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Abstract 
 

The Hidden Life of Trees: Using Immersive Exhibition Design to Create an Emotional 
Connection Between People and Trees. 

 
 This thesis proposal for the exhibition, The Hidden Life of Trees, explores the 

importance of trees in forests through participation in a highly immersive and multi-

sensory exhibition. Though it can be enjoyed by anyone it will be targeted to a younger 

audience, people 15-35. I will primarily be researching Millennials, as they are the group 

that most closely encompasses the demographic. This exhibition aims to help connect this 

technology-obsessed audience with trees by taking them underground among the roots to 

see and understand how trees, like families, are complex communities that help each 

other thrive for the better of the whole. It also serves to bring awareness to the 

importance of trees and by targeting a younger audience, it hopes to inspire change.  

The Hidden Life of Trees will be a fun way for teens and young adults to spend 

time with their friends and family while creating a deeper more personal connection with 

trees. Visitors will have the opportunity to explore this immersive environment with all 

their senses and hopefully never look at forests the same way again. 

 This thesis explores the considerations for attracting an engaging a crucial 

audience for this topic and for creating an effective exhibition within the National 

Building Museum in Washington DC for their annual Summer Block Party exhibition.
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Introduction 

The year 2016 was the hottest on record since 1880, according to the National 

Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, and those records are expected to continue to 

break each year for the foreseeable future.1  "...We are seeing other remarkable changes 

across the planets that are challenging the limits of our understanding of the climate 

system. We are now in truly uncharted territory,” said the director of the World Climate 

Research Program, and it is crucial that we take the steps necessary to try to slow this 

process down.2  The amount of CO2 and greenhouse gasses being emitted is causing the 

air and ocean temperatures to rise, the ice caps to melt, and sea levels to rise. The world 

is experiencing dramatic weather: droughts, floods, and hurricanes, and if we do not take 

drastic action we, and our planet, will continue to suffer.   

Although this exhibition can be enjoyed and appreciated by a general audience, 

The Hidden Life of Trees will be targeted toward Millennial and generation Z (15-35 year 

olds) because they are the generation that will have the power to make changes in the 

way they live to help protect the earth. It is important that they understand how dire this 

problem is, and how forests and trees are part of the solution.  

 This exhibition is inspired by the book, “The Hidden Life of Trees” by Peter 

Wohlleben. The book brings magic and wonder to otherwise dry science by describing 

the forest as a family where parents nurture their young and communities help feed those 

who are sick or suffering. The content of the exhibition is mostly derived from this book 

                                                
1 Plummer, Libby, and Cara McGoogan. “11 terrifying climate change facts.” WIRED, WIRED UK, 4 Sept. 2017, 

www.wired.co.uk/article/climate-change-facts. 

2 Simon-Lewis, Alexandra. “Climate change has pushed Earth into 'uncharted territory'.” WIRED, WIRED UK, 5 July 2017, 

www.wired.co.uk/article/world-meteorological-organization-climate-report-2017. 
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and it serves as the main curatorial text.  

Many technology-obsessed Millennials and generation Zer’s, glued to their 

phones and screens, are out of touch with trees and the natural world. To the naked eye 

forests and the trees within them are static objects that appear unimportant, unchanging, 

individual units unconnected to a whole. In a society where almost everyone has a smart 

phone, we are used to the instant gratification of the Internet. Bottle-fed on that instant 

gratification, the millennial generation, of which I am a member, has difficulty 

connecting with a natural world that doesn’t respond to the pushing of a button.3 It can be 

difficult to find purpose in connecting with, and understanding, something as seemingly 

pointless or boring as trees. This exhibition aims to connect Millennials and their 

successors with nature and help them understand the importance trees in the slowing of 

global warming.  

 
 
Topic Overview	
 

Hidden beneath the forest floor is a complex web of fungi that connects trees to 

one another. This underground social network, which Wohlleben calls The Wood Wide 

Web, allows trees of different species to communicate, support and nurture one another 

in order to assist them throughout their lives, lives that can last hundreds of years. Wild 

forests, particularly old ones, are vital to the future of the planet because they are such 

significant sources of bio-diversity; they store water, absorb CO2 from the air, and help 

                                                
3 Muther, Christopher. “The growing culture of impatience makes us crave more and more instant gratification.” Boston.com, The 

Boston Globe, 1 Feb. 2013, www.boston.com/uncategorized/noprimarytagmatch/2013/02/01/the-growing-culture-of-impatience-

makes-us-crave-more-and-more-instant-gratification. 
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regulate climate control.4 This exhibition will encourage visitors to re-imagine trees as 

social beings through immersion in, and personification of, the forest in order to fully 

understand and appreciate trees and their importance to earth. It will do this by creating a 

series of immersive environments that visitors will experience alone or in groups.	

