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Abstract - The writer plays a crucial role in a collaborative project.  As he or she is the first to begin making an idea more tangible, the writer’s take on any particular subject can leave a very strong influence on the other departments that will attempt to realize a vision.  In creating an interactive exhibition, writers must deal with different challenges and adapt to new methods of collaboration.

Introduction

In the fall of 2009, the class was introduced to the proposal for an exhibit entitled Dancing The Earth, a fully interactive story which would engage the audience in scenarios set in different natural surroundings.  The task of the class was to divide into separate groups, each of which would work together in an attempt to solve the logistical issues of creating a project of this size.  The focus of this paper will be to explore and discuss the numerous challenges faced in the writing phase of the project.

Problem
In the traditional sense, a script for either stage or screen is constructed of very specific building blocks.  How then do we take the style of a standard three act script and morph it into a piece that while scripted, gives the impression to the audience that it is completely improvisational?  The challenges posed to the writing team were to attempt to come up with a script, and yet make it feel as if it could veer at any point to a specific tangent, and then return to the main storyline.  

The Traditional Script


In order to be able to properly discuss this issue, we must first start with the basics of scriptwriting.  The basic process of writing a script usually involves three steps: conceptualization, actualization, and redaction.  During the conceptualization phase, the writer begins to consider every aspect of the story in question.  This includes things such as characters and the basic storyline.  Once this phase is completed, the actualization phase is started wherein the writer attempts to write all these ideas down in a first draft.   After completing a draft, the writer starts the redaction phase.  At this part, the script is edited, supplemented and changes are made.  It is not unusual for the writer to return to the first step and start all over after the redaction phase. 


The essential parts of a script are broken down into story, characters, and dialogue.  flow and pacing involve the following: a beginning, rising action leading a climax, and resolution which leads to the end of the story.
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The question that now lies is how one can take all of these factors and create a construct for an improvisational piece.

What Currently Exists


After considering the many aspects of Dancing The Earth, I knew that the first place I should visit in order to begin my research was Walt Disney World.  Disney’s Imagineering group has gained world renown for their abilities in turning a basic theme park attraction into a full sensory experience.  Two particular attractions had been my priorities to examine.  These were Turtle Talk with Crush and Monsters Inc. Laugh Floor.  Each of these attractions I felt would feed me the best ideas on how to attack a script that involved a great amount of interaction from the audience.


Both of these exhibits feature a docent speaking through an animated character to the audience, yet they accomplish the effect of interactivity with very different styles.  ne of the larger differences between the two performances seems to be that because of the different interactive styles, Laugh Floor seems to drive the story more through the docents and while it uses different modes of interactivity, it still follows a rigid beginning-middle-end structure.  Turtle Talk seems to utilize its style in that it gives the audience an illusion that they are driving the story, although they may not be aware that the docent is manipulating each situation to get to the end of the show.

Turtle Talk involves a relatively loose script in which the actor may choose from a variety of different jokes, subjects, and virtual set pieces to make the show different each time.  After multiple viewings, I noticed that the actor takes already existing plot devices and plays them as part of a routine, similar to that of a stand up comedian.  


Laugh Floor involves a much different experience wherein the script shifts from pre-produced segments and then segueing into a different monster character that is voiced and controlled by a hidden docent.  The script tends to shift from the very rigid script to a routine that can be subject to change at any time.  Both of these aspects are carefully choreographed in a way that the audience can be easily fooled into thinking that the majority of the show has been completely unscripted.
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The Creative Process

Dancing the Earth felt like a project that would benefit mostly from the Laugh Floor writing template.  After pitching this idea to the rest of the writing team, we all came to the consensus that this was the best way to begin.  The first script was written as a traditional script involving a sea otter scenario.  Because of my relative unfamiliarity with this new method of writing, I found myself repeating the same techniques I had used to put a screenplay together.  Where I began to veer off was in many of the descriptions which would begin with Audience interaction and then go on to describe how the audience was to participate in this portion of the scene:

ODIE

Hmmm...  Let’s ask our friends here and see what they have to say.

ODETTA

Hi everyone!!  Where do you think we should start cleaning up?

AUDIENCE INTERACTION:  Odie, Odetta, and Larry will ask the audience where they should start cleaning first.  The audience will give them ideas and the characters will respond.


My way of thinking prevented me from being able to write a complete story as I had no knowledge of what an audience member could or even should say.  As this was intended to be an interactive performance, there was no way of truly anticipating how audience members could react.


The first script proved relatively successful with the class; however, the problem was raised in terms of the story’s interactivity.  The first script, while it had scenes of docent interaction with the audience, did not fully take advantage of the original Dancing The Earth concept.  An idea was then suggested that instead of using otters, that we use wood storks as the main characters.  A bird seemed to be able to give an audience more interactivity in terms of audience members being able to flap their arms to get a virtual bird character to fly or put their arms together in the shape of the bird’s beak to catch virtual fish.  

A few of the original ideas for this wood stork scenario involved two main characters.  It would center on a smart bird and a dumb bird.  The smart bird’s goal was to convince his not so intelligent friend that they would need to move their nests to avoid the rising flood waters of the season.  The story involved different game-like factors such as jumping over predators to avoid them and moving comically floating furniture in the water back up into the tree in an attempt for the dumber birds to follow his example.

I took these ideas and tried to flesh them out into a full story involving wood storks migrating to the Everglades.  I included possible audience interactions such as having them flap their arms to control a virtual bird up on a screen and incorporating more of the audience giving their input in the direction the story should take in order for the birds to get where they were going.

WHITNEY

(to audience)

Okay everyone.  Follow us.  Breeding season is almost here and we've gotta get moving.

