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Introduction “This Is My Home”

“In October of 1994, three student filmmakers disappeared in the woods near Burkittsville, Maryland while shooting a documentary. A year later their footage was found.” These words appear slowly over a black background. A hellish concoction of industrial clangs and atmospherics begins, then new words are seen in the gloom: “The Blair Witch Project” at the top, beneath it a white stickman, followed by “Mythology,” “The Filmmakers,” “The Aftermath,” and “The Legacy.” The appearance of each is matched on the soundtrack by harsh, discordant sounds, like ancient machinery, creating a sense of deep unease.

This short sequence welcomed visitors to the official website of The Blair Witch Project (1999) (www.blairwitch.com) in summer 1999, approximately twenty-five years ago. It was not dissimilar, at first glance, to the sites of its lavish competition: the Gothic horror film The Haunting (1999), Warner’s shark movie Deep Blue Sea (1999), New Line Cinema’s The Astronaut’s Wife (1999) with Johnny Depp and Charlize Theron, and MGM’s supernatural horror Stigmata (1999).1 Upon closer examination, however, one realized that this website was different. It appeared to tell the story of the search for three missing students in a small American town. It was a story told through photographs; missing persons posters; excerpts from authentic-looking news bulletins; and various interviews with police, volunteer firemen, Burkittsville locals, private investigators, and college professors. Nobody knew if the missing students were still alive, but the recovery of their camera equipment and film from the Maryland woods seemed to suggest otherwise. What is more, the site contained a darker side: stories relating to the history of an abandoned town called Blair pointed to the existence of a supernatural figure, known as the Blair Witch. This mysterious legend was attested to by the presence of detailed and well-researched accounts of witchcraft, possession, and child murder dating back to 1785.

These artifacts, their presentation online, and the absence of any obvious disclaimers identifying the story as a fiction gave the website for Blair an authenticity and authority which many found compelling. It suggested that this entirely fictional film was not fiction at all, that these students really had gone missing, and that their found footage told a terrifying story.

Yet this approach differed from that of the site’s original authors. In 1998, when word-of-mouth was slowly spreading in online newsgroups and discussion boards, the same website was home to a host of like-minded indie film and horror movie fans who had found the site when the only piece of “evidence” backing its claim to authenticity was a timeline of events. Haxan Films, the independent filmmakers behind Blair, had wanted a simple gathering place where people could share their interest in the film. Not only were the Haxans themselves present on the site, posting messages and interacting with the fans personally, but they discussed the film’s fictionality openly: no students, they admitted, had gone missing in the woods near Burkittsville, the township of Blair never existed, and the legend was not true. This openness about the film’s status as a fiction contributed to its eventual success; by the end of 1998, Blair had a dedicated and energetic young fanbase whose interest in the film was driven by the subject matter but also in part by their desire to see this low-budget production, and the independent filmmakers behind it, make it big in Hollywood.


Hollywood’s Relationship to The Blair Witch Project: Considerations and Issues

Academics agree that the internet was not the single determining factor in motivating audiences to see Blair in theaters. J.P. Telotte (2001), Mary Erickson (2001, 2009), and Fincina Hopgood (2006) attribute Blair’s success to a unique combination of factors, including the film’s independent status, visual style, platform release strategy, clever promotion in traditional media, merchandising program, impact of the website, and fan involvement. Despite this, the majority of books and articles about film marketing focus more on Blair’s internet-based campaign than any other aspect of its promotion, and many credit distributor Artisan Entertainment with creating a revolutionary new marketing strategy. There are several reasons for this. Blair’s success took the industry by surprise. It was the first film to be promoted almost exclusively through the internet. No major studio had ever achieved this level of success before online. And Artisan cleverly exploited Blair’s internet success story to support its growing reputation as an innovative, independent distributor. An example of this is seen in an article for the Los Angeles Times entitled “The Marketing Wizard Behind the Witch,” in which Executive Vice President of Theatrical Marketing John Hegeman’s business acumen, analytical skill, and association with earlier internet promotions were as much the focus as Blair itself (Wallace, 1999a).