The goal of this exhibition is to change the way people look at the forest and trees 

forever. It aims to create a deeper level of emotional connection between people and the 

earth following their understanding that trees, like humans, are “emotional beings” and 

not just nature’s robots. Visitors will gain a new understanding and appreciation for trees 

and old forests and their role in keeping the earth a hospitable place for humans to exist 

in. Humans and trees have a symbiotic relationship; we need trees to stay alive and this 

exhibition will help illustrate the how and why. It will do this by bringing visitors up 

close to trees, both in their root system, and in their canopy, to see and experience that 

these “beings” are full of life, just like humans. 

 

Content Overview 

The Hidden Life of Trees is presented in two main sections, the above ground and 

the below ground. The below ground, which visitors will enter first, aims to show visitors 

the connections trees have with each other underground through multisensory 

experiences.  

The above ground will take the form of tree houses that visitors will climb into 

and will show visitors why these connections are so important for keeping trees alive. 

                                                
4 Wohlleben, Peter, et al. The hidden life of trees: what they feel, how they communicate:  

discoveries from a secret world. David Suzuki Institute, 2016. 
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The exhibition version of this story can tell a similar story but in an even more dynamic 

and impactful way. 

 

Content Outline 

Section one will begin with an introduction to the Wood Wide Web. It will show visitors 

the vast connections that the fungi creates underground and teach about how the trees live 

in symbiosis with the fungus, and how the fungus exchanges nutrients with the trees that 

each need to survive. It will also illustrate how the trees use the Hyphea, the fungal tubes 

attached to their roots, as a communication system and food supply system.  

Section two’s underground section will focus on feeding and nurturing. It will 

show how much like families, trees make sure their young saplings and neighboring trees 

are well fed and nurtured. If one tree gets sick or diseased, other trees use the Wood Wide 

Web to keep it alive as the trees as a whole use their energy to fight off the disease or 

attacker. The Wood Wide Web acts as a redistributing mechanism to make sure no trees 

are being too greedy with food. This helps make sure fewer trees die of disease or 

starvation, keeping the forest as a whole healthy. Back up into the canopy visitors will 

learn about the forest as a climate control system. Trees cannot establish climate on their 

own, they need the aid and help of others. In a healthy, wild forest the trees are working 

together to help control the climate.5  

In Section three visitors will then climb up into one of the canopy tree houses, 

which will focus on CO2 absorption and O2 production. It will show visitors how much 

                                                
5 Wohlleben, Peter, et al. The hidden life of trees: what they feel, how they communicate:  

discoveries from a secret world. David Suzuki Institute, 2016. 
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we need trees to absorb CO2 and how they can store up to 22 tons of carbon in their 

trunks, ensuring the air we are breathing remains clean and fresh.6 This tree house will be 

filled with real trees and plants creating its own microclimate and providing fresh oxygen 

to visitors. They will be invited to sit and take deep breaths of the air the trees are 

providing for them.  

In the final section the second tree house aims to teach visitors about how trees 

house incredibly diverse ecosystems that are important to the planet. Each tree can be 

home to thousands of animals, many microscopic, that play their part in the ecosystem 

and even if tiny organisms lives are disturbed it could cause major consequences for the 

world. 

 

Precedents 	

 Icebergs- The National Building Museum, Washington DC	

Over the last few years The National Building Museum has put on an annual 

Summer Block Party exhibition. These exhibitions have typically large-scale immersive, 

site-specific installations that draw huge crowds. The Summer Block Parties, which will 

be detailed later in the chapter on site, were introduced to draw a wider audience to the 

museum. They are short lived, but fun, exhibitions where visitors are invited into an 

immersive experience. Icebergs was the summer block party exhibition in 2016. This 

                                                
6 Wohlleben, Peter, et al. The hidden life of trees: what they feel, how they communicate:  

discoveries from a secret world. David Suzuki Institute, 2016.	
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exhibition invited visitors to contemplate climate change while sitting on iceberg shaped 

beanbag chairs submerged under water.7 	

In my opinion this exhibition failed in numerous ways. There was only one text 

panel that explained that the exhibition was speaking to climate change. It seems highly 

likely that many visitors came to the exhibition and missed the whole point of it. 	

It did succeed in a few ways that I would like to note because they relate to The 

Hidden Life of Trees. First, Icebergs use the above and below tactic to show its visitors 

that there is so much more going on below the surface of the ocean that they can’t usually 

see. When they see an iceberg peaking out from the surface there is potentially a much 

larger portion of the same iceberg underwater. Similarly, The Hidden Life of Trees will 

explore life below the surface of the soil to give visitors a glimpse into a life they aren’t 

familiar with. 	

In Icebergs visitors could climb and peak out of the surface of the ocean and then 

slide back down to the bottom, which made play an important part this exhibition. This 

engaged visitors in a way that typical museum exhibitions don’t. I would like to bring 

this same element of play and fun into The Hidden Life of Trees. The constant climbing 

up and down from the roots to the canopy will be an unexpected way for the visitor to 

experience the forest. 	

