
play, they won’t be back and they won’t give you any money. 
 
6. Giving you money. Development. Outside of subscribers, the reason that we stay afloat 
is because we solicit contributions. If we could do it without development, there wouldn’t 
be any non-profit arts companies. Marketing and Development are the exact same thing; 
we just use different tools. Many people will tell you different, but they’re wrong. Happy 
ticket buyers will give you more money than unhappy ones. I suggest that if you go to 
work for an arts organization where Marketing and Development are not twinned, go 
elsewhere. The really dumb battles you’ll fight just aren’t worth it. 
 
7. Advertising. It’s expensive. Avoid it if possible. A full page ad in The Washington 
Post runs about $25,000. It runs once. For 25 grand I can get a human that works all year. 
If you are compelled to advertise, do it wisely. Remember: most of the beer in the world 
is consumed by people who drink a lot of beer. There’s a reason you don’t see Budweiser 
ads on the back cover of Wine Connoisseur. And no, actually, there isn’t an overall 
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increase in awareness of your organization from the type of advertising that we can afford 
to do. Besides, a well-placed feature story is better because (A) it’s in-depth; it’s what? 
Information! and (B) it’s free. Also, never, ever be duped into buying radio or television 
advertising for your non-profit. 
 
(People love to advertise. I guess that's what keeps newspapers barely above water. There are 
so many better ways to throw away your money.) 
 
8. Don’t depend on the review. Build your audience. We should strive to make the review 
just gravy. Dependence on the whims and opinions of one person – the case of 
Washington, most assuredly one person – is folly and not prudent at all. In the real world, 
people get fired for that kind of malfeasance, but somehow it seems okay in the arts. It’s 
not. Stop it. 
 
9. New York is different. 
 
10. Branding. Like “marketing” and “development,” “branding” is another term I dislike. 
However, you should embrace the concept. It’s rote memorization. A can of Coca-Cola is 
always red. The arches at McDonald’s are always golden. The words Mercedes-Benz are 
not emblazoned anywhere on the car, but, you can pick one out in the parking lot because 
you know that little upside peace symbol gizmo. Same with Volkswagen. And Chevrolet, 
to a certain extent. 
 
A box of Q-Tips is blue. A bottle of Sprite is green. The border of the National 
Geographic is yellow. Clorox means bleach. Kleenex means tissues. Kodak means film. 
Jell-O means gelatin. Rice-A-Roni is the San Francisco Treat. 
 
If you are an arts marketer, in public relations, or charged with audience development, 
you must create an Institutional Image. This is something else that we have failed at 
industry-wide. And this is what I mean when I say we’re different from the people who 
market Tide. (Orange, by the way.) No matter how many times Tide is “New” or 
“Improved” or “Revolutionized” – it must have started out as sand – it’s still laundry 
detergent. Yet, our products are changing all the time. No two plays are exactly the same. 
The Odd Couple doesn’t draw the same crowd as Long Day’s Journey. Yet, we have to 
build a core audience and exite new people with a product that is, by its very nature, 
unstable. 
 
To do that, you create an Institutional Image. People know that if its purple, it’s coming 
from the Round House Theatre. If it’s black, it’s from Studio. If it’s that strange green, 
it’s Arena Stage. Market your plays in the context of your institution. You don’t want 
“theme imagery” that changes with every season – or worse yet, with every show – you 
want consistency. Just when you’re quite sick of it, that’s about the time the public starts 
to recognize it. 
 
And finally, my favorite tip. Write it down. Mail comes label side up. Think about that. 
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Back many moons ago, when I first encountered Rosemary Pardee, costume designer to 
the western world, she asked me if I had a great passion for the theatre. I told her I did. 
She sighed, as only Rosemary can, and said “Let me give you some advice, buddy. Go to 
dental school. The pay is better, the hours are shorter, and the only indignity you have to 
suffer is that you have to spend the day with your hands in somebody’s mouth.”  
 
Well, every time I think about dental school, something extraordinary will happen, and 
I’ll remember what compelled me to go into this zany business and I’ll think of what 
Agnes De Mille said, “Living is a form of not being sure, not knowing what’s next or 
how. The moment you know how; you begin to die a little. The artist never entirely 
knows. We guess. We may be wrong, but we take leap after leap in the dark.” 
 
-30- 


