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​The Fourth Act​
​How Theaters Could Host the Next Era of Storytelling​

​Abstract​
​Movie theaters are in structural decline. AI video remains expensive to deploy. And legacy​
​media companies sit atop vast IP libraries with no safe path to experimentation.​​The Fourth Act​
​proposes a near-future model that reframes all three problems as one shared opportunity. In this​
​format, theaters host branded AI-powered experiences — short-form, audience-directed films​
​rendered on the fly using synthetic media tools and licensed characters. Each partner gets their​
​own dedicated “stage”: a screen powered by a specific IP holder, AI engine, and compute stack.​
​One night it’s​​Disney x OpenAI x NVIDIA​​; the next​​it’s​​Warner Bros x Stability x AMD​​. Audiences​
​vote on narrative directions in real time through an app, shaping modular branches that are​
​projected live in-theater.​

​And when those showings end, they don’t disappear. The best audience-generated variants can​
​be replayed in low-demand time slots — turning participation into syndication. For media​
​companies, it’s a low-risk way to reactivate dormant IP. For AI firms and hardware makers, it’s a​
​public testbed and demo stage. And for theaters, it’s a way to transform underused screens into​
​immersive, generative, participatory platforms — not relics of cinema’s past, but hosts of its​
​fourth act.​



​1. Context & Problem Statement​

​1.1 Theaters Are Structurally Underused​

​Despite a post-COVID rebound, the long-term trajectory of theatrical exhibition remains​
​uncertain. Multiplexes are overbuilt for a world of streaming dominance, and major chains are​
​reducing footprint or repurposing real estate. Premium formats still draw crowds, but most​
​screens sit empty for much of the week — especially in off-peak hours.​

​The infrastructure still exists — but its cultural function is dissolving.​

​1.2 AI Video Is Technically Powerful but Financially Isolated​

​AI video generation has advanced rapidly, but it remains compute-heavy, expensive to deploy,​
​and rarely seen by the public. Tools exist — but distribution doesn’t. AI companies need public​
​environments to test models and earn legitimacy.​

​The technology is evolving — but it lacks a shared, real-world format.​

​1.3 IP Libraries Are Valuable But Frozen​

​Studios hold vast IP catalogs they can’t afford to reboot. Reboots are risky. Spinoffs dilute​
​canon. And the market is saturated. There’s no safe format to experiment without committing a​
​full production budget.​

​The content exists — but there’s no way to remix it without risk.​

​1.4 The Public Has No Real Role in How Stories Are Told​

​Interactivity has reshaped gaming, streaming, and social platforms. But theatrical storytelling is​
​still rigid, passive, and locked. Even Netflix-style experiments remain proprietary one-offs.​

​The appetite is clear — but the format hasn’t caught up.​



​2. Format Overview: What Is​​The Fourth Act​​?​
​The Fourth Act​​is a new format that transforms underused​​theaters into participatory, branded​
​storytelling environments powered by synthetic media and audience choice.​

​Each screening becomes a co-authored event — shaped by viewers, governed by studio rules,​
​and rendered using AI video models. It’s not a movie. It’s a system.​

