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It’s a clear, cold morning on the 
campus of Princeton University, and 
Robert Orlando is gazing up at a 
leafless oak tree that towers against 
an impossibly blue winter sky 
stretched above Nassau Hall like a 
blank canvas. “Let’s make sure we get 
that tree in the foreground,” he tells 
his cinematographer, who is helping 
a crew of six set up a dolly track for 
the morning’s second series of shots. 
“We definitely want that tree.”

 It’s a small detail, the tree, but it’s 
essential, because Orlando is all 
about the details. Every one helps him 
tell the story, and the tree, with its 
grasping fingers reaching toward the 
infinity above, is a visual nuance that 
fits quite nicely into the narrative he is 
trying to convey.

 “This project is all about changing 
environments,” says Orlando. “What I 

want to show is the emotion of that 
change.” 
 Today, Orlando is directing 
another short documentary for 
Princeton University, his fifth in an 
ongoing series. This one is meant to 
tell the story of the Princeton Univer-
sity Preparatory Program, or PUPP. 
The initiative, which started in 2001, 
is a rigorous academic and cultural 
enrichment program that supports 
high-achieving, low-income high 
school students from local districts 
like Trenton. Students who come from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and 
communities are selected to become 
“PUPP Scholars” during the spring of 
their freshmen year of high school. 
Throughout the remainder of their 
high school careers, PUPP partici-
pants are immersed in the world of 
Princeton University, encouraging 
them to pursue the heights of 
academic and professional success. In 

other words, to reach for the sky. 

 But that’s just the skeleton, and 
Orlando is here to create another of 
his signature shorts in order to give 
the program its skin and muscle and 
blood. Throughout the course of the 
morning, Orlando directs his crew 
through various shots and scene 
compositions as a feature film director 
might. As with every project he takes 
on, Orlando wants atmosphere, 
character, and emotion. 

 “What I’m doing is trying to 
capture, in a filmic style, the journey 
of what it might feel like to be a kid 
from Trenton who is suddenly 
dropped into an Ivy League atmo-
sphere,” says Orlando. “That’s why 
I’m using the dolly. It creates this 
feeling akin to floating through a 
dreamscape, because to go from an 
inner city Trenton high school 
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to Princeton University in a few 
months is quite dramatic. It doesn’t 
matter how educated you become, 
you still probably feel a little out of 
place. That journey through these 
different environments is the visual 
through-line. The story.”

 Ah, the story. If there is one truth 
Robert Orlando understands above 
all others it is this: Without stories, 
there is nothing. Stories are the 
fabric of our existence, perpetually 
woven to reveal the truths of our 
world. Even in the most unlikely of 
places, it is the story that emerges 
most genuinely and sincerely. In the 
ambitions and triumphs of academia; 
in the development and launch of a 
new product or idea; and even in 
the oftentimes dry and calculated 
atmosphere of a scientific labora-
tory, there are stories. And as a 
writer, director, and editor, Orlando 
has been telling stories for almost 
two decades now.

 “All of my experience springs from 
an interest in or attraction to story,” 
says Orlando, whose Princeton-
based production company, Nexus 
Media, is aimed at ushering in a 
new age of the narrative form, 
expanding it through film shorts, 
documentaries, photography, and 
graphic design. With deep research 
and an analysis of clients’ needs 
and strategies, Nexus is able to craft 
stories for the 21St Century, ” paying 
very close attention to subtlety and 
aesthetic nuance. “Not only in the 
narrative sense am I attracted to 
the story, but also in the way people 
sell products, find identity, and 
ultimately discover their core 
meaning. It is the way the world 
organizes itself.

 But that organization—timeless 
though it may be—is changing and 
evolving. The stories we tell and the 
ones we are told no longer follow 
neat, linear paths. They are infinite 
beginnings with infinite ends, where 
the media used to tell them informs 
the way they are told. This, says 
Orlando, is the essence of the 
Nexus experience. Through film, 
graphic design, photography, and 

multi-media Web interaction, Nexus 
brings myriad and nuanced human 
dimension to everything from 
commercial spots for companies like 
Merrill Lynch, to Ivy League institu-
tions like Princeton University. The 
stories Nexus tells are deeper, 
richer, and more complex because, 
as Orlando puts it, you can’t sell 
two-dimensions to a 3D world.
 
 “The coming world is multi-sensory; 
vertical, up and down, and all 
around,” he says. “It’s no longer 
simply left and right, and Nexus is 
building its creative team to meet 
that need.”

