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I had just taken a “beginning to run” course and in the first session, the instructor said to us: “so why do you want to learn how to run?” And people said “oh I want to be fit”, “I want to be healthy” or “it looks like fun”, whatever. And one woman said, “I want to be able to escape from the zombie horde”. And it became like a little thing that we’d say to each other, “oh yeah, we’re outrunning the zombies.”
Naomi Alderman (personal communication, 22 January 2013)

From the moment that Russell Streiner’s character calls out to his sister Barbra (Judith O'Dea) in Night of the Living Dead (1968), running has been the default response to a zombie attack. What starts as a tease (“They're coming to get you, Barbra”) soon becomes a warning that results in the increase of speed to ensure that a safe distance is achieved. This article will present my experience of Zombies Run! (ZR), an audio fitness game that uses Augmented Reality (AR) technology to allow players to stage their own zombie encounters.[endnoteRef:1] Through the intimacy of a pair of headphones, such engagements establish an imaginary space for the player to kinaesthetically engage with the figure of the zombie and to deliberate on how it defines us as human beings. [1: Notes

 Zombies Run! was developed by Six to Start with Naomi Alderman, and released in 2012.] 

	What follows is a reflection on how the participatory strategies of immersive zombie game-play (be that through augmented reality smartphone apps or large-scale sited interventions) foreground the space to play. I argue here that although running is effective in enabling players to readily accept the rules of a play world, its biomechanical contradictions make such an acceptance a fragile one. Furthermore, my own engagement with a running member of the undead in ZR suggests that humanity’s ability to enact the “zombie gaze” is significantly dependent on the pace of the zombie that pursues them.
Our First Performance
Anthro-palaeontologists continue to debate the reason why humans began to run. Although we continue to harbour a number of biomechanical relics, such as sprung feet, there appears to be just as much evidence for why we should not run as there is for why we should. Humans are not designed for sprinting, as we expend a significant amount of energy that is inefficient for the body to work effectively (Bramble and Lieberman 2004, 345). However, when compared to other primates, we are the best at endurance running, able to run longer distances at a measured pace. 
In his article “Running through a Field”, Gregg Whelan contextualises the figure of the runner as performer, arguing that “in evolutionary terms” running is “the body’s first performance” (2012, 14). His reasoning for this lies in part with the contradictions found in running that make it a biologically inefficient act. The body breathes differently, and, depending on your experience as a runner, often anaerobically, frantically trying to maintain this increased pace. It also has to cushion each hammer fall of your feet, which now hit the earth with an impact equivalent to four times your body weight (Bramble and Lieberman 2004, 348). Runners take themselves to the raggedy edge, their performance an act that tests the limits of what their body can do.

Zombie 2.0
This idea of testing ourselves as human beings brings us to the current renaissance of the zombie in both culture and academia. Naja McFadden suggests that this has possibly arisen from a “redefinition of reality” that occurred in the wake of 9/11, creating a schism of uncertainties “which zombies quickly infected and critiqued” (McFadden 2013, 4). In zombie lore, running is largely one of the key aspects that distinguish the living from the undead. However, since the beginning of the twenty-first century there has been a notable rise of the running zombie, particularly in television and cinema; examples include 28 Days Later (2002),[endnoteRef:2] Resident Evil (2002), Dead Set (2008) and World War Z (2013). Yari Lanci refers to this nimble-footed incarnation of flesh-eaters as “Zombie 2.0”, placing their origin in the acceleration of capitalism, which has sparked a “dromological paradigm shift” (2011, 3). For Charlie Brooker, writer of Dead Set, the Zombie 2.0 is more economically viable than its slower predecessor, able to give a sense of a lot of people in momentum without needing a large cast of actors (The Guardian, 10 November 2008). Consequently, this new evolution of the zombie is both a product and reflection of an increasingly privatised cultural market, one that has been buoyed by a proliferation of cheaply made zombie products.  [2:  Whilst the threat in Danny Boyle’s film are referred to as “infected” instead of zombies, their appearance and the nature of the epidemic are startlingly similar.] 

