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The answer would seem to be a resounding ‘no’. Although an
actual working definition of ‘experiential’ is extremely hard to
come by, it is clear that it has something to do with being ‘live’
and is very often ‘face to face’. If this is the basis of our definition,
then playing out a pre-recorded piece of communication and
projecting it onto a screen in front of a room full of passive viewers
seems like the very antithesis of ‘experiential’.

However, we all know that when we purchase our oversized
popcorn and enter the darkened cinema hall, chattering until the
lights go down, we are there to completely lose ourselves in a film.
A trip to the cinema itself is a multimedia experience from the
spectacular surround sound, to the crunching of popcorn and the
shared reaction of the audience, but even when you leave all this
aside and strip it down to the story, there are very few forms of
communication that can rival this as an ‘experience’. The degree
with which we are able to empathise with a range of incredibly
diverse characters (think Michael Douglas in Falling Down or Jim
Carrey in the Truman Show), the ability of the medium to transport
us to other places (indeed other worlds – Hero, Gattaca or Lord of
the Rings ), the ability of a good film to play with our emotions
and swing us from laughter to tears (It’s a Beautiful Life), the roller
coaster ride of psychological thrillers that have us gripping the
edge of our seats (the Silence of the Lambs), the shock and fear
created by horror films, these are all clearly ‘experiential’. This is
leaving to one side the spatial pyrotechnics of IMAX films, 3D film,
the all encompassing ‘experience’ of ‘sensorama’ rides, the
visually perplexing experience of watching a 360 degree film, the
engagement of the multi-linear plot of an interactive film where the
viewer makes the key decisions in the film, or the fanatic’s
experience of dressing up and participating in films like the Rocky
Horror Picture Show. We are only talking about old-fashioned,
straight forward 2D films played out in front of an essentially
passive audience.

It is also clear, however, that a great deal of content produced
in the same medium, presented in essentially the same
environment, completely fails to inspire, leaves the audience
anaesthetised, often irritable, and thinking about their next meal or
their journey home. So much broadcast and corporate content is
totally passive and completely fails to engage the audience, so
what is the ‘experiential’ ingredient? What makes one film
experiential and another completely inert?

The reality is not as black and white as the question suggests,
videos can engage an audience but often not to the degree that

Can a Film be
‘Experiential’?

you would say they were experiential. The news can be engaging
but rarely would we say it was an experience, although we can all
remember how we felt when we heard about September 11th, the
Asian Tsunami or the Berlin Wall coming down. The ‘news’ of
these particular events was somehow ‘experiential’; the events
were so epic that watching them unfold was an experience.
Similarly, the bombing of Iraq brought the experience of war to
our living rooms in a way that had never happened before and
this was also experiential viewing, but the majority of the time the
news is something that can be engaging but definitely not
experiential. So the experiential ingredient is not just intellectual,
it has to be emotional. For a medium where the narrative is
essentially linear (even if it jumps around in the telling of the story
the audience all still watch it from beginning to end, unless it is
really bad and they walk out), the emotional engagement comes
from telling an interesting story really well.

Some would argue that effective storytelling is the real
definition of ‘experiential’ regardless of the medium. This doesn’t
mean that every experiential event has a linear narrative to it, just
that to engage an audience emotionally there has to be some kind
of story at the heart of the experience no matter how fragmented
or different the individual journey through it.

For a medium like film, however, storytelling is at the heart of
what makes it ‘experiential’, as it is this that that creates the
empathy with the characters, the tension of a thriller, the horror of
a horror. The special effects, stunning visuals, choreographed
sequences are all part of telling a story well, but it is a good
narrative that creates the engagement and telling the narrative in a
compelling way that makes it ‘experiential’.

As an answer to our initial question I have, tellingly, redefined
our initial definition of ‘experiential’ and in doing so the answer is
clearly in the affirmative, a video can be ‘experiential’. This is not
so much shifting the goal posts as adapting our definition to fit.
There is something experiential about good cinema, and any
agency claiming to be experiential can have film and video as a
valid part of its ‘experiential’ capabilities provided it tells a good
story really well.

Adam Norris
Head of Film & Video, Jack Morton



I used to be an art historian, says Liz Bigham. Then I went into marketing.
Since making this transition, two notable things have happened.
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care, seemed eager simply to experience
The Gates for themselves. I put myself in this
category. The sight of 23 miles of orange
fabric-covered gates against an otherwise
wintry palette was a pretty impressive
spectacle. But what really captured my
imagination was not so much seeing The
Gates as being part of it – walking through
it, touching it, adding my own digital
snapshots to the probably billions of personal
images circulating around the globe. My kids
played in The Gates. I compared images of
the days I visited to those of friends who saw
The Gates during a snowstorm. Each
experience was individual and memorable
for quite personal reasons.

According to data released by the office of
New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, I was
one of an estimated 4 million visitors who
experienced The Gates during its two-week
run. To put that in perspective, that’s 533%
more visitors than during the same two-week
period in a typical New York February. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, also in New
York’s Central Park, attracts about 5 million
visitors in an entire year, versus The Gates’
4 million in two weeks. The Mayor’s office
also states that Gates-related tourism
contributed an estimated $254 million in
additional economic activity to the city, and

that hotel occupancy increased by 200%.
It’s hard to ignore numbers like these.

The Gates was not intended to be a commercial
marketing experience, but it was a very
successful one indeed. Which for me begs the
question: what lesson can marketers learn from
The Gates?

Arguably, it is that we live in an age
and in a culture where people respond to
experiences and that this desire to be
engaged applies whether the experiences
are cultural, commercial or somewhere in
between. To me, the popularity of The Gates
signals an openness and desire on the part of
a very broad public to participate and not just
passively witness.

This is a bit of a paradox, for we also live
in an age when much communication is
virtual; I sometimes think my motto might be
“iPod, therefore I am”. But I believe that this
makes opportunities to be part of something
real and visceral, something like the shared
phenomenon that was The Gates, ever more
meaningful and important.

If The Gates inspired such a strong
response by inviting the public to be part of the
experience, can’t marketers (who have always
borrowed inspiration from art) be equally ‘high
touch’ in how they engage their audiences?
Marketers are not artists; but like artists their
success or failure depends on making a
connection with their audience. Though I’m still
not sure what I think about The Gates (yes, old
habits die hard), as an experience it is
certainly something I won’t forget.

Liz Bigham
Vice President of US Brand Marketing,
Jack Morton

First, I started enjoying art. Once
I no longer had to ponder every aesthetic
encounter, I could simply have an experience.
I quickly found that I preferred experiencing
art over asking angels-on-the-head-of-a-pin type
questions (often of great profundity but great
pointlessness) about it.

Second, once marketing replaced art as
my day job, I realised that, in fact, marketers
can learn a lot from art. Here’s an example.
In February 2005, artists Christo and Jeanne-
Claude installed 7,532 five-metre high door
frames hung with saffron orange fabric
throughout New York’s Central Park as part of
a massive, $21 million, two-week installation
known as The Gates.

People loved The Gates. People hated The
Gates. People debated: “Is it art?”.

But most people, whether they loved The
Gates or hated The Gates, whether they
thought it was art or not or simply didn’t