	

	

                                                
7 Love, Shayla. “Inside ‘Icebergs,’ the National Building Museum’s summer installation.” The Washington Post, WP Company, 30 

June 2016, www.washingtonpost.com/news/going-out-guide/wp/2016/06/30/inside-icebergs-the-national-building-museums-summer-

installation/?utm_term=.61cf588b3261. 
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Connected Worlds-The New York Hall of Science, NY,NY	

Connected Worlds at The New York Hall of Science is another exhibition that 

serves a precedent for The Hidden Life of Trees. This exhibition is geared toward children 

and its goal is to teach them the importance of sustainability through play.8 The 

exhibition is one giant immersive game where kids are given an amount of water and as 

they move through the exhibition they are forced to make decisions about using that 

water that will either be more or less sustainable. If they choose a less sustainable option, 

they see their water amount decrease. This exhibition clearly shows how their actions 

hurt or help the planet. The game uses fun colors and cartoon animals to appeal to kids.	

Though The Hidden Life of Trees is aimed at a much older audience I think 

Connected Worlds is an important precedent. It has figured out a way to show how 

connections that cannot really be seen are important. This interactive experience will 

prove crucial in showing how trees are connected underground. It will be able to show 

how multiple trees within forests, like individual people, are actually a community. It will 

also show how when trees “eat,” their food travels into their roots and is then 

redistributed throughout the community as a whole.  	

	

Breath- Austria Booth at the Milan Expo, Milan, Italy	

 In 2015 at the Milan Expo Austria put on an exhibition called Breath. This 

exhibition aimed to show the importance of the fresh oxygen and cooling air that trees 

                                                
8 Design I/O - CONNECTED WORLDS, design-io.com/projects/ConnectedWorlds/. 
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and plants provide. Instead of simply telling its visitors how important trees are, the 

designers did something incredibly interesting: they planted trees and plants native to 

Austria and created a microclimate in the exhibition space. The exhibition produced 

enough fresh air for up to 1,800 visitors an hour.9 	

Breath was shown in the summertime and to prove their point further, the 

designers did not allow any outside climate control like air conditioning, creating a 

multisensory immersive forest. There were smell stations where people would catch a 

whiff of earthy moss and soil, and mist stations to further mimic the moist atmosphere of 

the forest. Visitors were invited to take a seat on a log and breath the clean air the 

exhibition was providing.10
	

The exhibition commented on the relationship between urban life and nature. 

Nature, the forest, provides the most important resource for us as human to life, oxygen. 

Even in urban settings we need oxygen to stay alive. Breath did an excellent job in 

engaging its audience across our senses and emphasizing the importance plants have, 

even when living in a city.  

The Hidden Life of Trees would like to take away some key aspects of this 

exhibition. As a design strategy, I would like to create a multi-sensory immersive 

environment like what was done in Breath. The impact this had on its audience allowed 

visitors to experience the importance of plants instead of simply telling them that plants 

are important. The Hidden Life of Trees is also an exhibition about the importance of 

                                                
9 “Austria Pavilion – Milan Expo 2015 / team.Breathe.austria.” ArchDaily, 11 May 2015, www.archdaily.com/629540/austria-

pavilion-nil-milan-expo-2015-team-breathe-austria. 

10 “Austria Pavilion – Milan Expo 2015 / team.Breathe.austria.” ArchDaily, 11 May 2015, www.archdaily.com/629540/austria-

pavilion-nil-milan-expo-2015-team-breathe-austria. 
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plants set in an urban environment. I think it could be more difficult to get a bunch of city 

kids interested in exploring the forest without some extra engaging techniques, like the 

multi-sensory ones used in Breath. 	

	

Underground Adventure- The Field Museum, Chicago, IL	

The Field Museum in Chicago produced an exhibition for kids called 

Underground Adventure. In this exhibition visitors were “shrunk” down to 100x their 

normal size to explore what goes on underneath the soil. The goal of this exhibition was 

to teach visitors about the fragility of the ecosystem and to leave the exhibition with a 

much deeper appreciation for the ground they walk on.11 Similarly, Trees will use the 

exploration of the underground to inform and teach visitors about the world they live in. 	

Trees will serve as another excellent example of how different exhibitions explore 

what goes on underground in order to inform about what is happening above. The design 

strategy of “shrinking” its visitors was effective in reinforcing that even small, unseen 

organisms are vital to the ecosystem. Underground Adventure was text panel heavy, 

which is not something I hope to replicate in The Hidden Life of Trees. 	

	

The Color Factory- San Francisco, CA	

The Color Factory in San Francisco is a pop up experiential exhibition that gives 

its audience the opportunity to study and play with colors.12 While this exhibition may 

                                                
11 Ewaldren. “Underground Adventure Press Release.” The Field Museum, 3 Aug. 2017, www.fieldmuseum.org/underground-

adventure-press-release. 

