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Introduction

Dumbledore stated, “In our [thoughts and] dreams we enter a world that is entirely our own” (Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, 2004). This dissertation will be concentrating on the role of the real world as presented in film and the effect it has on the viewer. I shall be discussing the immersive experience surrounding film through evaluating how it appears so real. I shall be using film franchise and the role of film tourism, the tricks they use in the cinematic universe and the connection to the ‘real world’ and the real world. The three key words I will be looking into are, Immersion, Escapism and Obsession, evaluating how these affect our connection to film and the fan franchise. These words will be explored in more detail using the key thinkers, James Cameron, Joseph Campbell and Carl Jung.  

Immersion 

The first key word I shall be exploring is immersion and how film studios are able to recreate a new ‘real world’ within the confines of a set and make this immersive. Film studios use multiple techniques to create the effects that make a situation believable to the viewer. In the Lord of the Rings franchise (LOTR), the hut belonging to Bilbo Baggins was built in two sizes. One was built to a normal scale to make Bilbo (Ian Holm) appear normal size with a second built on a smaller scale to make the character Gandalf (Ian McKellen) look larger than normal scale. During scenes filmed within the hut, Ian Holm and Ian McKellen were only in a few scenes together filming in the two different sized huts. They were then added together in post-production to make it look like they were in the same hut together. Through utilising these methods films create an alternative reality; a new ‘real world’ for the audience to become immersed in. 

This clever way to film sizes, was also used in the Harry Potter (HP) film franchise to make Hagrid (half-giant) look much larger than the children. There were two huts built, one large to make the children look tiny, and one normal size to make Hagrid appear normal size within his home. Additionally, Hogwarts castle was built on a small scale known as a bigature, a large but small scale of the item. Green screen and special effects were used to make it appear a full-size castle on screen with beautiful blue skies, flying owls and more to bring it to life to the audience watching. The use of green screen within the HP franchise was kept to a minimum because the film creators, producers, directors and cinematic specialists wanted to make it seem as real as possible. This would include creating full sets, such as Shell Cottage, choosing specific locations in and around the UK to make these scenes and locations appear as real as can be. 

Successful immersion within a film enables the viewer to become involved within the storyline and become a part of the film, often crossing the boundaries between the reality we live in and the reality the screen creates. Creating a realistic set is a key aspect of filmmaking and helps it become believable. 
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Fig 1: Lord of the Rings film still and a re-enactment of the scene.

The hero's journey is an essential component of Lord of the Rings and the HP franchise and to creating an immersive storyline, as the viewer can become personally involved with the development of the hero and the journey they take.

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man (Campbell, 2008, p23).

In Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings, the main characters are called to adventure by the “herald” (Kindersley, 1999, p. 10). In Harry Potter this was Hagrid, who tells Harry who he really is, and this is what starts the adventure off; in LOTR the herald is Gandalf, who visits the main character with a quest and sets him on his journey. Once the hero starts his quest, they are joined by the heralds that accompany the hero and help them along their journey. In Harry Potter this is Ron and Hermione, fellow school students who help him complete his quest, and in Lord of the Rings, this is Samwise Gamgee, a fellow Hobbit who journeys along with Frodo Baggins, our hero and helps him along his quest. 

During our hero's quest we become immersed in their stories, their journey as if we were on the quest with them. We start to feel a connection and our hero’s trials and tribulations become our own. This is what makes a good story (YouTube, 2020).

The role of the hero's journey within a film is to create an immersive storyline to captivate and enable the viewer to become lost within it. This is an especially important technique with a film franchise as it secures the viewer for the next film and creates a personal connection and a thirst for more as the need to see what happens next becomes overpowering.

Escapism 

The second key word will be escapism, in terms of the role a film can play within a person’s life; a film’s ability to create an immersive experience can create escapism, a haven to escape reality. Escapism is “a way of avoiding an unpleasant or boring life, especially by thinking, reading, etc. about more exciting but impossible activities” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). The film may not be real, just as the characters are fictional, but the ability to become immersed by the possibility of these impossible activities is very real. Realism within films is an important component to creating a believable experience for the viewer.  

During the making of the 1997 film Titanic, which was based on a real disaster, they created almost a full-size replica of the Titanic in the USA. This ship was built to look identical on the outside, but the inside was only fully recreated in sections, where important scenes were filmed. These sets were built as exact replicas of the real Titanic ship. James Cameron wanted every detail to match the original, as he felt it was important to the history. This was also needed to bring the audience along the journey with the film makers and to make it fully believable. “Curiosity is the most powerful thing you own. Imagination is a force that can manifest a reality” (Mara, 2015, p. 67). The viewer can be immersed into the film experience through realistic scenery which in turn sparks a person’s imagination. It is the role of the producer and director to ensure that a film is realistic enough to captivate an audience and immerse the viewer, ensuring its success.

The set makers were very inventive regarding the building of the Titanic. They referenced many photos of the ship from the 1910s. Even though they created the full length of the ship, they only built the starboard side in full detail, so it looked like it could be taken out onto the open water for a trip. However, a lot of the reference photos of the Titanic, show when it was docked at Southhampton, when it was facing the opposite way. To save money and time, in post-production, they flipped the film around. This made it appear that the ship was facing the opposite direction. To avoid any mishaps with lettering on the set, items were created with the wording printed backwards. In post-production, when the film was flipped, it would appear the right way round. 