AUDIENCE INTERACTION: The audience as birds follow Whitney and Willow as they traverse the sky while trying to avoid obstacles like small airplanes, really tall trees and other birds.


This script felt as though it was also missing something.  After going over the NSF reviews, one major factor that the script was missing was the educational aspect.  Also, it was suggested that the story be reconfigured into being more like a game with set objectives and goals.  With this in mind, I started the script from scratch and felt that in order to find the balance between entertainment and education; I should follow the EPCOT model.  

The EPCOT Model

EPCOT in Walt Disney World for a time had begun to lose public interest mainly because tourists felt that they did not want to be lectured to about science while they were on their vacation.  As of recent, they have revisited many of their attractions and managed to find a balance to which tourists can find the experience of the attractions enjoyable and not realize that they are learning at the same time.  

The standard EPCOT attraction usually begins the line queue.  Audiences are shown different displays artifacts pertaining to the attraction they are about to enter.  Above them a television screen is usually playing different segments regarding the subject matter.  After the queue, the crowd is ushered into a darkened room.  Everyone is then privy to a short film or show relating to the subject matter of the attraction they are about to enter.  These shows manage to use whimsy and humor to get their educational points across.  After this introduction, the audience typically moves into another room where the experience of the attraction will soon begin.


I felt that by using this template, I might be able to tap into the educational aspect of Dancing The Earth.  I began this new script under the premise that the audience was watching an introduction video.  In this version they were introduced to two park rangers who updated them on the situation they would soon be entering.  In this script, they provided a large amount of general information about wood storks and their environment.  One thing I insisted upon myself was that I could not force feed this information to the audience.  I knew that if this scene were to be played straight, it would have come off as very monotone and flat.  Therefore, I felt that by infusing it with humor and allowing the audience to laugh, they could take in this information with a more relaxed atmosphere.

Collaborative Input


It seemed that the premise of this script would be the one on which much of the practice model would revolve around.  With the input of the class it was slightly restructured into the form of a game.  A mock scenario was built in which a nest would reside in the center of the room.  Five screens would surround the play area.  The screen in the center would be reserved for the virtual docent, while the other four screens would serve as specified play areas for each of the four guests who would volunteer.  While no script had been written for this particular scenario, it gave me a very detailed look into how the other groups had been approaching the technical aspects of how the scenario could feasibly work.


After a very thorough assessment of how the exhibit could theoretically work in terms of space, video, audio and crowd management, a new script began to take shape.  Each aspect had been taken well into account, and the existing script was modified to fit the specifications set by the other groups.  

DOCENT

(Branch 1: If no one raises their hands)

I guess most of you have never been wood storks!

(Branch 2: If most raise their hands, perhaps they've been through this before …)

Great, we've got lots of experts!

Would you like to be our wood storks?  (Picks four people.)

The sounds of water fill the room, becoming even louder than the birds.  The floor illuminates with four fishing spots and DOCENT guides each to their fishing holes and gives each a set of "Wii tongs" which will serve as beaks that hang around their necks.  On the screens text appears: "Parents get fish for their babies" for the benefit of deaf guests.  DOCENT moves to the fishing hole.

Final Tests

Once a more concrete script had been developed, it was employed into the interactive scenario that the other groups had developed and put through a rigorous test in terms of logistics and pacing.  It was found that the few pages that the writing team had assembled managed to fill a relatively large space of time.  We had taken into account that the audience would need time to move around and for each of the games to have a specific time limit.  


The challenge now lay in how the story could continue after the introduction and the first game.  It was suggested that the story should be left open to audiences to decide what aspect of the scenario they would like to change in order to get different results.  By putting it to a vote, audiences could have a sense of feeling that they were the ones driving the story.   Essentially, this meant that the script would now have to have a new layer built o top of it.  I then began to explore the possibilities of allowing the script to branch into different scenarios based on the audience’s voting.  

Hypothesis And Possibilities

PAT

Why do you think our babies died?

If no one answers, direct the question to specific members of the audience.  They should give different reasons.  The reasons should appear on the screens as they make them.  The reason of course, will be that there were not enough fish.  But the next question is why do you think there is not enough fish?  And what can we do about it?  The next part is to narrow it down to one of three different hypothesis, any of which can be played out in the next round.  The three hypotheses appear on the screen behind them.  People will then vote on which hypothesis wins using the voting buttons.  (Possible scenarios:  Look for more fish [more fishing holes], Look for other food sources [add more different types of foods], Flyer faster [add a bit more speed]).

(for this scenario, the three hypotheses have already been chosen by the audience as mentioned at the end of part 1)

PAT

Okay, well those are all some very good ideas.  So let’s see if any of them will work.  So who wants to go with Hypothesis 1?

While the basic scientific method involves a hypothesis first in order to begin a single hypothesis, I have found that numerous hypotheses and research have led me to different types of experimentations which have ultimately led me straight back to a hypothesis.  I feel that in order for Dancing The Earth to function as it was originally intended, different scripts with completely different storylines would have to be developed.  Adding more weight to this point, it seems to me that the best method of allowing for complete audience interactivity, the scripts should be able to branch into numerous possible scenarios.  Essentially the structure would have to be formatted in such a way that would resemble a “choose your own adventure” book in which the reader may pick from two to three possible divergences in the story and take the path of their choosing.  

Closing Thoughts

As a practicing screenwriter, I find it safe to say that the formation of an interactive script has proved to be among the most challenging tasks I have encountered.   Typically on a film, the writer is given the task of putting together a script and delivering it to a production crew, upon which they take full control of it from that point.  This was absolutely not the case on Dancing The Earth as I found the need for collaboration to be much tighter and more coordinated with each team in order to accomplish such a monumental task.  This experience has given me new insight into my craft and a much deeper appreciation for what I do and how I can contribute to something that is much bigger than me.
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