12 “ABOUT.” Color Factory, www.colorfactory.co/about-2/. 
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seem unrelated, there are some important lessons to be learned from it. It is a highly 

successful exhibition among Millennials - tickets for the exhibition sold out quickly. The 

exhibition itself has immersive, colorful rooms where visitors are invited to “experience” 

colors. The exhibition was made with Instagram-ing Millennials in mind. Each room sets 

the stage for the perfect photo; some have specific lighting that translates particularly 

well to Instagram. Although making an exhibition that looks better on Instagram than it 

does in real life is a bit extreme, I think it does touch on the importance for Millennials to 

be able to share experiences on social media. 	

Trees aims to take the marketable quality of The Color Factory in order to 

produce buzz on social media to increase engagement among Millennials. It will use 

colorful and eye catching graphic design to attract people to the space. The exhibition 

itself will have some incredible photo opportunities so that the visitors themselves are 

helping to market the exhibition. This will make them feel like they are part of 

something, which Millennials feel is very important. This will be covered more in the 

audience chapter. 	

 

Overall Themes Emerging	

 All of these precedents have one big thing in common: they were all immersive, 

engaging environments that were exciting and interactive. They engaged visitors through 

so many different ways, that a wide audience was able to participate and learn from them.	
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Site	

The Building Museum is a historic Washington, D.C. landmark. Its construction 

began in 1882 and its purpose was threefold: as the headquarters for the United States 

Pension Bureau, as a memorial of sorts to the soldiers who fought in the Civil War, and 

as a beautiful space for social and political gatherings.13  	

The architect and engineer, Quartermaster General Montgomery C. Meigs set out 

to create a building inspired by Renaissance architecture that was well ventilated, well lit 

and an all around beautiful and healthy place for people to work.14 	

Unfortunately for Meigs, the beautiful red-bricked building we admire today was 

looked at as a catastrophe when it was built. People jokingly referred to it as ‘The Old 

Red Barn”15 at the time, although these days it is regarded as one of the most beautiful 

buildings in the city.   	

It did not become The National Building Museum until 1997 when, after 

discussion that it might get torn down because it was in such bad shape, a case was made 

for its restoration and subsequent change into a museum.16 Chloethiel Woodard Smith, 

who was a prominent DC architect, suggested the building be converted into a museum 

of architecture and it has been the location for hundreds of exhibitions on architecture, 

                                                
13 “Historic Home of the National Building Museum in Washington DC.” National Building Museum, www.nbm.org/about/historic-

home/ 

14 I“Historic Home of the National Building Museum in Washington DC.” National Building Museum, www.nbm.org/about/historic-

home/ 

15 Jr., Robert O'Harrow. “Montgomery Meigs's vital influence on the Civil War - and Washington.” The Washington Post, WP 

Company, 1 July 2011, www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/magazine/montgomery-meigss-vital-influence-on-the-civil-war--and-

washington/2011/06/10/AGTLu3tH_story.html?utm_term=.f7597f0a3d1d. 

16 “Historic Home of the National Building Museum in Washington DC.” National Building Museum, www.nbm.org/about/historic-

home/ 
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engineering and design since then. The Building Museum’s mission is “to advance the 

quality of the built environment by education people about its impact on their lives” and 

it has been doing just that for the past 20 years.17
	

 

Summer Block Party 

Among the many exhibitions the museum puts on every year is a blockbuster 

exhibition called the “Summer Block Party“. Starting in 2012 these special exhibitions, 

happening for three months over the summer, are meant to “increase community 

inclusion and new audiences”.18 Unlike the typical exhibitions The Building Museum 

produces, these large installations are meant to draw large crowds into the Great Hall to 

create a “town hall” feeling.19 The installations, which often take the form of art 

installations, are a study in the space itself, materials, and design. They invite people to 

experience the space in a new way each summer. Over the past five years the museum 

has worked with a variety of architects and architecture firms to design these popular and 

entertaining summer ‘blockbusters’. As a fun extra component, the museum has 

partnered with local food vendors to provide related edible treats for visitors to enhance 

the experience further. 

 In Managing People and Projects in Museums, Martha Morris documents the 

success of these summer blockbusters: a record-breaking 183,000 people attended The 

                                                
17 “Historic Home of the National Building Museum in Washington DC.” National Building Museum, www.nbm.org/about/historic-

home/ 

18 Morris, Martha. Managing people and projects in museums: strategies that work. Rowman & Littlefield, 2017. 

19 Morris, 147 
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Beach in 2015.20 These big exhibitions are an effective vehicle for attracting new visitors 

and adding to museum membership.  

 For its 2017 – 2018 strategic plan, the museum has added the expansion and 

continuations of these summer block parties as a goal and to “develop the ‘Summer 

Block Party’ into a ‘museum wide platform for innovation’”, which is good news for 

those attempting to get in on the action. It looks like the large scale designs for the Great 

Hall will continue to improve as the museum learns more about what visitors want and 

how to give that to them. 