Readings of how Blair’s online promotion broke new ground for Hollywood tend to focus on a small three-month window, between April and July 1999, in which the film was successfully marketed to theatrical audiences by its distributor. By framing the discussion in this manner, scholars minimize the influence of its original makers, Haxan Films, whose presence on the site’s discussion board and openness about Blair’s ontological status from the start actually helped to secure the support of indie film fans who wanted them to succeed. Standard narratives offer an unbalanced view of this, indicating instead that Artisan constructed Blair’s grassroots fanbase when it purchased the film. This misconception goes some way to explaining why Artisan was subsequently unable to repeat Blair’s success with other films, including its very own sequel Book of Shadows: Blair Witch 2 (2000). The internet promotions of other horror films before Blair, the changing (at times oppositional) commercial objectives of Blair’s different owners, the specific industrial developments that influenced its promotion, and, perhaps most importantly, the campaign’s individual effect on the North American film industry at the beginning of the twenty-first century have all likewise never properly been addressed. For this reason, a consideration of the specific industrial conditions that helped shape Blair’s online promotion is essential if we are to move beyond blind praise of its revolutionary marketing and gain greater insight into how and why this website specifically was thought to be an appropriate tool in the promotions of its distributor.

The same is true about Hollywood’s use of the internet more generally. The absence of a rigorous examination of the history of movie marketing online has meant that only a narrow selection of movies, made in the late 1990s and 2000s, have been isolated and analyzed in detail. Though compelling, these text-centered accounts are less interested in understanding the ways in which the motion picture industry has attempted to shape and control the online marketplace for film since its entry into cyberspace in 1993/94. It is assumed, for instance, that internet marketing only took off in the late 1990s because of Blair’s astonishing success, yet scholars have failed to explain or actually test this theory. The period prior to Blair is viewed somewhat a-historically, as if major and independent distributors had no “significant” relationship to the internet during this time. Several writers, including Robert Marich (2005, 2009, 2013), Tino Balio (2013), Ethan Alter (2014), Angus Finney (2015), and Hayley Trowbridge (2015), credit Blair with shaking up the industry and triggering Hollywood’s interest in internet marketing. Focusing on Blair in this way prevents a greater knowledge of the internet’s role in film promotions and of Hollywood’s relationship to the new medium.

The 1990s actually saw two cycles of online film promotion: the first, between 1993 and 1995, was largely experimental as major and independent film companies posted assorted materials online for journalists and cult film fans; the second emerged in 1996 when the majors established their online film libraries to capitalize on the growing popularity of the internet and the business opportunities that it presented. It was this second cycle that routinized online film promotions, making the film website an industry norm. For example, Warner Bros kept ahead of its competitors by posting websites for every one of its major releases long before the Blair web phenomenon, from blockbusters (Batman & Robin, The Postman, both 1997; Wild Wild West, 1999) and science-fictions (Contact, 1997; Sphere, 1998; The Matrix, 1999) to action films (Eraser, 1997; US Marshalls, 1998), comedies (Vegas Vacation, 1997; Mickey Blue Eyes, 1999), and other titles that sold well in the global entertainment marketplace (Conspiracy Theory, L.A. Confidential, both 1997; Quest for Camelot, 1998). At the same time, the studio invested in sites for lesser known titles such as Neil Jordan’s The Butcher Boy (1997) and Chris Farley’s last credited film Almost Heroes (1998), in addition to promoting them on its studio website.2

How and in what ways the internet was used to promote the films of major and independent distributors before Blair have never fully been discussed. Likewise, the assumption that Hollywood did not mount any successful internet promotions or treat the internet “seriously” enough as a consumer platform prior to Blair has never been properly analyzed. A number of authors and academics presume that mainstream distributors approached internet movie promotion in identical ways and shared the same common practices. Terms like “electronic poster,” “electronic billboard,” and “glorified press kit” have been repeated over and over in numerous works about film marketing, usually in disparaging ways and without verification. While many academics recognize the value of Blair’s internet promotion over an electronic billboard or glorified press kit, it is rarely if ever mentioned that the studios, like Blair’s makers, also at times approached internet movie promotion in quite unorthodox, that is to say nontraditional, ways. One obvious similarity is in using the internet to build the support of online fans who take it upon themselves to co-promote forthcoming films. Another is in allowing for the possibility that a film’s characters, setting, and world are real not fictional. Both techniques were, of course, important in the Blair campaign and both were utilized by the major studios prior to Blair.