This manifestation of running in zombie culture has over the last decade been extended into the everyday, with people engaged in zombie-themed events that allow them to experience the thrill of escape from the undead in a live-action role-playing scenario. Whelan’s description of marathons as “the end-of-the-world-show” (2012, 116) illustrates how the performing of humanness provides fertile ground for the inclusion of the zombie. Subsequent events range from marathons (Zombie Evacuation Race),[endnoteRef:3] in which runners seek to evade volunteers made up as zombies, to the more sophisticated events, where sections of a city are cordoned off and dressed with filmic detail (2.8 Hours Later).[endnoteRef:4] The popularity of these events suggest that there is a fascination with “hypothetical symptoms of terror” (McFadden 2013, 5), providing a moment for people to individually or collectively experience such “symptoms” within a safe, controlled environment. Exercise as a means to improve the body’s fitness has an additional narratological imperative, becoming echoic of a primal need to run for survival. If running was our “first performance”, then within the zombie narrative it is ironically often our last, as we attempt to stay one step ahead of these slow, shambling flesh-eaters which still invariably manage to catch us unawares.  [3:  Beginning in 2012, this is a 5km race which takes place in a variety of locations throughout the UK, including Milton Country Park in Cambridge and Allianz Park in London (www.zombieevacuation.com). ]  [4:  Devised by Slingshot Effects in 2008 and based in Bristol, competitors have to reach a specific set of locations without being caught. Whilst Zombie Evacuation Race takes place primarily in parks, 2.8 Hours Later occurs mainly in urban environments, including Birmingham, Sheffield and London (www.2.8hourslater.com). ] 


Pocket Performances
In addition to large-scale events, there is a subtler kind of zombie-themed performance, driven by the movement of the player; one housed entirely in their mobile phone. It is an example of what has recently been termed as gamification – that is, “the use of game design elements in non-game contexts” (Deterding et al 2011, 9). Gamification has developed in response to a digitisation within game theory, which has been fed by the growing popularity of videogames and app culture. Everyday tasks such as social networking (LinkedIn), exercise (Nike +) and product purchasing (eBay) are supplied with “a software service layer of reward and reputation systems with points, badges, levels and leader boards” (Deterding et al 2011, 9). 
The type of gamification discussed in this article is illustrative of an alternative-reality game, a sub-set of pervasive games, which “take the substance of everyday life and weave it into narratives that layer additional meaning, depth and interaction upon the real world” (Deterding et al 2011, 10). With technological devices acting as a catalyst for such weaving, the individual’s role shifts more from “user” to “player”, a term which bridges theatre, sport and gaming. For a solo player, the combination of aural and GPS technology has enabled fictional worlds to almost seamlessly graft themselves onto the everyday, providing space for the performing of a narrative. This has been realised by a growth in technologically sophisticated performance walks, but also by a number of works that have incorporated running within them.[endnoteRef:5]  [5:  Examples include CYSMN (2001), co-created by Blast Theory and the Mixed Reality Lab at Nottingham University and Kelly Miller’s Running | Out of Time (2013-14), developed with Kaleider.] 

ZR presents an evolution of the mobile fitness application, concealing its exercise regime within a tightly constructed narrative of great scale, with the zombie acting as the pacemaker and mapmaker. As Runner 5, the player acts as a messenger and transporter of supplies to a base of survivors in a post-apocalyptic zombie-infested world. Each of the runs, as well as helping to increase the fitness levels of the player, presents a new chapter of the story, in which they discover more about the global atrocity and the secrets behind its origins.
My first experience of ZR occurred during the winter of 2012 in the village of Grimley in Worcestershire. Plugging in my headphones, I discovered I was in a helicopter being sent to Abel Township, one of the few surviving bases left in the wake of the zombie apocalypse. My helicopter was mysteriously shot down, leaving me stranded five miles from the base. However, I was not alone, as on the radio I came into contact with Sam Yao, radio operator at the base I needed to get to. Unfortunately, due to the damage sustained by the communication equipment, he could not hear me, but I could hear him. Nevertheless, he was able to “see” me, thanks to the myriad of CCTV cameras dotted throughout the landscape. A pseudo-dialogue was therefore created through what Misha Myers refers to as “conversive wayfinding” (2010, 59), in which the audience seeks to become more than a listener, bringing the pre-recorded voice from the past into the liveness of the present. 