 Cathy Frankle, head of exhibitions at The Building Museum says that the 

Summer Block Party exhibitions are “about peeling back the layers and revealing what’s 

there,” hence the perfect venue for this exhibition. The Hidden Life of Trees aims to peel 

back physical layers of the soil to expose visitors to a world they cannot see on their own.  

As a whole the building itself resembles the great cathedrals of the natural, 

primary forest. The 75-foot tall Corinthian columns resemble giant tree trunks and they 

immediately draw attention to the grandness of the space. The height of the ceiling and 

the vast space between the columns allows for the exhibition to have an above ground 

experience, in the canopy of the forest, and a below ground experience, in the root system 

of the forest 

The juxtaposition and contrast of the familiar versus unfamiliar, explored versus 

unexplored, above versus below will be instrumental in creating the immersive 

exploration of the forest that it is trying to achieve. This exploration responds to The 

Building Museum’s goal that the Summer Block Party act as an exploration of space in a 

                                                
20 Morris, 148 
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new and exciting way. This exhibition will bring visitors higher up than they have ever 

been in the middle of the Great Hall to experience the vast grandness of the forest.  

 

Audience 

This exhibition aims to be engaging and impactful for the general audience who is 

already visiting The Building Museum. However, it will be specifically targeting 

Millennials and their successors (ages 15-35). A major part of this exhibition’s 

importance lies in inspiring people to make a change in their lives in order to helps save 

the planet and by focusing on the generations who will be the ones making decisions that 

will effect the future of the planet. 

Millennials are also a generation that places an emphasis on experiences over 

material things.21 A study done by Eventbrite found that Millennials feel that going to 

events makes them feel more connected to their community and to the world around 

them. Going to events with people is the key to building bonds and relationships with 

people for this generation, so creating experiences like museum exhibitions that allow 

them to spend time with people is the key to making them happy. They argue that this is 

in part driven by their fear of missing out (FOMO).22   

FOMO comes from the constant pressure Millennials feel to be at, and participate 

in, events they see on their social media feed. FOMO drives Millennials to constantly 

participate and engage in activities they may not have cared about before social media. 

                                                
21 “Millenials: Fueling the Experience Economy.” Eventbrite US Blog, www.eventbrite.com/blog/academy/Millennials-fueling-

experience-economy/. 

22 “Millenials: Fueling the Experience Economy.” Eventbrite US Blog, www.eventbrite.com/blog/academy/Millennials-fueling-

experience-economy/. 
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This creates a form of “experiential currency”.23 Millennials are looking for sharable 

experiences and if brands/museums/companies want their attention they have to market 

themselves in a way that creates an experience Millennials wont want to miss. This will 

be the key to engaging an audience that is out of touch with nature, an imperative if we 

want younger generations to take saving forests seriously. It is true that “people simply 

can’t and won’t rally round to save something they are not really aware of” and this 

exhibition will help increase awareness.24 

 

Design Goals 

 The design goals for this exhibition are to create an immersive, multisensory 

environment where visitors can experience the underground and above ground of the 

forest in a unique and impactful way. This exhibition will also be a fun place for visitors 

to come to have shared experiences with their friends and family. 

 

Design and Interpretive Strategies 

Immersive Environment 

This exhibition will explore the use of an immersive environment as an exhibition 

design strategy in order to effectively convey key messages and goals to its audience. 

Immersive environments are those that engage all of visitors’ senses. They can be 

effective design tools to capture the attention of an audience who is easily distracted. The 

                                                
23 Fromm, Jeff. “What Marketers Need To Know About Selling To Millennials.” Forbes, Forbes Magazine, 25 Jan. 2017, 

www.forbes.com/sites/jefffromm/2017/01/25/what-marketers-need-to-know-about-selling-to-Millennials/#7cd1deb0c03d. 

24 Orr, Deborah. “Humans are losing touch with nature – it's a tragedy with no quick fix | Deborah Orr.” The Guardian, Guardian 

News and Media, 24 July 2017, www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/jul/24/humans-losing-touch-nature-alcoholism-gambling. 
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Indian Institute of Art and Design writes that “in an era where so many forms of 

entertainment surround us, it is essential to offer memorable experiences … simply for 

them to be able to create an impact on the audience”.25 There are seemingly unlimited 

distractions for all people, but especially Millennials, that if we want them to engage with 

the exhibition it has to be more exciting than what is going on in their pockets.  

Additionally, “they’re also popular because they’re overwhelming in person—in scale, in 

texture, and in how they demand engagement”26. Completely surrounding the visitor 

makes it hard for them to ignore the content, or the experience. By engaging multiple 

senses it is also more likely to reach a wider audience. A tactile person will get someone 

out of the same exhibition that a visual person will. 	

