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Abstract​- The success of an event is strongly determined by the invisibility of the work it involves.  In order to obtain such invisibility, one must focus on details that, when underdeveloped, might sway the desired response.  When invisibility is obtained, the captured result is success.  

Introduction

   Throughout the fall semester, the class has been coordinating an event involving the integration of interactive storytelling with digital media.  The class consensus was to focus on creating the environment of a Biological Quarantine and encourage guests to play as a character.  

The Problem

   The difficult task at hand has been to figure out how to create play among people who have no previous acting experience or prior knowledge of the situation.  The focus of this paper will be on the level of invisibility involving the work required in making the event a success.  Success is more often times than not, determined by the amount of physical evidence presented in the end.  However, it is not always that success can be measured by physical evidence alone.  Success is ultimately hidden deep within the details and invisible to the ignorant eye of the guest who has no previous knowledge regarding the process or work involved in the execution of the event.  In order for complete success, the guest must be oblivious to any behind-the-scenes activity and simply experience the event for how it is presented and the emotions that are unveiled as a result.  It is through the emotions brought on by the experience that success is intended to be captured and measured.  

  The growing problem in designing an event with a group of people is the conflicting of creative ideas.  Each individual has a picture in their mind of how something should look and feel.  Overcoming the individualistic nature that each person felt was the biggest task in becoming a unified whole.  Once this was accomplished, we were able to approach issues at a deeper and more intellectual level by pushing aside emotions and focusing solely on the task at hand.  Each issue we were forced to acknowledge became part of the invisibility we were trying to obtain.  Not every issue was able to become invisible after we discussed them.  For some issues, it took many trials before they began to lose their obvious nature.    

Proposed Solutions

   At the beginning of the semester, the class was forced to feel uncomfortable in order to experience the real feelings associated with the different situations that we would soon be creating.  It was through those initial uncomfortable situations that the class was able to produce an event tailored to specific needs triggered by individual discomforts.  There have been multiple test runs of the projected event throughout the semester that have helped to serve as a tool for learning.  It has been primarily through trial and error that situations and concerns were addressed and adjusted appropriately.  The concern that has become the topic of this paper includes a significant amount of invisible effort behind establishing the overall environment, atmosphere, and execution of a Biological Quarantine.  

Evaluating the Solutions

  The environment is a very important element in determining the overall success of an event.  It is through the environment that one can relate to a particular geographic location or culture and thus experience it accordingly.  Because the environment involves an aesthetic quality important in identifying location, it is imperative that the environment be accurately represented.  The best way to insure accurate representation is through individual set details.  If, for instance, the event were to involve Quarantine from a biological epidemic, it would be important to research the elemental qualities of Quarantine and design a set accordingly.  An ideal set for Quarantine would probably involve an abundant use of the color white, plastic as the dominant material, and anything related to the medical field.  A typical event setup must also include predetermined locations of interest called pits.  These pits are decided upon as important conversational areas central to defining the space.  The definition of space is crucial to creating an environment.  Space, when used incorrectly, can destroy an environment.  Space that is used correctly, on the other hand, will provide direction without the physical use of labels.  The best way to avoid labels is to arrange the space in a way that passively forces the audience in a particular direction without specifically telling them to do so.  This can be difficult to execute if the conversation areas have not yet been established or if the space itself does not allow for easy mobility.  Suggesting movement throughout an environment will force individuals to become involved within the space and begin interaction among players.                      

  The atmosphere is another very important element in determining the overall success of an event.  Though the environment helps to set the stage of the event, it is through the tone of the atmosphere that one can truly experience the space emotionally.  The tone of the atmosphere is determined by lighting, special effects, and emotion.  The way in which lighting is used within a space will ultimately direct the movement of action between locations.  Since it is the nature of the human eye to be attracted to light, it would only make sense for humans to be naturally drawn to brightly lit spaces. Brightly lit spaces suggest action within the location, thus drawing the curiosity of the individual and initiating movement from one location to another.  Special effects are another method of creating tone within an atmosphere.  Special effects, such as audio and visuals can encourage the mind of an individual to wander beyond the realm of the provided atmosphere and create additional methods for establishing tone.  Establishing tone is important when there is a desired emotion to be drawn from a situation.  Once the emotions of an individual are involved within the action, the overall experience will more than likely be successful.       

  The execution of an event can be the single most important element in determining success.  Regardless of the effort provided throughout the entire semester of work, if the day of the event is poorly executed, the success behind keeping the hard work invisible is nonexistent.  Not only is the obtainment of invisibility breached, but each participant can now see the process that it involves.  