NEW ASPIRATIONS

 As a New York City-trained 
filmmaker and academic, it may 
have struck some as peculiar that in 
2008 Robert Orlando would have 
decided to expanded from the Big 
Apple to make his new center of 
operation Princeton, New Jersey. For 
more than 15 years, Orlando had 

worked in New York on feature 
projects and documentaries as a 
writer, director, and editor while 
running a commercial boutique 
production and post-production 
company in Manhattan. His vision 
was to offer clients a blend of media 
consulting and broadcast execution. 
During those years, he also taught 
filmmaking at the School of Visual 
Arts and consulted with numerous 
private clients. And it was there, 
surrounded by the high-intensity of 
New York and its endless landscape 
of inspiration, that Orlando cut his 
teeth on the finer points of storytell-
ing through several award winning 
independent films and narrative 
works. And while he still continues to 
spend time on projects in the city, it 
is Princeton that now reaps so many 
of the benefits of that aesthetic 
scholarship.

 "I see Princeton to New York as a 
Florence to Rome, a small town with 
big possibilities," says Orlando, 
whose passion for Greco-Roman 
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history often informs his perspective 
on our 21st Century world. "I love the 
opportunity to grow long-term 
relationships where trust is the key. I 
also think the blend of nonprofit, 
business, artistic, and academic 
leaders that Princeton offers is 
virtually unmatched anywhere."

 Immediately after moving to 
Princeton, that blend of passionate 
individuals and organizations bore a 
lot of creative fruit. In 2008, Princeton 
University asked Orlando to come 
aboard as a key director to infuse 
their newly created Aspire 
Campaign with his visionary style as 
a filmmaker. The idea of Aspire was 
to create a series of short 
documentary-style films to tell the 
story of the university’s various 
schools, initiatives, and groundbreak-
ing individuals. But Princeton didn’t 
simply want a series of 
one-dimensional, talking head 
videographer spots for its Aspire 
concept. They wanted something 
more. They wanted creative vision. 
They wanted depth. They wanted the 
human story behind it all.

And Orlando was a perfect fit
 
 “I think this relationship is a sign of 
the changing advertising world, 
where new relationships are formed 
through digital media and someone 
like myself, who is capable of 
commercial work for smaller clients 
like this. That’s the idea upon which 
Nexus Media was founded—new 
connections in a digital age.”

 

 To date, Orlando has completed 
five Aspire shorts for the university, 
telling the stories of Princeton’s best 
and brightest with narrative arcs and 
visual aesthetics more akin to an Errol 
Morris documentary than a promo-
tional spot for one of the country’s 
most prominent Ivy League universi-
ties.

 In “My Idea of a Better World,” 
Orlando explores the opportunities 
offered by Princeton’s Keller Center 
for Innovation in Engineering Educa-
tion, where students are encouraged 
to develop an understanding of how 
technology affects the world. 
Weaving together the stories of five 
students and their respective 
research projects, Orlando extracts 
the poetry of youth and ambition  
from his subjects. And in “Engineering 
Our Future,” Orlando accomplishes a 
similar feat, unfurling the passions of 
three Princeton engineering faculty 
members who discuss everything from 
neurons to nature to society at large.

 To be sure, these shorts could have 
easily collapsed beneath the weight 
of jargon and staid pontification. But 
the success of Orlando’s flash 
documentaries once again comes 
back to finding the fertility of 
story beneath the veneer 
of complex research 

and high-minded academic ponder-
ing.

 “The challenge was to find the 
emotional impact within hard 
scientific info,” says Orlando, “which 
is not an easy task. However, being a 
chess player and someone who has 
always been fascinated by the 
theories of mathematics, I’m aware 
that science has its subjectivity, its 
fluidity, its motion, and in that sense it 
has a human quality. Science without 
human value does not really have a 
purpose, nor does it make sense. 
Once you connect hard, empirical 
data to the people and passion 
behind it, you have art. You have the 
story.”

 But Orlando’s work with Aspire is 
not only limited to the university’s 
most calculated departments and 
disciplines. He also completed a short 
that highlighted a production of 
Troy put on by the Princeton 
Art’s Program at the 
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Berlind Theater. In “Troy, After and 
Before,” Orlando merges the spirited 
passion of the theatre company with 
the thunderous and bloodier-than-
blood tale of patricide woven by the 
play’s actors and director. This 
particular short drips (sometimes 
literally) with Orlando’s independent 
film aesthetic.

 “I bring my independent film vision 
to everything I do, and I think it is 
ultimately my service to an original 
vision agreed upon by my clients that 
emerges,” says Orlando, whose 
fourth Aspire project highlighting 
Princeton’s Connect Initiative will 
debut in the spring. “I have found 
that doing something right and going 
all-out is always better. In the end, it 
eventually reaches the people.”