The idea that immersive exhibition environments can be enjoyed by a more 

distracted and wider group of individuals comes partially from the notion that typical 

museum exhibitions can sometimes feel isolating and exclusive, meant for an educated 

and elite audience alone. Environments where visitors can take in the information or 

experience the exhibition have to offer via multiple senses, not just sight, are “more 

accessible to viewers who may feel excluded from the conceptually aloof art found in 

many institutions”27. This observation refers to the exhibition “Wonder” that was at The 

Renwick Gallery recently. Wonder, which featured nine experiential art installations, 

attracted a much broader audience than the Renwick ever had before. This is credited to 

                                                
25 “Achieving Immersive Exhibition Design.” IIAD - Indian Institute of Art & Design - Designing Courses, 16 Oct. 2017, 

www.iiad.edu.in/blog/achieving-immersive-exhibition-design/. 

26 Schwab, Katharine. “Art for Instagram's Sake.” The Atlantic, Atlantic Media Company, 17 Feb. 2016, 

www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/02/instagram-art-wonder-renwick-rain-room/463173/. 

27 Schwab, Katharine. “Art for Instagram's Sake.” The Atlantic, Atlantic Media Company, 17 Feb. 2016, 

www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/02/instagram-art-wonder-renwick-rain-room/463173/. 
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the fact that visitors could engage with the art on a multitude of levels. They were invited 

into many of the art pieces themselves and it was highly encouraged to take photos and 

share them on social media. This built a form of community that neither the art museum, 

nor the people of the Washington, D.C. area, were used to having at The Renwick.	

 

Shared Experiences	

Unlike typical, “white cube” gallery-style exhibitions, immersive environments 

give the opportunity for visitors to have a more collective and shared experience. 

Immersive environments “overwhelm the senses, offer a communal experience as 

opposed to a personal one, and provide fantastic photo opportunities while making 

friends jealous”.28 This is especially important for Millennials who are in constant need to 

engage in activities and built unique sharable experiences, as discussed in the section on 

audience above: “engaging people with art in any way possible is, for many museums, 

the first step in persuading them of its deeper value”.29 Though Trees is not an art 

exhibition per se, it does aim to engage visitors who may not be interested in the subject 

matter alone. It may take a cool experience that they can share with their friends in order 

to get them to pay attention and engage with the content. 	

	

	

Physical Engagement	

                                                
28 Schwab, Katharine. “Art for Instagram's Sake.” The Atlantic, Atlantic Media Company, 17 Feb. 2016, 

www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/02/instagram-art-wonder-renwick-rain-room/463173/. 

29 Schwab, Katharine. “Art for Instagram's Sake.” The Atlantic, Atlantic Media Company, 17 Feb. 2016, 

www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/02/instagram-art-wonder-renwick-rain-room/463173/. 
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The site, The National Building Museum in Washington, D.C., “is an integral 

physical aspect that the visitors interact with. Therefore, the space would have to be 

carefully chosen based on the physical demands of the work being presented”.30 This 

exhibition demands height most of all. The Building Museum provides 75 feet of vertical 

space, flanked by giant Corinthian columns that resemble tree trunks. These factors make 

it the ideal location for this exhibition	

Another design strategy that will be integral to the success of Trees is the option 

to go up and down between the roots and the canopy of the forest, an important 

consideration for Millennials, who are known to have short attention spans. It has become 

apparent that Millennials’ attention spans are shorter than any previous generation before. 

In 2015 Microsoft studied 2,000 people’s brain activity using electroencephalograms 

(EEGs) and what they found was that since the year 2000, peoples’ attention spans have 

dropped from 12 seconds to about eight seconds, about a second shorter than that of a 

goldfish.31 This decrease in people’s ability to pay attention has manifested itself in how 

exhibitions are being designed, specifically in this case how Trees is being designed. 	

As a design strategy the exhibition will allow for constant movement up into the 

canopy and back down into the roots. Each time a visitor is about to lose attention they 

will have the opportunity to change their environment and there will be new things to pay 

attention to. In previous iterations of this design, visitors would have had to complete the 

underground before moving to the above ground space. It became clear, when 

                                                
30 “Achieving Immersive Exhibition Design.” IIAD - Indian Institute of Art & Design - Designing Courses, 16 Oct. 2017, 

www.iiad.edu.in/blog/achieving-immersive-exhibition-design/. 

31 “Science: You Now Have a Shorter Attention Span Than a Goldfish.” Time, Time, 14 May 2015, time.com/3858309/attention-

spans-goldfish/.
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considering the characteristics of the target audience, that separation and scale of these 

two spaces were not conducive to keeping the attention of the visitor. I began exploring 

alternative designs. How could I keep the idea of exploring the under and above ground, 

while also taking into consideration the needs of my audience? After some research on 

audience and investigations into design strategies, I came to the conclusion that a 

constant up and down would be able to best address both of these needs.	

	

Play	

The exhibition employs play activity as an effective strategy for enhancing 

engagement with the exhibition. All of the precedents that I described earlier had some 

element of interaction and play to them. There will be slides to take visitors from the tree 

houses back down to the roots in order to keep them active and having fun. 	

