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Helen Marriage, Artichoke 
Sultan’s Elephant 

Introduction 

Helen Marriage is co-director of Artichoke which she founded with Nicky Webb in 2002. 
Artichoke is one of the country’s leading independent production companies, responsible for 
the presentation of Royal de Luxe’s The Sultan’s Elephant on the streets of London in 2006. 
She was director of the Salisbury Festival for seven years, transforming it from a local affair 
to what The Times described as a ‘miracle of modern British culture’. Prior to this she created 
the first arts and events programme for the developers of Canary Wharf in London and was 
associate director of the London International Festival of Theatre. 

Helen brought to life some of the trends identified by Anne Lise Kjaer by exploring their 
impact on, and opportunities for, the arts including insights from the Sultan’s Elephant event. 

Unmissable Experiences 

Helen began by complimenting Anne-Lise on 
her thoughtful analysis of people’s behaviour, 
which provided delegates with an insight into 
the way that we can cajole, encourage and 
persuade people to attend events. Artichoke’s 
work involves persuading people to 
participate in the world of the arts that we all 
know and love and this presentation would 
provide insights into how they have 
succeeded in doing this. 

It is interesting to be talking about marketing, having come from a generation that was 
allergic to the idea – marketing being a dirty bit of the trade and not very interesting. The 
belief had been that the artistic experience was something that audiences should simply find 
for themselves. Having worked with Nicky Webb at LIFT and now at Artichoke it became 
clear that marketing was about more than selling tickets. It is about ensuring that people 
have unmissable experiences. They simply have to be there. 

Ever since creating the programme at 
Canary Wharf where Helen insisted 
that all events be free, she has 
always tried to work on free events. 
This doesn’t make it easy because 
money has to come from 
somewhere. 

However, the idea of not having to 
persuade someone to hand over hard 
earned cash allowed Artichoke to 
involve a way of communicating 
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about the work, in which the marketing and communications elements are integrated into the 
event itself. Marketing is about communicating the experience and that informs every single 
project. What Artichoke doesn’t do, is make assumptions about the audience.   

Artichoke is not especially interested in the audience who already go to the theatre, concert 
hall or art exhibition, but in people who think that art has nothing to do with them. Artichoke 
wants to leave them thinking that something they thought was irrelevant to their lives actually 
has a place at the very centre of their hearts. Much of Artichoke’s work is about inspiring an 
emotional response in people.   

On the other hand, it likes to take the audience member who knows everything about the arts 
and stun them with something that they had never imagined possible. Artichoke is about the 
personal experience of that individual and their response to the work. It's also about the idea 
of invading public territory to create a situation where audiences who are familiar with, for 
example, sitting in a concert hall, are placed in a situation where there are no territorial 
boundaries, where the arts attender is as comfortable or uncomfortable as the non-attender, 
when they have to stand cheek by jowl and feel the same things at the same time. 
Artichoke’s work is about persuading people that there is a common humanity, a common 
experience, and that the magic those wonderful people called artists produce, can transform 
their lives. 

The process of communicating begins like this: Artichoke always imagines that it’s throwing a 
party and thinks about who they would like to invite. The language used is important; the 
language for a wedding invitation would be very different from that used for an 18th birthday 
party. The people that you want to come might be different, so every bit of the pre-publicity 
and marketing is designed to imagine what an individual audience member might think and 
how they might be attracted to the event. So Artichoke needs to know who it is inviting and 
why they are being invited and to know what their attitudes might be. The organisers have to 
be convinced that what is being offered is irresistible. 

The Sultan’s Elephant 

The Sultan’s Elephant, produced by Artichoke in 2006, 
took place in central London. It took five years to plan and 
raise the money. 

[A short documentary film about the project was shown, 
with HM continuing her presentation, drawing attention to 
points of particular significance within the film]. 

The project was a tricky proposition. Artichoke needed to 
close central London for four days, raise £1.5 million and 
persuade all the authorities not to mind the ripping up of 
railings and pavements, as well as the messing about with 
pedestrian crossings, trees and so on. All of this would be 
done with the minimum of fuss and most importantly, 
everyone would like it. What's more, the company was 
French and many of the people Artichoke had to persuade 
started off with one question: ‘Why would we do this?’ 
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Now, why would we do this? My mother said, ‘why would anybody let you do that?’ She was 
completely right of course, but 18 months before the show, everyone was saying, ‘Why 
wouldn't we do this?’ The answer is that they all wanted to be able to stand with their child or 
grandchild and be able to say, ‘I did this’. The audience responded in a similar way, as they 
wanted to be able to say, ‘I was there’. In the end, Artichoke worked with 25 agencies, 
ranging from the Royal Parks to the Diplomatic Protection Squad and all initial conversations 
began with ‘This is a story about a little girl and an elephant’. 