​2.1 Modular, Participatory, Stylized​

​●​ ​Modular: built from short 2–4 minute scene blocks​

​●​ ​Branching: decisions every 3–5 minutes​

​●​ ​Stylized: rendered with purposeful abstraction​

​●​ ​Short-form: runtime of 30–45 minutes​

​●​ ​Replayable: alternate versions can be screened later​

​●​ ​Audience-driven: each vote creates a distinct version​

​2.2 Branded Screens​

​Each show is branded by its collaborators:​

​Tonight in Theater 5: DC Comics x OpenAI x AMD​

​Audiences know what world they’re in, what tech powers it, and who shaped it.​

​2.3 Controlled Creativity​

​●​ ​Studios define tone and narrative boundaries​

​●​ ​Audience choices are curated — not open-ended​

​●​ ​AI output is stylized and modular, not hallucinated​

​●​ ​Studios retain ownership and can reuse what emerges​



​3. How It Works​

​3.1 First Run​

​●​ ​Audiences vote at major branch points​

​●​ ​Each choice determines the next pre-rendered scene​

​●​ ​A unique story unfolds, never shown again​

​3.2 Replay Mode​

​●​ ​Best or rarest audience-generated stories are saved​

​●​ ​These variants are replayed during low-demand time slots​

​●​ ​Replay showings are standard ticketed experiences​

​●​ ​Each includes metadata:​​“Voted by Chicago Premiere​​Audience”​

​3.3 Voting Logic​

​●​ ​Binary or triadic choices​

​●​ ​Tap-based, no app download required​

​●​ ​Supports lean-back viewers and power users alike​

​3.4 Runtime & Style​

​●​ ​30–45 min max​

​●​ ​Modular arcs with 2–3 possible outcomes​

​●​ ​Visual language varies by brand or engine​



​4. Stakeholders and Roles​
​Stakeholder​ ​Role​ ​Benefit​

​Studios​ ​IP + brand governance​ ​New revenue, story data, replay rights​

​AI Firms​ ​Rendering & model tuning​ ​Demo value, training data​

​Chipmakers​ ​Compute + branding layer​ ​Hardware exposure in flagship use​
​case​

​Theaters​ ​Venue + onboarding​ ​Premium tickets + reuseable content​

​Creators​ ​Narrative module builders​ ​Royalties + visibility​

​Audiences​ ​Co-authors via in-seat voting​ ​Agency, reward, repeatable​
​engagement​

​5. Monetization & Platform Stack​
​●​ ​Ticketing​​: Premium first-run + replay pricing​

​●​ ​Merchandise​​: Path-specific posters, apparel, collectibles​

​●​ ​Replay Licensing​​: Syndicate or reuse top story variants​

​●​ ​AI Training Value​​: Behavior + preference signals​

​●​ ​SDK Licensing​​: Future-ready toolkit for certified​​partners​



​6. Replay Value and Format Lifecycle​
​Each story session produces assets:​

​●​ ​Unique endings​

​●​ ​Variant arcs​

​●​ ​Audience-generated content libraries​

​These assets:​

​●​ ​Fill empty time slots​

​●​ ​Create franchise-adjacent replay products​

​●​ ​Fuel future sequels, expansions, or marketing campaigns​



​7. Call to Action​
​Theaters don’t need saving. AI doesn’t need more demos. Studios don’t need more reboots.​
​Audiences don’t need more passive content.​

​Theaters don’t need saving.​
​AI doesn’t need more demos.​
​Studios don’t need more reboots.​
​Audiences don’t need more passive content.​

​They need a new role.​
​The Fourth Act​​is that role — a shared format for​​what comes next.​

​Author:​​Scott Jellen​
​Website:​​scottjellen.com​

http://scottjellen.com/




​Author’s Note (June 2025)​

​The Fourth Act​​is a conceptual format — a synthesis​​of what’s possible today and what could​
​become viable within the next 12–24 months. It is not a finalized product spec or commercial​
​roadmap.​

​This paper is intended to provoke new conversations across media, AI, and experiential design​
​and to suggest that our existing infrastructure isn’t broken, just waiting for better formats.​

​Financial models, operational diagrams, and content examples are illustrative only. Any​
​implementation of this format would require cross-disciplinary collaboration, technical​
​refinement, and careful governance.​

​I welcome feedback, critique, and collaborators.​

​Scott Jellen​
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​Versioning Note​
​This document was originally released publicly in June 2025 through the author’s portfolio. That​
​release constituted the first public availability of the format.​

​Version 1.0, published with a DOI in December 2025, preserves the full structure and content of​
​the June edition while introducing minor layout refinements, including an updated cover,​
​standardized spacing, and a table of contents. No conceptual or analytical changes have been​
​introduced in this version.​

​A forthcoming Version 1.1 (“Lab Edition”), to be released under the same DOI, will apply​
​standardized Lab formatting, expand the abstract, and introduce cross-references to adjacent​
​research areas (e.g., AEEA, The Content Layer, The Universal Sports Graph). It will also​
​include updated diagrams and structural refinements for clarity and cohesion. All substantive​
​ideas will remain unchanged; the update will focus solely on presentation, integration, and​
​archival continuity across the broader research corpus.​

​This transparent versioning process ensures that the evolution of the work remains​