Setting the Stage

  Now that the solutions have been established, we can focus on the event-specific details to our situation.  After weeks of trial and error, the time came to set the stage.  Our stage, composed of a multimedia lab with adjoining offices, served as our launching point into the interactive world of the players.  The lab, originally full of computers, was transformed into a makeshift clinic offering FLU vaccinations to anyone interested.  Transforming an existing computer lab into a medical clinic was relatively easy in that the room was already neatly organized and slightly resembled a clinic with the typical white walls, yet the layout was slightly larger than would be convenient.  So how does one convert an oversized room into a believable representation of a medical clinic?  Space was not the issue, we had plenty of it.  It was the layout of the space that became the hindrance to encouraging play among the guests.  The best solution was to focus on the conversation pits and establish their desired target locations and objectives.  This was easy since we already knew that we needed a waiting area and wanted a place to provide refreshments for our guests, but how does one justifiably provide refreshments at a doctor’s office?  It was then that we realized that everything we did and every decision we made had to have resonance.  So we then began to concentrate more on the pit objectives.  The waiting room was a must, because it served the purpose of awaiting a vaccination but how does one address the other side, the medical staff?  It was then that a space was created in which the medical team could carry out their objectives within the story by use of a check-in table however the medical team saw fit.  Both the waiting room and check-in table then served as a function to our scenario, but the establishment of conversation pits was still lacking.  The idea of a medical supply closet was then introduced into the story since we needed a location to store the vaccinations, and would allow for the players to actively discover the them.  It was to be through the exploration of the space that the players were to discover the different possibilities of the story solution.  In order to develop the space however, the lab had to be organized in such a way as to accentuate the already established pits.  The first step towards transformation was to rearrange the layout of the computer stations and provide room for our conversation pits.  Each computer, unless commandeered by the Capture Team, was to be shutdown and placed as an unobtrusive obstruction to an unused portion of the lab.  Since lighting was an issue, due to the limitation of video equipment for capturing the experience, the focus was reverted to object placement throughout the room. We were limited to only a few cameras; therefore, the conversation pits became even more of an importance.  The following is a list of the created conversation pits:

-Waiting Area

-Refreshment Table

-Check-in Table

-Hacker’s Computer

-Medical Supply Closet

In order to visually capture the event itself, consideration had to be placed on where the predicted places of gathering would occur.

Providing Props

  The next challenge was to provide props practical to the situation.  We needed medical supplies, but not just any supplies, supplies that made sense to the story.  Not only did they need to make sense to the story, but they also needed to conform to a playing environment.  That posed another question; to what level can something real be altered before it is no longer accepted as truth?  It was not our desire for the props to be viewed as toys and thus diminish the believability of their purpose.  The props needed to be accepted as a truth within the story in order to maintain the ease of playability among the guests.  Playability is one of the most important aspects to be considered when designing an interactive environment.  The moment that truth is questioned within a story, the player instantaneously switches back to the real world and no longer embodies the character or environment they had become a part of.  It was through the careful planning and design of props that we were able to control how quickly and easily the player forgot about what is considered as real and what is not.  This brings us back to question the relevance of refreshments provided in a medical clinic.  It is not normal that medical clinics providing FLU vaccinations would offer their patients with food as a luxury item, so we had to develop reasoning for such a commodity.  Since our environment was established as a makeshift clinic offering free vaccinations, as long as we stuck to stereotypical food items such as coffee and perhaps a few donuts, we shouldn’t encounter any problems. We then had to think of other everyday items that one would normally accept as seeing in the waiting room of a clinic that would also provide motive for an activity.  Games seemed like a logical means for entertainment and also interaction with other characters. Since interaction was our main focus, anything involving multiple people became our ultimate activity objective.  

  Since interaction played such a crucial role in helping determine success, group initiated props served well to force interaction with other characters.  Such items as a deck of cards and medical instruction manuals encouraged both the patients and the medical team to interrelate through action-oriented tasks.  These tasks encouraged the players to become acquainted with one another, provided possible direction within the storyline, and induced exploration throughout the established environment.  The more a player was able to uncover prop-based solutions within the set environment, the easier it was to develop the story. The following is a list of props considered practical to the individual conversation pits and useful in story development: 


Waiting Area – large television playing a recognizable movie, 8 chairs facing one another in two rows (encourages conversation among characters), small coffee table containing outdated magazines and picture books, games for character interaction, and a waiting room sign designating the area as a conversation pit. 


Refreshment Table – One table, a coffee pot of already prepared coffee, stack of small Styrofoam cups, coffee creamer, container of prepackaged sugar donuts, case of bottled water, and a few napkins.