The realism presented in films is then translated into film tourism for superfans who want to live the experience. The desire to escape into the film becomes a reality as fans seek to find the physical locations from the film. The grounds of Hogwarts in the first two Harry Potter films, were filmed at a tourist attraction, Alnwick Castle near York. During the third film, this was changed to purpose-built sets, in Leavesden Studios, Watford. Later, once the films were completed, the studio was turned into a tourist attraction, for Harry Potter fans to experience. “Data shows that a lucrative business has been built upon the needs of Potter fans. One of the most important segments of this business is the extensive tourism to the film locations in Great Britain” (Adorjan, 2013, p. 2). A new business has been effectively created out of the desire to become a part of the film. The ability to immerse the viewer creates a new reality for them which then becomes translated into the real world they live in, as they visit the sets in order to become a part of the film. 

In this current climate, where people are looking for escapism within their own four walls, the need to find that one film to get completely lost in, becomes a necessary norm. Looking for something, someone, a story to get distracted by, to forget we are all currently incarcerated by lockdown. A person’s real world can easily become replaced with a new ‘real world’ as they look for a way to escape, however this often becomes obsessive taking over from reality. The escapism that can be provided by a film can lead to obsessive behaviour whereby the person becomes part of the alternative reality.

Obsession 

The third key word is obsession which can directly result from a film’s ability to immerse the viewer to the point of escapism. The ability to believe the scenes being watched are real creates an alternative reality which an individual can become immersed within, becoming for some an obsession whereby they cannot see the difference between reality and the new ‘real world’ they are presented with. Obsession is defined as “the control of one’s thoughts by a continuous, powerful idea or feeling, or the idea or feeling itself:” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). In terms of film this can be understood as the desire to escape into a new world; a belief that you can become part of an alternate reality.  
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Fig 2: Wonder Woman cosplay.

Films, such as The Avengers and Star Wars, would not have been successful if audiences didn’t believe they were real. These films have become huge favourites, with fans of the franchises dressing up as their favourite characters, for events like San Diego Comic Con, and visiting inspired theme parks or filming locations across the world, enabling film tourism. The familiarity to the audience comes from where they have heard these stories before. Just telling a story is not enough, scenes and backgrounds, must look believable, to draw the audience in.

It's a character I have always loved and been inspired by. Wonder Woman was a beautiful princess, but strong and independent. In Wonder Woman I saw the best qualities of my mother, and the type of woman I wanted my sister and I to become. I've always idolized her from childhood and wanted to "be" her when I grew up (Rosenberg and Letamendi, 2013, p.14) 

Film characters can become inspirational and role models for children and adults alike as they seek to emulate their hero. The reality a film provides can become a place to escape to when reality becomes too hard. Many films however use the same base storyline that fans have previously become attached to, of the hero's journey, that although heard before is not remembered. 

There are certain events of which we have not consciously taken note; they have remained, so to speak, below the threshold of consciousness, they have happened, but they have been absorbed subliminally (Jung, 2016).

Producers can take advantage of franchises that have worked in the past to create an immersive storyline. As Jung suggests a person can become absorbed by something without being consciously aware, forming part of our psyche without ever forming a part of our consciousness (Jung, 2016). In this way the viewer can become obsessed with a storyline without knowing they have viewed it repeatedly before, relating it also to their own personal experiences, evidenced by reader Adrienne Savoldi: 

The only friend I felt comfortable turning to was Harry. He knew what is was like to be alone and scared and friendless. The Harry Potter books were my childhood, but, even more than that, they became my life (Savoldi, 2013, p.1). 

Obsessive instincts in fans can originate directly from their personal lives where a situation or character in a film becomes representative of themselves and they become emotionally connected.

Film franchises that have created a particular fan obsession are The Twilight Saga and Harry Potter. Both collections have encompassed a series of books and films which have resulted in the viewer growing up with the characters, however Harry Potter evolved over a longer time period with the three main actors growing up within the films; this enabled the viewer to have a more personal connection to the characters becoming emotionally attached. Franchises such as Twilight were set over a two-year period with the characters not changing within the film (vampires and werewolves do not age). The short time period makes this more unrealistic and harder to relate to; the fact it is a vampire franchise however brings with it its own air of mystery and intrigue. Both films have a large cult following resulting in re-enactments both in cosplay and at comic cons where fans can emulate their favourite character. It is questionable as to what causes the nature of film obsession and this will be investigated in more detail, examining the root causes behind obsessive behaviour and the role of films within this.
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Figure 3: Victoria Maclean Harry Potter collection in Guiness World Records.

Conclusion 

This dissertation will consider the way that films form an intrinsic relationship with the viewer, creating an internal connection that for many translates a story off screen into the real world they live in. The psychological nature of immersion, obsession and escapism will be evaluated, questioning how films have a greater impact on some people than others. Film techniques and methods to create realism will be examined in detail considering the impact they have and the purpose behind the film, which for many utilises the ‘hero’s journey’.

Upon reflection, looking back at these words, I have seen a lot of myself in my findings. I have become fully immersed in the film franchise, Harry Potter, I have escaped for thousands of hours into the film franchise and I feel it is safe to say I have become obsessed with The Boy Wizard. I have spent thousands visiting locations such as the Warner Bros Studios 28 times just to stand where these films were created and to look at the props, sets from the films and listen to their interactors explaining to me how these films were created. I can understand deep to my core these findings and their connection to my three key words. I have built an entire career around HP and have built up my own fan following across social media. If it wasn’t for these three key words, where would I be today, who would I have become? HP has shaped my life and made me the person I am today. 

What I would like to investigate, is why these attractions/filming locations have become such a huge draw for fans, from the Warner Bros Studios, to Wellington and other locations across New Zealand. Why do fans feel the need to visit and stand in the location where filming took place? Is it obsessive behaviour, or just a passion that they feel drawn to where their heroes once stood?

Question
Why do we become obsessed with films?
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