	

Tone of Voice	

Another design strategy in this exhibition is using plain language to explain the 

scientific research that is being presented. The point of this is to capture the attention of 

an audience that may be unfamiliar with, or put off by science. This is, after all, a science 

exhibition wearing the costume of an experiential installation. Wohllenben captured the 

attention of so many readers in “The Hidden Life of Trees,” by presenting “scientific 

research and his own observations in highly anthropomorphic terms,” which engaged an 
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audience that wasn’t necessarily interested in learning about trees before.32 The Hidden 

Life of Trees aims to use this model to appeal to visitor’s emotions so that they become 

invested in trees and forests.	

	

Narrative Device	

The narrative device throughout the exhibition will be the tree itself. There will be 

no part of the exhibition in which the audience is not immersed in some part of the tree, 

whether it is the roots or the canopy or climbing in between. Even visitors who are out of 

touch with nature are usually familiar with the symbolic meaning of the tree – that it 

symbolizes life - and it is important that they are reminded why this is true. The tree will 

be prevalent in all graphic design concepts as well because the importance of trees is at 

the heart of this exhibition.	

	

Narrative Walk-Through 	

Visitors walk into the Building Museum from the streets of downtown DC, where 

metro busses are picking people up and dropping people off, judges and lawyers and 

citizens are heading to work at the courthouse, where the Wizards come to play 

basketball games and where all other city activities are happening. Visitors walk into The 

Building Museum to see the exhibition The Hidden Life of Trees, where they will 

experience the forest like they never have before. This is the first of many memorable 

moments that creates a unique and lasting memory for visitors. 	

                                                
32 McGrane, Sally. “German Forest Ranger Finds That Trees Have Social Networks, Too.” The New York Times, The New York 

Times, 29 Jan. 2016, www.nytimes.com/2016/01/30/world/europe/german-forest-ranger-finds-that-trees-have-social-networks-

too.html. 
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Upon entering visitors are immediately confronted by a 75 ft tall tree. They are 

initially taken aback by its size and girth and its overall grandness. They have never seen 

a tree this big before. Is this what trees look like outside of cities? Visitors are invited to 

come closer to the tree, touch it, smell it, wrap their arms around it, create chains with 

their friends to see how many people does it take to “hug a tree”. This initial giant tree 

invites interaction in a way that creates an initial “wow” factor for visitors. They will be 

going into the roots of the forest next, so it is important to remind them the creature 

whose roots they will be entering. 	

Visitors then enter through the columns into The Great Hall, which serves as the 

underground. The temperature is slightly colder, it’s a bit humid, the lights are low, 

visitors are surrounded by the underground environment. They can hear whispers, but 

where are they coming from? Visitors are invited to explore the underground at their own 

pace, with friends, family or alone. A seating area in one section features 

“treavesdropping” where visitors can come and sit and quietly listen to the messages trees 

might send to each other if they spoke our language. In another section they are invited to 

reach up and grab a root and watch in awe that root light up and connect with its 

underground network. Essentially, the underground is a place where visitors can explore 

and feel, see, hear, the connections trees have with one another using their underground 

Wood Wide Web. 	

If they would like to continue with the exhibition, visitors will take of the two 

elevators into the canopy of the forest where they will experience what its like to be high 

up in the leaves of the trees. This will be done by having two tree houses that visitors are 
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invited into to experience two reasons we need trees so badly in order for the earth to 

succeed, biodiversity and O2 production/CO2 absorption. 	

The canopy is the exact opposite of the underground, it is bright and sunny and 

warm. This contrast in environments is meant as a way to keep engaging people, to throw 

them into a new immersive experience, that they are excited to explore.	

 In one tree house visitors enter a small space that is fully surrounded with local 

trees and plants. These plants are alive and if they take deep enough breaths and 

concentrate really hard they may be able to feel the difference in oxygen in this tiny 

microclimate. This section hopes to bring awareness and to remind people that trees 

produce the air we breathe. This tree house will have room for multiple people so they 

can have collection experiences with their friends. 	

In the second tree house visitors will have the opportunity to explore the 

biodiversity of the canopy. They will use magnifying glasses to see and learn about all 

the microscopic organisms that live in and on trees. A monitor in the tree house will show 

information about the organisms and why it is so important they do not go extinct. 	

Between the two tree houses, in front of the elevators, is a small deck where 

visitors are encouraged to stand and look out into the wild ‘forest’. It is a place where 

they can gather and reflect on their experiences both underground, and above ground, in 

this unique and exciting exhibition. 	

To exit the tree houses visitors have the option to take the elevators again or, if 

they are feeling really fun they can take the slide! This slide gives the visitors, young or 

old, the option to play a little. Tree houses are often a beautiful childhood memory for 
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people and this exhibition aims to bring the wonder and awe back to trees that many of us 

had as children. 	

As they exit the exhibition visitors are encouraged again to “hug a tree” as they 

exit, to solidify the connection they have created with trees in the hopes that they will go 

back out into the world and look at trees with a newfound respect. "	

Every section of this exhibition encourages visitors to look closer, to listen, to 

touch, to hear, to smell the different parts of trees. It teaches them that these things that 

we often think of as static and useless are amazing beings that have hidden lives, not 

unlike our own.	

