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Welcome to the World of Monarchs and Milkweed 

The annual migration of the monarch butterfly has captured the human imagination and curiosity 

for decades. How do they know where to go? Is it the same monarch that we see in our yards and 

neighborhoods that makes it all the way to Mexico? When do they know it’s time to return in the 

spring? In short, HOW DO THEY DO THAT? 

But their migration is only a part of their story. 

Monarchs and Milkweed: A Story of Survival takes you on a journey into the world of butterflies 

and plants, and introduces the complex relationship between monarchs and milkweed. We will 

explore how their very survival has been shaped over time by one another, as we travel through the 

seasons of a calendar year revealing how both insect and plant grow and interact, culminating in a 

massive migration that crosses a continent. 

Monarch butterflies have a unique, multi-generational annual cycle which means that this species 

of butterfly can migrate back and forth across North America each year, taking advantage of their 

favorite host plant’s growing season, region by region. The milkweed plant is the only plant that is 

eaten by a developing monarch caterpillar. 

There would be no monarch butterfly without milkweed, but would there be milkweed without 

monarch butterflies? The answer may surprise you. 

This exhibit explores the complex relationship between these two entities, as they each fight for 

survival in their own unique way, impacting one another’s development or success at every turn. 

The popularity of monarch butterflies is far reaching. Through this familiarity, complex topics can 

be made accessible and easily discoverable for visitors of all ages. 



Design 

Overview 

A series of freestanding furniture units create an exploratory space within the gallery, with 

opportunities for discovery at every turn. Built-in design flexibility means that the individual pieces 

work together or as separate, individual exhibit pieces that can be stationed throughout many 

galleries. 

Lighting effects are progressive throughout, and are tied into the story of the monarchs’ mass 

migration. As the visitor walks through the gallery, shadows and light play against staggered graphic 

murals, creating visual depth and interest. At the apex of the presentation, the overwintering 

Monarch Sanctuary site in northern Mexico comes to life through an immersive object theatre, 

with stunning footage of millions of sheltering monarch butterflies shown within a covered 

boardwalk through a virtual fir forest, providing an immersive and transportive experience. 



Hands Free Interactive Experiences are Built In 

The elegance of traditional scientific illustration techniques sets the tone 

for the exhibit experience as a whole. Overized, boldy painted and realistic 

murals are embellished with layers of large cutouts providing texture and 

interest, and are paired with the latest in interactive technology to bring 

these two unique stories to life. Lighting effects, motion-activated video 

projections and personal technology-activated graphics create layers of 

interactive experiences in a safe and hands free interpretive approach, 

while technology-free exploratory experiences are provided as well in the 

form of “Seek-And-Find” murals portraying natural scenes. 

Realistic yet accessible designs make for a fun and informative experience for visitors of all ages. 

Exhibit Storyline 

A Year in the Life: Monarchs and Milkweed by the Season 

The real story of the monarch butterfly begins in the late summer, when the all-important 

generation that will migrate south emerges. From there, we will track the progression of that 

journey, the overwintering period in Mexico or Southern California, and finally the mating and 

return trip north to begin the cycle all over again. 

The exhibit is divided into two main categories: 

• The Natural History of Monarchs and Milkweed;

• A Year In the Life, by Seasons.

Artist’s Conceptual Rendering, Introductory Area 



INTRODUCTION

SIDE ONE Upon entering the introductory area of the exhibit experience, the visitor is greeted by 

a large Title Graphic with a series of embedded, motion-activated monitors showing monarch 

butterflies in action. Atmospheric lighting effects complete the opening presentation. Backlit, 

introductory signage beckons the visitor into the gallery where the learning will take place. 

As each exhibit unit is fully themed on all sides, we will provide some basic information about 

pollination, metamorphosis, host plants versus nectar sources, and other terminology that will 

provide a foundation for future learning within the story within this same “unit”. 

SIDE TWO: The Butterfly and Plant Connection 

The exhibit begins with an exploration of basic terminology and fast 

facts related to the pollinator/plant connection in general, and monarchs 

and milkweed in particular. Topics Include: 

• Butterfly Life Cycle: Metamorphosis

• Host Plant Versus Nectar Plant

• Pollination in Action

• Monarchs and Milkweed

Multimedia Features: Video showcasing the growth and life stages of 

both monarch and milkweed;  introductory, interactive map providing 

an overview of migratory patterns 

Interactives: TBD 



SIDE ONE Gearing Up For Travel 

During this phase of the annual cycle of the 

monarch butterfly, the final generation, which is in 

the northern-most region of their yearly journey, 

begin to gather and prepare for their migration.  

In this section of the exhibit, we will focus largely on 

monarch development and preparation for their 

migration, and delve further into the life cycle of the 

monarch butterfly, describing the ultimate 

generation’s unique features. 

MONARCH Highlights include: 

• How Do They Know? The latest scientific discoveries and

theories

• How DO They Do It? The physics of the flight, how they use

thermals, and other factors that help or hinder their success

• The Flight Path: Mapping the migratory paths across the

continent

• Trials and Tribulations: What it takes to make the journey

• Citizen Science highlight: where it all began (Of special note:

Citizen Science movement was borne out of the tagging, tracking

and reporting of monarch butterflies on their migration.)Each

season will provide a highlight of this important contribution to scientific discovery, with

actionable steps visitors can implement at home.