Location-Agnosticism
I set off on my run, with the house I left behind me becoming the ruins of my crashed helicopter. I headed into the village, with Sam informing me that I had forty zombies chasing me. I was told to head towards the tower, which I quickly interpreted as the village church. Adrian Hon, the CEO of Sixtostart revealed that he had deliberately sought to make the game “location-agnostic”, encouraging the player to not become too concerned with finding a “correct” route (personal communication, 16 January 2013). Whelan observes that in running, there “is little opportunity for joined-up thinking because the effort involved in keeping going is simply too great” (2012, 114), suggesting that the runner is more likely to favour a narrative that is not too concrete, featuring snatches of epigrammatic instructions and descriptions of archetypal geographies. Consequently, as I ran, the fictional landscape of the game and the actual landscape of Grimley were able to slowly zip together.
My running in a “fictional state” led to a weaving of other possible histories within the village. This is a crucial component of what Phil Smith refers to as “mythogeography”, in which the “uneven and inconsistent ‘anywheres’” of a place are acknowledged (Smith 2010, 112). Grimley is on the River Severn, and in the middle of this river lies a small island. Apparently, during the Great Plague, sufferers of the disease were left on this island and food and water was ferried to them. Over time, a settlement nearby grew to transport the supplies with ease, and due to the “grim” nature of its origins it became known as “Grim-ley”. Such an apocryphal tale infused my reception of the narrative of ZR, an eerie reminder of how this landscape may have once facilitated an isolating of the diseased/nearly-dead from the healthy/living. 

A Corruption of the Real
On reaching the churchyard, I instinctively shut the gate behind me, ensuring that its catch was in place. Seeing someone in the distance, I quickly ducked behind a gravestone. On reflection, I am uncertain as to whether such an action was motivated by my fleeing of zombies or whether I was embarrassed about being caught in the act of roleplaying. For oral historian Toby Butler, headphones “immediately create a barrier to outsiders and can absorb the listener to such an extent that they can seem like they are in a trance” (2006, 898). Such a “trance” reveals the infectious nature of the zombie and its ability to “violate many boundaries within a narrative, the primary being the mind and body” (McFadden 2013, 2). It is the zombie that fills the aforementioned schism between what is seen and imagined, felt and thought. For McFadden, this “is the most interesting boundary zombies have crossed: the line between the ‘fictional’ medium and the ‘real’ medium” (2013, 3). When “zombies begin to corrupt ‘real’ spaces, they cause fans and audiences to confront what we take for granted as ‘real’” (4).
In his reflections on experiencing Janet Cardiff’s audio walk The Missing Voice (Case Study B) (1999), David Pinder refers to a sense of cognitive dissonance, in which he was simultaneously drawn into the fabrication of the narrative whilst also being “immersed within the space-between it creates” (2001, 2-3). In game theory, Eva Nieuwdorp extends this further by dividing the liminal interface into two processes: paratelic and paraludic (in Ejsing-Duun 2011, 89). The first of these concerns a forgetting of a real world outside of the game world (not perceiving the “tower” as actually being a church), whilst the second allows the player to accept the new rules of the play world (I am actually being chased by zombies). 
The runner’s rapid process of destabilisation and re-stabilisation, incurred by the brief removal of both feet from the ground, afford a constant detachment and reattachment with the land. Such destabilisation increases the unpredictability of the terrain, requiring active recalibration for each footfall. The dimensions of the “space-between” are therefore susceptible to constant change, becoming a rhythmic collision of new textures, gradients and vistas that affect the runner’s perception of themselves performing the narrative. Consequently, a mis-step or mismatch between the fictionalised landscape and the actual landscape can disrupt their performance both as athlete and actor. This was particularly evident during my exploration of an “old hospital”, where a previous runner, Runner 5, mysteriously disappeared. Whilst it was relatively simple to envisage a church as the “tower”, I found it challenging in having to conjure up the remains of an abandoned hospital within a forest. The absence of the necessary prompts to facilitate a paratelic state of mind led to my adopting of a telic or goal-oriented perspective, concerning a need to run solely to reach a destination (Kerr 2013, 13).  
My running began to lose its significance, my mission to save the world quickly reduced to an uncomfortable jog around the village. I redoubled my efforts to hold onto the game world, distracting myself from a biological desire to slow to a walk or give up entirely. In seeking to re-establish a paratelic perspective, I consciously chose to get swept up in Sam’s tale of his relationship with the missing Runner 5, my legs going into autopilot. This instance suggests that irrespective of its location-agnosticism, this sense of “space-between” is not consistently present in ZR, in which the runner’s acceptance of the game’s narrative is not so much contingent on where they run but on their willingness to let the zombie infect their perception of place. 