Check-in Table – One table, a plastic drop cloth on the floor underneath the table, 2 chairs, 2 pairs of latex gloves (if they need more, the players are forced to go look for some), package of Q-tips, bag of tongue depressors, 2 sharpies, 1 yellow highlighter, a clip board full of medical questionnaire forms, and 2 well sharpened pencils. 


Hacker’s Computer – One working computer offset from the rest of the conversation pits (allows the hacker to act inconspicuously), 1 computer chair, 1 respectable website redesigned to tailor the events of the Quarantine, and access to a secure chat room where story information can be leaked.  


Medical Supply Closet – A cardboard box full of latex gloves, 3 surgeon’s masks, 3 plastic drop cloths, and blue painter’s tape, a red cooler containing 10 needleless syringes full of green hand sanitizer, and a small trash can full of shredded medical documents pertinent to the story. 

The goal of the class was not to tell the players what to say and do to enhance the story, but leave little bread crumbs along the way for them to find and interpret within the story however they please.    

The Situation

  The night of the event addressed many design aspects that worked well after many weeks of trial and error and a few that could be better developed with time and funding.  Since the class project did not intend to incorporate outside funding, the extent of our supplies was extremely limited to what could be afforded by a typical graduate student.  Since plastic drop cloths seemed to be the prop of choice, due both to their aesthetic quality and affordability, the use of them within the developed story played out interestingly throughout the night.  Once Quarantine was issued, the plastic drop cloths were used by the players to seal up doorways and prevent anyone from entering or exiting the Quarantined area.  Another prop that was interesting to the development of the story was the limited number of available vaccinations.  Limiting the number of props crucial to the situation provided a heightened sense of tension throughout the room.  When the players began to realize that there were not enough vaccinations for each person, a few then began to turn on one another with the attempt to save themselves first.  This act of selfishness forced the individual players to act on emotion and encouraged interaction through the resulting tension.  Another design aspect that made for interesting play was the addition of the medical supply closet.  The medical supply closet was designed with the intent to store medical supplies serving as props within the story; however it was transformed, during play, into a room used to quarantine individual players within the group that may have been exhibiting symptoms brought about from the infection.  

  I wish, however, that the way in which the space of the environment was lit could have played a larger role in establishing conversation pits and directing movement throughout the space.  Since light plays such a critical role in establishing tone, I am afraid our event may have lacked the expected tone of Quarantine.  I am not saying that our event lacked tone, just that it could have been improved upon with a little more time and money.  The absence of proper video capturing tools caused the idea of establishing tone through lighting to be reevaluated and deemed as a secondary concern.  The last minute reworking of the environment layout was then necessary in order to provide any possible environmental tone.  Since tone is essential in encouraging the full embodiment of a character, we had to design the room in a way that allowed for individual character development.  Such development would include providing one of our characters a way to find a working computer and allow for limited hacking to reach communication with the outside world.  The hacked computer served as a dominant conversation pit and allowed for an abundant amount of story maturity to take place.  The waiting area and medical supply closet also served as successful conversation pits, with the supply closet being the one pit most transformed through the story.  The pit containing the coffee and donuts served its purpose of nourishing the players, but lacked any real development.  It was to be expected.  

  There were a few missing props that could have possibly altered play among the characters had we provided the blankets mentioned within the medical instruction manual.  Props that proved the most successful included the trash can full of important shredded medical documents, the cooler filled with the limited number of vaccinations, and the medical instruction manual itself.  The instruction manual provided a way to inertly push story development in real time without having to initiate too much towards a timeline of events.  The trash can of shredded medical documents served as a prop-based solution to an issue involving the administration of vaccinations.  It forced the players to use clues and resources to expand the story beyond the scope of their prior knowledge.  The limited number of vaccinations provided a much need tension and a heightened sense of emotion among the individual characters.  

The Big Picture

  The overall design of integrating interactive storytelling with digital media within a single environment has served to address many issues throughout the semester.  The task of creating play among people with no previous acting experience and expecting them to embody a fictional character has been the predominant course of study within the class. We were forced to look past the big picture and dive deeper into what would make such an event successful.  It was through the levels of minute detail that we are to determine whether the ultimate goal of success was achieved.  Based on the overall reaction to the Quarantine environment, each individual’s willingness to play, and the amount of quality of detail that was considered for a single night event, I would have to conclude that success was achieved through invisibility and the idea of an interactive story event will, within time, only become more successful through a deeper development and understanding of the study of interactive environments. 