The Art of Advertis ing and 
Docu-Spots

 Since landing in Princeton, Orlando  
has attempted to build Nexus 

Media’s big-city aesthetic inside a 
niche market like the university and 
its surroundings. This has only been 
possible because of the perpetually 
changing digital media landscape, 
and the fruits of it can be seen in 
some of Orlando’s work with 
advertising clients and non-profit 
organizations. Once again, it’s the 
discovery of story that allows 
Orlando’s work in these arenas to 
come to life.

 Consider, for example, “Preserving 
Beauty,” a new so-called docu-spot 
created for the Personal Care 
Products Council that highlights the 
value of preservatives in personal 
care products. To be sure, the topic 
on its surface doesn’t sound like the 
stuff of poetry. Yet, remarkably, 
Orlando transforms an otherwise 
dispassionate and empirical subject 
matter into a narrative about fear, 
imagination, and yes, even love. 
Orlando suspends the viewer’s 
disbelief in the same way a 

playwright or screenwriter might, 
allowing one to forget that he is not 
only being entertained but informed 
as well.

 “In order to humanize the products, 
I knew I had to give them a human 
face, because you don’t argue the 
heart with the head. The heart wins 
out every time,” recalls Orlando. “I 
wanted ‘Preserving Beauty’ to be an 
open and charmed video, something 
that explores the natural elements 
and shows how preservatives are 
part of the larger scope of our 
environment.”

 Orlando has brought a similar 
approach to his work with non-profit 
organizations such as Children's 
Futures, as well as commercial clients 
like Harley Davidson, PBS, American 
Express, and Coke. In these various 
and aesthetically diverse ad spots, 
Orlando’s gift for storytelling shines, 
predominately because he is able to 
say so much in such a short amount 
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of time. Consider, for example, 
that one of his most innovative 
commercial pieces is also one of 
his shortest.

 In a 15-second spot for Merrill 
Lynch, we see two men playing 
chess in a park on a glorious spring 
afternoon. As the camera rotates 
around the board and a few lines 
of sonorous narration fill the ears, 
the two men becomes kids for a 
moment before finally transforming 
back to adults. Form, meet function.

 “Again, here’s a case of trying to 
make the human qualities emerge 
from something like investment and 
finance,” says Orlando. “I wanted to 
show the innocence that gets lost to 
some degree as we become adults, 
but also how spontaneity should 
always be in play, even when we 
are calculating our futures. This spot 
was right on the money.”

The Power of the Team

 If Robert Orlando is the conductor, 
Nexus Media is his symphony. In 
expanding both his vision and scope 
of what is possible through the 
power of the narrative form, 
Orlando has steadily been develop-
ing a team around his vision; 
photographers, writers, and graphic 
designers who understand his vision 
and feed off one another to form a 
cohesive, collective aesthetic and 
body of work.

 And make no mistake: the graphic 
design and photography work of 
Nexus Media is just as focused on 
finding the story as are its short films 
and documentaries. After all, says 
Orlando, photography is nothing 
more than “filmmaking in pause.” With 
photography, one slows the world 
down, pays attention to more details, 
and unpacks the moment in the story 
before racing forward. Moreover, 
with cutting-edge, multi-media 
graphic design talent inside the 
Nexus Media brain trust, Orlando’s 
media firm can tell stories through 
myriad images, color schemes, fonts, 
and layouts.

 “It’s exciting to find a client that 
wants you to do something different, 
especially on a Web site or empty 
canvas of any kind. Sometimes it’s 
free expression. Sometimes it’s guided 
by brand identity. Either way, you get 
to know how small details can convey 
a wide range of emotions, experi-
ences, and ideas. Even logos and 
fonts can have personality, just like 
people. With graphic design and 
photography, the Web has become 
the new theatre for my fictional mind 
and the work I do for clients.”

 In addition to all of this, Orlando is 
also currently working on a few 
feature length narratives and 
documentaries through The Nexus 
Project, the feature length arm of his 
company. One such project is a film 
titled “The Resurrection of Paul.” As 
an independent scholar of Pauline 
studies and the Greco-Roman world 
for 25 years, Orlando wanted to 
develop a film that would deconstruct 
the traditional myth and reveal the 
true story of how the Christian 
religion emerged. “The Resurrection 
of Paul” tells the true story of the First 
Century Christ, the spread of 
Christianity, and it’s true marketeer: 

Paul. Orlando hopes to complete the 
project this year.

 Orlando also has a script that has 
been considered by several notable 
directors and is currently being 
developed into a graphic novel 
called “Road to Valor.” The project 
captures the story of how a 1st 
Century centurion must lead his men 
through a terrible massacre.

 Finally, the director is also working 
on a children’s screenplay about 
monsters that appear after their 
New England forestry is destroyed. 
Think “Spiderwick Chronicles” meets 
Stephen King.

 In the meantime, Nexus Media 
continues to grow, and Orlando 
continues not only finding stories, but 
also discovering new ways of telling 
them to the world.


