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Images that tell a story 
 
In this workshop, Professor Mark McCaughrean, senior science advisor at the European 
Space Agency, and Tremeur Denigot, communication manager at the European 
Commission's joint research centre, spoke to Charlélie Jourdan, creative director and 
co-founder of Old-Continent, presenting their case-studies about producing high quality, yet 
also high risk, public communication. 
 
Charlélie Jourdan began the session by reminding the audience of both the importance of 
the client-agency relationship and the power of images. While the former is often a 
determining factor in the success of a project, the latter relates to humanity’s innate sense of 
story-telling and readiness to attribute a narrative and characteristics to almost anything, 
including animated blocks of wood, as shown by the 1944 Heider-Simmel experiment. 
 
Tremeur Denigot spoke about using images in a highly-visible, multi-stakeholder context. 
The film, Alex and Sylvia, is central to the entire experience at the European Union’s pavilion 
at EXPO MILANO 2015, providing relatable characters, a common narrative and a strong 
vehicle for the message. The World Exposition Series has a long history and attracts the 
world’s gaze as nations showcase their greatest achievements. This year's EXPO has been 
visited by almost 20 million people, as well as many heads of state and government.  
 
The theme, 'feeding the planet, energy for life' enabled the European Commission to highlight 
the European Union's work on food security and nutrition, as well as using the event to drive 
economic investment. Additionally, the team behind the European Union pavilion have had to 
reconcile not only artistic preferences with content but also the competing preferences of 
different parts of the European Commission, and pay close attention to how their pavilion 
relates to those of the EU member states.  
  
A final challenge is that while the EXPO provides a strong platform, a large audience is not a 
given. Visitors to the EXPO aim to see as many pavilions as possible, meaning that impactful 
images that hold the audience's attention are vital if visitors are to remember the message. 
This led to the creation of Alex, a young farm worker, and Sylvia, a researcher at the beginning 
of her career, who are brought together by bread, the quintessentially European food. The 
friendly computer-animated characters (and their dogs) are strong visuals that appeal to the 
young target audience and feature as a common thread throughout the pavilion. Using young 
volunteers to staff the pavilion, as well as using '4D' elements to mimic the lightening and rain 
in the film adds a personal touch to energise the experience and help immerse the audience. 
 
Evaluation of the pavilion has been on-going since the beginning of the EXPO and the 
feedback has been overwhelmingly positive. Instead of simply leaving with a head full of facts, 
visitors take away an emotional connection and the feeling that was intended. Not only are the 
headline messages getting through, those of combining tradition with science and of strength 
in unity, but visitors are giving the highest possible feedback, suggesting that they will go on to 
become ambassadors for the pavilion themselves and spread the messages by word of 
mouth. 



 

 

 
Much of the success is due to the film providing a strong narrative and being extremely high 
quality. The film itself has been nominated for a whole host of awards; this is unsurprising 
given its popularity with the target audience and adults alike. The hope now is that the 
momentum can be maintained and the video used as a basis for future communications 
efforts, using Alex and Sylvia again. 
 
Mark McCaughrean, Senior Science Advisor, European Space Agency, described the 
process behind the communication campaign for the Rosetta mission, which centred on the 
film Ambition. Couched in secrecy, the mystery and quality of the film created a media buzz 
that captured the public's imagination in time for the October 2014 arrival of the spacecraft at 
the comet and subsequent descent of its lander Philae to the surface. 
 
In stark contrast to the early years of space exploration, when advances captivated the public, 
modern space exploration contends with a public that has become accustomed to space 
travel and sees much of it as routine. Although the mission began 10 years ago, involved the 
ground-breaking feat of rendezvousing with a comet, and may give an indication as to the 
origin of life on Earth, the mission might easily receive minimal news coverage. The long-term 
implications of this would be diminished public support for ESA and its budget.  
 
A further challenge faced by the ESA was that communication efforts around the mission 
would need to influence the news cycle, unable to rely on a pre-existing platform. Inspiration 
for how to tackle these challenges came from NASA's film Seven Minutes of Terror, which 
detailed the suspense of the final seven minutes of the mission to land the Curiosity rover on 
Mars. The film succinctly explained how the mission would achieve this difficult feat, though it 
did not explain why the mission was taking place. 
 
With these ideas in mind, the ESA set out to capture the conceptual high ground by creating a 
film that would appeal to the widest possible audience, explaining both the importance of the 
mission and of space exploration in general. In partnership with Platige Image, production 
began on an extremely high quality film that told the story of humanity and attracted Game of 
Thrones star Aiden Gilen. 
 
The most striking feature of the project was the secrecy that surrounded it. Released on 2nd 
October 2014 with neither fanfare nor details, the teaser trailer set the internet alight as the 
public tried to guess what the project was and who was behind it. Indeed, the project was 
developed on a 'need to know' basis and only three people inside ESA knew of its 
development. 
 
It was only on 24th October 2014 when the five minute film received its premier at the British 
Film Institute in London that the origins of the film were revealed. The reaction to the unveiling 
was near-universally positive, captivating the public. As the date of the landing drew near, the 
campaign continued to enjoy success, with the public understanding the significance of the 
mission and the extreme difficulties that it must overcome. This was helped by some popular 
child-friendly story-telling that anthropomorphised the spacecraft and lander, and a series of 
behind-the-scenes films. 
 
All these efforts paid off many times over, accentuating the highs and lows of the mission for 
the public, and renewing interest in space exploration. The film itself has gone on to be 
nominated for, and win a string of awards, while Professor McCaughrean closed in a cryptic 
fashion by adding that the mission isn't over yet, and neither is its communication campaign. 
 


