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Interpreting in 
Alternate Realities

DA KO TA  R U S S E L L

Great interpreters are great 
storytellers. I think that’s why it 
irks them when no one seems to 
be listening. In our modern world, 
though, it’s easy to get distracted. 
We’re swarmed with stories. �ey 
come at us constantly, from our 
TVs, our phones, and our social 
media. Interpreters o�en struggle 
to push their own narratives to 
the front of the herd, even when 
visitors are physically at their sites. 
Last summer, I was inspired to try 
and �x this by telling bigger, more 
interactive stories. I wanted to spin 
tales that couldn’t be ignored, stories 
that pervaded people’s lives. With 
the help of my partner at Red40 
Entertainment, Todd Kuhns, I turned 

this lo�y mission into a reality. �e 
�nal product was Art Hunters, a 
six-week special event created for the 
Spring�eld, Missouri, Art Museum.

Art Hunters was a unique kind 
of interpretive event—an alternate 
reality game, or ARG. �at’s a �ve-
dollar phrase for a concept that’s fairly 
straightforward. ARGs are narrative-
based games that play out in the real 
world. �ere’s no Nintendo system 
or Monopoly board. In Art Hunters, 
for instance, participants played by 
exploring and interacting with the 
museum and other locations around 
Spring�eld. �at interaction wouldn’t 
be interpretive, though, unless we had 
a message and a story. To develop that 
aspect, we looked to those who had 
come before us.

RevQuest, Save the Revolution!

Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia 
helped pioneer the use of alternate 
reality games in interpretation. �e 
Revolutionary-era living history site 
premiered their �rst game, RevQuest: 
�e Sign of the Rhinoceros, in the 
summer of 2011. For six weeks that 
summer, visitors had the option of 
touring the historic site in character, 
as an American Patriot spy. �ey 
could prepare for their mission 
online in advance, or jump right 
in on the day of their visit. At the 
visitor center, participants picked 

Two young “spies” take part in Colonial 

Williamsburg’s RevQuest: Save the 

Revolution! Alternate reality games turn 

casual visitors into engaged players.

THE COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG FOUNDATION
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up an introductory packet and a 
brightly colored handkerchief, which 
identi�ed them as players to the sta�.

Once out in Williamsburg itself, 
these new spies interacted with their 
18th-century “handlers” in a very 
modern way: by text message. �e 
texts told them what locations to go 
to and what clues to look for. Players 
texted back what they discovered to 
advance to the next clue. Of course, 
it’s hard to tell an engaging story in 
this manner, so the sta� got involved 
as well. At times, players were directed 
to costumed �rst-person interpreters 
that drove the narrative forward. By 
the end of the day, participants had 
traveled the site more thoroughly than 
casual visitors, and had done so in a 
way that rewarded them for paying 
attention to what they had seen.

�at increased awareness is the 

real payo� for interpretive ARGs. As 
game designer and philosopher Jane 
McGonigal puts it, “When we play a 
good game, we become the hardest 
working versions of ourselves.” 
Games are built to o�er us challenges 
we can master, and we know this. 
When we begin to play a game, we go 
into a state of heightened engagement. 
We’re actively looking for that 
next clue, eagerly gathering any 
information that might be helpful, 
and emotionally investing ourselves 
in the outcome of our e�orts. With 
RevQuest: Save the Revolution (STR), 
Colonial Williamsburg found a way 
to put that state of engagement to 
good use. �eir game, which features 
a fresh storyline with a di�erent title 
every summer, is still drawing new 
audiences to the site and putting a 
fascinating spin on their visit.

Art Hunters

With Art Hunters, I wanted to 
achieve the same kind of success 
Williamsburg had seen, but in an art 
museum space. �is presented its 
own set of challenges. Art museums 
have a mostly undeserved reputation 
for being somber, still, and—dare I 
say it—snooty. Part of the problem 
is that art is very individual and 
subjective. Visitors form powerful 
emotional connections with some 
works of art, while other works 
put them o� completely. Worse 
still, many works fail to make an 
impression in those �rst few seconds, 
and are passed by completely. Sadly, 
visitors rarely take the time to �gure 
out why they respond to each piece 
the way they do. Our goal with Art 
Hunters was to get the audience 
thinking beyond the snap judgments 
of “it’s pretty” or “I don’t get it.” As I 
mulled over how to accomplish this, 
it occurred to me that maybe it was 
best to let the art speak for itself—
literally. Maybe the answer was to 
bring the art to life.