The Zombie Gaze
As the new Runner 5, I easily managed to stay ahead of the shambling undead, running along the main road without looking back. Whelan suggests that “walking promotes the backward glance” through its slower pace (2012, 21), which in the traditional zombie narrative affords humanity a moment to look over their shoulder and see themselves as “other” from the zombie. Such alterity is critical, because it creates the necessary distance to establish the “zombie gaze”, allowing the living to reaffirm themselves as “living” by differentiating themselves from those that should be dead (Canavan 2010, 449). However, biologists Dennis M. Bramble and Daniel E. Lieberman observe that when we run “the trunk and neck […] are more forwardly inclined” than when walking (2004, 349). This suggests the existence of a possible tension between a desire to turn and locate the zombie threat and the “forwardly inclined” posture of running. In ZR, running whilst turning my head would both disrupt my pace and the pattern of my breathing, which is not something I can establish quickly. In addition to this, turning my head would also destroy the fiction of the narrative, which allows the illusion of being chased to be maintained.
My inability to turn and look at the zombies pursuing me was emphasised further along the final stretch of road into Grimley, where I was informed that one of the zombies was running. This was an unexpected addition and one that tested my stamina, for this Zombie 2.0 was none other than the previous Runner 5. The groans from her headset were picked up on my own and I launched into a sprint once more, the drama taking me beyond my perceived physical fitness limit. My style and rhythm began to dismantle as all my efforts were thrown into a desire to escape. This is dangerous territory for a survivor in a zombie narrative, as the increased instability of their running may make them just as vulnerable to attack as if slowing down. Running from one threat can lead them to haphazardly encounter another as the zombie infection closes in.
My running became increasingly painful, but I chose to ignore it, conscious of how I would never have pushed myself if it was not for the game. Conversive wayfinding had been realised through a momentary acceptance of the rules of the game world, in which I believed that I really was communicating with characters instead of listening to a pre-recorded radio play. My house, which earlier became the ruins of a crashed helicopter, was now transformed into the base. I heard gunfire as I entered. Mission Completed. 

Our Encore
Simon Pegg’s assertion that “speed simplifies the zombie” (The Guardian, 4 November 2008), is further evidenced by the presence of the Zombie 2.0 in ZR, in which any narratological objective becomes reduced to a simple desire to escape. There is no time for the sensation of slow encroaching dread or the recognition of the “uncanny fusion of the familiar with the unfamiliar” (Bishop 2010, 110), making the Zombie 2.0 a figure which is further removed from humanity than its predecessor. If all the zombies in ZR ran, it would have made my running a near-continuous sprint, making it an ineffective exercise program that would have led to “fatigue and breakdown” (Burfoot 2004, 160). However, located at the end of my run, the single Zombie 2.0 became an appropriate climax of the narrative, the end of a workout and a final push to prove my will to “survive”.
Running partly acts as a catalyst for a player to more readily engage in imaginative apophenia, closing the gap that separates fact and fiction, routine and chance. It creates space for streamlined thinking that enables the runner’s thoughts to flow, in which their mythogeographic perception of place can flourish. All of these aspects are made all the more prominent through the player’s desire to divert their attention from the uncomfortable and sometimes painful act of running. 
The space between fact and fiction that the runner exercises within is ripe for infection by the zombie. Through AR mobile applications, the “end-of-the-world-show” of the marathon allows players to get a sense of the alterity and existential threat associated with the zombie. In separating ourselves from the zombie, we run to preserve an idea of humanness, something that feels like a primal instinct for survival through a continuous re-performing of our “first performance”. However, it would be injudicious to suggest that such mobile applications simply feed the innate curiosity of experiencing the world of the zombie apocalypse.
The presence of the notorious figure of the Zombie 2.0 challenges not only the tropes of zombie lore but creates an interesting paradox akin to our evolutionary development as runners. The faster the zombie, the less chance we have to turn and return the zombie gaze, meaning that we have to intensify our efforts to “survive”, almost at a superhuman or “hyper-human” level (May 2010, 289). The dromological paradigm shift affects humanity also, as both we and the running zombie blur into a single chase. The further we run from them the more we accelerate towards them. If running is humanity’s first and last performance, then the running zombie is our encore.
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