The story is about a Sultan and his search across the world 
for a little girl that he knows is travelling in a space rocket. 
The rocket lands in London and he appears in his time 
travelling machine, which takes the form of a forty foot high 
mechanical elephant. It's a Story. That's what we deal with in 
the arts. 

There was a controlled and careful pre-publicity campaign, 
starting in January (the event took place in May) with notices 
to attenders on various mailing lists, saying that this event 
would be taking place in London, on a particular weekend. 
Nothing else. When the event started, Artichoke was 
amazed by the power of word-of-mouth, viral marketing, text 
messaging, and photography. People took pictures and then 
texted them to their friends, saying: ‘You'll never believe 
what I'm seeing!’  

It was theatrical magic. This kind of human engagement informs much of what Artichoke 
does and what it is interested in. How long can you keep a secret and still persuade people 
to come? And can we persuade them to drop everything and come on a journey? People 
who came to this event said that they had intended to drop by for ten minutes, but stayed 
three days. People felt that their lives were impoverished if they were not there.   

A great deal of what Artichoke does involves this mysterious word called ‘Love’. For 
example, look at the moment when the little girl (who is clearly a wooden puppet) allows the 
children to swing on one of the arms. There is a sense that she is real to the children and 
their parents, this little girl who nods with such assurance to the real little girl below, who 
looks up at her. Every child had an extraordinary individual experience and their parents 
were completely blown away because this event made children into grown-ups. They were 
seeing things that they couldn't believe were happening.    

The Mall was closed for a piece of French street theatre for four days! Some people said that 
London should be like this every weekend but they are wrong because the most important 
thing about this work and its special-ness was that it momentarily transformed peoples’ lives 
and then went away again. It succeeded in claiming a place for the arts in the political and 
social life of the capital. The Metropolitan police said that this was the best event that they 
have ever policed, because it was so good-humoured. There was no reported crime and it 
was incredibly benign. There were immense crowd control and health and safety issues 
which had to be dealt with just to make it happen. The audience didn't need to know any of 
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this. They just needed to believe they were in the presence of magic. That's what people who 
were there still think.   

The final scene, when the little girl decides to leave, is an example of what an event like this 
can achieve in bringing people together. The rocket is prepared, the elephant is howling his 
distress at her departure. She puts the big helmet and gloves back on and she is loaded into 
the rocket. What follows is a moment of complete theatrical magic, because we know that 
she can't possibly lift off (she is a 20 foot high puppet sitting in a rocket made out of a 
converted railway sleepers). However, if you watch the audience and watch their reaction, 
we will see that this moment tells them that they are in the presence of magic, you can see 
that they do believe that she has gone. 

Artichoke does extraordinary work, and it 
is very rare. It is also very expensive, and 
technically complicated to do, but with 
great benefits. Artichoke makes a point 
of delivering on promises: if it is said that 
something will be the biggest, it has to 
be. If it says it'll be the most magical 
experience you ever have, then it has to 
be. The quality of the language, the way 
in which it is communicated, the images 
used, the promises made: it is a matter 

of pride to deliver. Artichoke has always tried to convince those who think they know about 
the arts and those who think it is nothing to do with them, that stories, and the magic of 
artists, offer something extraordinary for the way in which we see our cities and the way in 
which we see each other and respond to our 21st-century world. 

For Artichoke, the key is in the ‘live-ness’.  People live in a world where they sit in front of a 
computer or a television screen for very long periods of time, usually on their own, 
communicating electronically with others. Artichoke believes that what works best in human 
beings is to be in communities, to be together. It was estimated that there were a million 
people on the streets to see The Sultan's Elephant. These people came together to watch 
the same thing. The film provides a sense of how powerful the arts can be in transforming 
lives. Working together we can make people feel differently about their world and that, for 
Artichoke is the whole essence of the way in which the marketing of the event and the event 
itself are locked together. One is inseparable from the other. 

One could argue, and many have, that this was a giant marketing campaign for Artichoke, as 
a result of which it now has regular funding. One could say that it was simply Artichoke, after 
a twenty-five year long audition, saying, ‘This is what we do: what do you think?’ It may well 
have been those things, but it was also about the audience and it was a fabulous event.   

One of Artichoke’s other recent projects was an event on the same scale from the 5 -7th of 
September in Liverpool, as part of their Capital of Culture programme. 

Pictures and details of the show can be found at: http://www.thesultanselephant.com/ 