Despite the absence of research into this subject, claims that the film also initiated a cycle of imitators have been repeated in entertainment news publications, trade papers, and academic studies for more than two decades. The accepted wisdom is that the major studios cashed-in on Blair’s success by scaling up their corporate activities online and modeling their own promotions on its internet campaign. Not only is this incorrect, but the actual number of films whose internet-based promotions successfully duplicated the characteristics of the campaign is very small. Some writers acknowledge that film companies, like New Line Cinema, worked on internet promotional campaigns several years before, but none have analyzed this period for continuities. As a result, it is assumed that independent distributors like Artisan were responsible for the most innovative promotions in the 1990s, while the major Hollywood companies struggled to keep pace, presumably because there was no way of knowing if the new medium could support their existing distribution practices.

In addition, the internet’s role in non-theatrical distribution has never properly been examined. The example of The Blair Witch Project is unusual because it is one of the longest-running movie URLs of all time, but the website itself has only ever been analyzed in the context of theatrical exhibition. Two distributors have taken ownership of the film since 1999, and throughout its lifespan the official site has been modified to serve their corporate interests. In 2000, Artisan used it to promote Blair’s home video release and Book of Shadows: Blair Witch 2. It once housed the “Blair Witch 3D World,” a branded community platform for fans which promoted Book of Shadows in conjunction with Blair Witch Webfest, a 64-hour fan convention live-streamed over the internet. When Lionsgate acquired Artisan in late 2003, it also inherited Blair’s site which it kept running for thirteen more years, modernizing it for new web technologies. In 2016, the company replaced it with a new site for the Blair Witch (2016) reboot, which stayed long enough for the new film to pass through all of its video-based markets. As this brief summary indicates, internet promotions have lengthy “afterlives,” the period beginning when a film is withdrawn from theatrical release, and this allows major motion picture companies to take advantage of downstream revenue opportunities in the consumer market. Because film marketing books focus on theatrical exhibition, the internet’s vital role in home video distribution (from VHS to DVD and, today, premium VOD) has been ignored.

Lastly, writers tend to evaluate the impact of social media on motion picture companies along similar lines. Numerous works which recognize social media’s extraordinary marketing potential fail to analyze the ways in which Facebook, Twitter, and other platforms were more commonly used on a film-by-film basis. Some works presume that distributors used social media channels exclusively in their internet promotions from the 2000s onward. Others argue that the film website’s role in online promotions, such as the one modeled by Blair, is neither relevant nor worthy of historical analysis because of social media’s preeminence today. The emphasis that many of these writers place on social media in terms of technological change and innovation thus prevents a greater knowledge of the history of online film promotional practices, particularly in the years following the Blair web phenomenon.



Hollywood Online

This book proposes that there were two distinct phases of online film promotion before and after The Blair Witch Project. In the first phase (1993–99), the six major Hollywood studios—Columbia Pictures, Disney, Twentieth Century-Fox, Paramount Pictures, Universal Pictures, and Warner Bros—anticipating major technological developments and revenue-making opportunities in the delivery of digital content online, adapted their business models to take advantage of the growth in popularity of the internet. During this period, two cycles of online film promotion emerged. The second phase (2000–08) saw multiple shifts. Despite the film’s impact on movie marketing, few attempts were made to duplicate Blair’s internet campaign, but marketing practices and online investment changed as the majors attempted to shape the internet into more of a traditional medium, like television and video. This phase saw the popularization of viral marketing campaigns, social media platforms, the decline of DVD, and the beginning of the shift toward on-demand culture. To reflect this periodization, the book is divided into two parts: “The Pre-Blair Era” (1993–99) and “The Post-Blair Era” (2000–08).

Part One (1993–99, Chapters 1–4) looks at internet marketing up to and including Blair. The first chapter examines the first cycle of online film promotions (1993–95) and outlines the key methods used by the majors prior to the web’s commercialization in the mid-1990s. These include moderated events, newsgroup posts, and the Computer Press Kit which enabled marketers to move beyond traditional advertising. These practices encouraged two companies, MGM/UA and Paramount Pictures, to create the first standalone film websites for motion pictures in October 1994. Interestingly, these sites anticipated two typical levels of presentation: a press kit model which was easily replicated by the industry and used for information dissemination, and a franchise model which was used for information dissemination, audience testing, and online transactions. Hollywood’s wide deployment of the press kit model, which gave rise to an increasingly routinized system of online promotion throughout 1995, is then examined. While journalists quickly tired of standard Hollywood practice, the success
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