I set about writing the story that 
would drive our ARG. I imagined a 
world exactly like our own, except 
with one key di�erence: Works of 
art periodically came to life and 
escaped their museum. �e heroes 
of our adventure would be the two 
men tasked with tracking down these 
runaways: the Art Hunters. Players 
still needed a way to follow along with 
them, though. An idea struck me 
immediately: We needed to create a 
reality show.

We posted the �rst half of the 
�rst episode to the internet on June 
6. �e museum had been promoting 
the game’s launch for weeks, and 
many people had already perused the 
website, learning about the conceit 
and characters. Some had already 
signed up to play, joining our “Art 
Hunters Reserves” and volunteering 
to assist in tracking down escaped 
art. In our �rst �ve-minute video, 
we introduced players to the Art 
Hunters as they arrived in Spring�eld 
to investigate a missing painting: 
Portrait of Fanny Crenshaw by George 
Caleb Bingham.

Players helped the Art Hunters, the stars of our game at the Springfield Art 

Museum, track down “escaped” artwork in the museum and the city.
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�e real fun, though, began when 
the video ended. A�er the runaway 
portrait slipped through their hands, 
the Art Hunters asked players to go 
to the art museum and look for any 
clues that might help crack the case. 
Players who answered this call soon 
discovered that the Bingham portrait 
was actually missing from its place 
in the museum, and a crime scene 
had been taped o� around the area. 
Next to the scene was an evidence 
folder from the Art Hunters, which 
contained brief information on the 
artist and painting, as well as a guide 
for how to begin reading the clues. 
Following the trail of clues le� by the 
portrait, players visited several other 
works in the gallery. Finally, they 
pieced together enough information 
to learn where their escapee was 
hiding: Maple Park Cemetery, just a 
few blocks away from the museum. 

Players had more searching to do at 
the cemetery. At length, they arrived 
at the end of their hunt: the grave of 
the portrait’s subject, early Spring�eld 
resident Fanny Smith Crenshaw. 
Players entered all of their clues into 
the website as instructed, earning 
a badge and unlocking the second 
half of the episode. In this second 
video, the Art Hunters followed up 
on the player’s lead and investigated 
the cemetery. Here, they found the 
living version of the Portrait of Fanny 
Crenshaw. A�er a brief conversation—
with a sly interpretive message about 
the reasons behind portraiture—they 
persuaded Fanny to return with them 
to the museum.

With that, players had cracked 
their �rst case, but there was much 
more work to be done. �e game 
continued for �ve more weeks, with 
a new work of art, a new episode, 
and a new surprise location each 
week. Rather than just have a series 
of disconnected escapes, though, we 
built in an overarching story. �e Art 
Hunters, with help from the players, 
began to uncover a larger conspiracy 
at the museum. Between episodes, 
we also used our social media 
platforms to challenge participants to 
create their own art, using a style or 
technique that mirrored that week’s 

featured piece. When we received 
three submissions from the players, 
we’d unlock a chapter of a serialized 
Art Hunters short story. Our goal 
was to keep players engaged in our 
universe, always teasing them with 
the next reward, while we slipped in 
interpretation at every opportunity.

More than anything, Art Hunters 
was about the “why” of art. Why do 
people make it, and why do they value 
it? Each week we o�ered a di�erent 
spin on that theme, represented by a 
di�erent piece. Because we engaged 
the hardest working versions of our 
players, they were receptive to that 
message. My greatest hope is that 

“Why?” is still a question they ask now, 
whenever they encounter a new piece 
of art.

Smithsonian TechQuest

RevQuest: STR and Art Hunters 
are far from the only interpretive 

alternate reality games out there, 
though. Many museums and 
interpretive sites are starting to 
recognize the appeal of the format, 
and adapting it to their spaces. �is 
past summer, the Smithsonian 
Institution launched a new game 
at the National Air and Space 
Museum’s Steven F. Udvar-Hazy 
Center in Virginia. �e Udvar-
Hazy Center is primarily known 
for its collection of historic air and 
spacecra�. According to Shannon 
Marriott, who helped to design the 
game, the museum wanted to make a 
deeper impression on elementary and 
middle-school age children, “a group 
of people who have been immersed 
in the world of gaming for their 
whole lives.” To that end, they created 
Smithsonian TechQuest.