	

Conclusion	

 This exhibition proposal for The Hidden Life of Trees uses an immersive 

environment to build a deep emotional connection between humans and trees. This 

exhibition will help pull Millennials out of their Smartphone bubble to bring them back to 

why trees, and the natural world of which they are a part of, are so important to us and 

the planet on which we live. It will inspire them to make changes in their own lives 

because, after experiencing the exhibit, it will be hard to ignore the fact that as a 

generation they are either going to have to make changes to how they treat the 

environment or lose something profound, precious and quite literally a source of life.	

 If nothing else though, visitors of The Hidden Life of Trees will get to spend a 

morning, an afternoon, or an evening creating memories with other people that will have 

a long lasting impression. 	
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Appendix I 

Precedent Images 

 

Figure 1-Icebergs, The National Building Museum 

 

Figure 2-Icebergs, The National Building Museum 
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Figure 3-Connected Worlds, New York Hall of Science 

 

Figure 4-Breath, The Milan Expo 
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Figure 5-Underground Adventure-The Field Museum 

 

Figure 6-Underground Adventure, The Field Museum 
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Figure	7-The	Color	Factory,	San	Francisco	CA	

 

Figure 8-The Color Factory, San Francisco CA 
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Appendix II 

Site Research  	

The National Building Museum is a historical landmark that has served many 

purposes throughout its life. Many presidents have thrown their inaugural balls in the 

Great Hall because it is such a large and beautiful space for celebrating.  	

The architect and engineer, Quartermaster General Montgomery C. Meigs first 

moved to Washington, D.C. to escape the horrific slavery of the South. When he arrived 

he convinced congress to let him design and build an aqueduct that would deliver fresh 

and safe water to D.C. residents.33 This aqueduct, in Cabin John Parkway, still delivers 

thousands of gallons of water daily. This incredible success resulted in Congress, in 1881, 

asking him to design and build The Pension Bureau.	

Miegs took his inspiration for this building from various Roman architecture 

including, Palazzo Farnese, Santa Maria degli Angeli and Palazzo della Cancelleria. His 

decision to use bricks came from the buildings need to be fireproof, as many old wooden 

buildings in D.C. at the time were burning down. Each staircase is ramp-like, with a very 

wide tread, to cater to wounded veterans who might be using the building.  The enormous 

columns in The Great Hall are still among the tallest in the world. The windows in the 

great hall provide light and air, two important parts of his original design.34  

	

	

                                                
33	Jr.,	Robert	O'Harrow.	“Montgomery	Meigs's	vital	influence	on	the	Civil	War	-	and	Washington.”	The	Washington	Post,	WP	

Company,	1	July	2011,	www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/magazine/montgomery-meigss-vital-influence-on-the-civil-war--

and-washington/2011/06/10/AGTLu3tH_story.html?utm_term=.f7597f0a3d1d.	
34	“Historic	Home	of	the	National	Building	Museum	in	Washington	DC.”	National	Building	Museum,	

www.nbm.org/about/historic-home/	
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Audience Research	

Millennials are the first generation to have grown up in the 21st century, a 

technological world, which has shaped them into a very different group of people than 

their predecessors.35 They are the largest single generation alive today, making up about a 

quarter of the population. Additionally, they are the most multicultural generation so far, 

with the highest numbers of nonwhites to date. 36 	

Millennials have a reputation for being phone-obsessed narcissists who always 

feel like they deserve the best and who constantly need to be reassured they are doing a 

great job. Sam Tanenhaus, for the New York Times, argues that as the largest generation 

brought up by single parents, and with their young lives marked by such tragedies like 

9/11 and the 2008 economic crash, Millennials are actually a very complex and 

introspective group of people.37 He suggests that as a consequence of these events 

Millennials live their lives more in the moment, and put less of an importance on wealth. 

He argues that for these reasons this generation of individuals have become more 

interested in experiences over things, which is one reason these immersive, participatory 

exhibitions are so popular with them.  

	

	

 

                                                
35	Tanenhaus,	Sam.	“The	Millennials	Are	Generation	Nice.”	The	New	York	Times,	The	New	York	Times,	15	Aug.	2014,	

www.nytimes.com/2014/08/17/fashion/the-Millennials-are-generation-nice.html. 

36	Tanenhaus,	Sam.	“The	Millennials	Are	Generation	Nice.”	The	New	York	Times,	The	New	York	Times,	15	Aug.	2014,	

www.nytimes.com/2014/08/17/fashion/the-Millennials-are-generation-nice.html. 

37	Tanenhaus,	Sam.	“The	Millennials	Are	Generation	Nice.”	The	New	York	Times,	The	New	York	Times,	15	Aug.	2014,	

www.nytimes.com/2014/08/17/fashion/the-Millennials-are-generation-nice.html. 

	