Like RevQuest: STR, TechQuest 
will be premiering a new story every 
season. �e �rst iteration, Eye in the 
Sky, plunged players into the middle 
of the Cold War. �e game takes only 
a single museum visit to play, and is 
primarily run by sta� from Udvar-
Hazy’s student educator program, 
the Explainers. Players begin by 

Players learn authentic Cold War 

reconnaissance techniques while 

playing Smithsonian TechQuest: Eye 

in the Sky. 
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Bring the Message Home

S PE A K I NG

E T H A N  RO T M A N

A good novel has a really exciting 
conclusion. A good presentation 
should have one too.

Unlike a novel 
though, your 
conclusion does 
not have to be 
a surprise or a 
cli!anger—it 
should be 
predictable and 
your "nal words 
should hang in 
the air and stay in 
the mind of the listener.

A strong conclusion will:

want them to do

through speaking

Most importantly, though, it 
demonstrates your competency as 
a speaker and shows that you are 
earnest about your subject. 

While this is one of the most 
critical parts of your talk, many 
speakers give it inadequate attention. 
#ey reach the end of their talk and 
trail o$ into nothingness, losing the 
"nal Wham! the conclusion should 
deliver and hurting their credibility 
as a speaker.

As important as the conclusion is, 
it is generally the easiest to write. An 
e$ective and easy formula is to:

to "ve key points

do next

Try plugging your details into this 
concluding statement:

“By now you can probably see why 
[your main point] is so important. 
We have discussed [three to "ve key 
points]. If this is of value to you then 
I encourage you to [action you want 
them to take].”

#ink of it this way: Your audience 
is most likely to remember your "nal 
words, so choose those last thoughts 
carefully and deliver them with a 
punch!

#e ending of your talk is critical; 
it is like the "nal chapter in a book, 
the punch line of joke, or the last 
chord of a song. To maximize your 
e$ectiveness as a speaker, take the 
time to create a well thought out, well 
rehearsed concluding statement.

 
Ethan Rotman is a presentation coach 
o"ering workshops and coaching in 
the San Francisco Bay area. For more 
information, call 415-342-7106 or visit 
www.iSpeakEASY.net.

attending a brie"ng by a member of 
the Explainers program, who lays 
out their mission for the day. An 
aircra& carrying sensitive technology 
has gone down behind enemy lines. 
Players need to do reconnaissance and 
plan a recovery mission that will bring 
the tech back home.

A&er their brie"ng, players 
are released into the museum. 
#roughout their visit, they alternate 
between solving puzzles and meeting 
with other Explainers to take part 
in reconnaissance activities. Each 
activity is based around an artifact in 
the collection. Players learn to analyze 
aerial photos, read maps, and use 
other tools for gathering information. 
At the end of their quest, armed with 
the intelligence they’ve collected, 
they attend a "nal debrie"ng and put 
their recovery plan into action. Once 
they’ve succeeded, they receive a 
medal and a special code to access a 

“secret” part of Udvar-Hazy’s website, 
where they can learn more about the 
artifacts they encountered during the 
game and hear stories from some of 
the people that used them.

I expect this trend of interpretive 
ARGs to continue. More than 
just a “gami"cation” of existing 
interpretation, they o$er audiences 
new perspectives on the physical 
world around them. Some of the 
most positive and surprising feedback 
I received about Art Hunters had 
nothing to do with visual art at all. 
Players loved the exploration aspect 
of the game, the idea that there were 
new trails to blaze and mysteries to 
uncover in a city they thought they 
knew everything about. It seems that 
in a world swarmed with stories, what 
people want most is to be part of the 
telling.

Dakota Russell is half of the creative 
multimedia duo Red40 Entertainment, 
and an interpreter with Missouri 
State Parks. You can reach him at 
dakotawrussell@gmail.com. To learn 
more about Art Hunters, visit www.
arthuntersonline.com.