MILKWEED Highlights include: 

• Milkweed By The Zone: An Introduction to the more than 100 species of milkweed plants,

and where they can be found by growth zone, and what this means for the monarch

• End of the growing season: preparing in the north, exploring milkweed plants in each zone in

the late summer season

• Milkweed growth and survival strategies

Multimedia Features: Animated map of known monarch migration routes; time-lapse of adult 

monarch emerging from a chrysalis. 

LATE SUMMER/EARLY FALL 

Interactives: Touchscreen exploration of a late season milkweed community. 



SIDE TWO “Late Summer” 

This mural will depict a Summer scene in the 

northern hemisphere, and include the flora and 

fauna of the season, including a late summer 

milkweed community, and will provide a fun, 

hands free interactive experience by featuring a 

Seek and Find key for visitors. Parents can assist 

the young ones to find a bee, a butterfly, certain 

plants or other animals within the scene. Scattered 

throughout, text panels will provide background 

information and fun facts or further exploration. 

An additional interpretive layer of AR targets will 

provide another layer of learning and fun. 

Lighting and Graphic Elements 

An additional design feature is a series of staggered 

graphic panels, that provide another layer of 

immersion within the gallery and are the backdrop 

for lighting treatments. At this stage of the story, the 

monarch butterflies are just beginning to gather and 

filter across the continent to the overwintering 

grounds in small groups. The lighting effect will 

mimic this careful, gliding portion of the story. 

Artist’s Conceptual Rendering, Late Summer 

Interactive Mural 



OVERWINTERING SITE 

Monarch Sanctuary, Mexico Overwintering Site 

Artist’s Conceptual Rendering, Monarch Sanctuary Immersive Experience 



After surviving their journey of up to 3,000 thousand miles, the monarch butterflies shelter in place 

for several weeks, awaiting for warmer temperatures and longer days. The butterflies return to the 

same region and even the same stands of trees year after year.  

An overview graphic welcomes the visitor to the preserve, leading them through an archway, and 

into a space created to provide a transformative experience. A boardwalk will lead visitors through 

a recreation of the amazing vista and experience of viewing the overwintering site. Video footage of 

millions of monarch butterflies grouped in the treetops will be placed within  photo banners, 

signage, and other elements to further enhance the experience. 

Intended to be a fully immersive and transformative experience, interpretive information is 

provided outside of the theatrical presentation. 

LATE WINTER/EARLY SPRING 

SIDE ONE 

As the visitor exits the object theatre, more detailed information about the site, and issues 

impacting the success or failure of any given year are available for exploration. Topics will include: 

• How Many Are There? We will explore the alarming decline in the

number of monarchs through the decades, and factors influencing

those numbers including:

o Weather

o Habitat Fragmentation

o Other conservation issues

• How Do We Know? A history of the discovery of the overwintering

site

• Citizen Science: Where it All Began

• Dia de los Muertos: How the monarchs have shaped traditions in

the local culture

Multimedia includes: Highlight reels of monarchs “puddling”; gathering into massive groups; 

footage of tagging and tracking 

Interactives Include: interactive migration map that includes other migratory animals and an in-

depth exploration of the special features of migratory behavior.  



The transitional period has begun. As the days grow longer and temperatures begin to rise, the 

monarchs are ready to begin their northerly trek. They begin to gather and mingle in massive 

numbers in preparation for their singular flight. Topics Include: 

MONARCHS: 

• Mating Rituals:

• Other Preparations: Sources of Nourishment

• How Far Do They Go? This is the end for this generation, left from

the previous year. Their demise and success at propagation is

influenced by several factors.

MILKWEED 

• Coming to Life, Layer by Layer. Milkweed plants in neighboring southern states will have

begun to grow and set out their first plants of the season. The timing is extremely 

important to the incoming female monarch, who is searching for just the right plant for 

her to lay her eggs. 

• Species Matters: Importance of the right milkweed plant in the right Zone.

SIDE TWO: LATE WINTER AND EARLY SPRING 



• Follow That Plant: as more and more milkweed plants begin

to emerge and put out their first tender leaves, monarch

butterflies continue their northerly trek in search of just the

right stage of growth for the next generation.

• How Many Generations Are There?

MILKWEED 

• The Price of Being a Host Plant

• Do Monarch Butterflies Help Milkweed?

• What Animals Pollinate Milkweed?

• How Milkweed Plants Survive

SIDE TWO: THE MILKWEED COMMUNITY 

No matter the region, zone, or species, a milkweed 

plant is only one of several plant species in any 

given area. Another interactive and exploratory 

mural showcases the other plants and animals that 

live amongst the milkweed and monarch. 

• The Milkweed Community: Who Lives

Here? Seek and Find Guided Activity

LATE SPRING/EARLY SUMMER 

SIDE ONE: THE BEAT GOES ON 

We have entered the next generations’ cycle. In late spring, the first generation of the year grows, 

pupates, emerges as an adult and continues its northerly trek. One might ask why they keep 

moving north? Like many migratory animals, the proper food source has a lot to do with it. 

Topics Include: 

MONARCH: 



Additional Exhibit Components: Life Cycles in Detail 

As a supplement to the topics introduced elsewhere in the exhibit, additional information and 

details of the life cycles of both monarch butterflies and milkweed plants are available and are 

an integral part of the presentation. 

Other Exhibit Elements (Add On): Live Butterfly Lepidarium 

Monarchs and Milkweed is an excellent 

addition to any indoor live butterfly 

exhibit experience, be it a temporary 

North American butterfly house or a 

permanent tropical butterfly feature.  

As an alternative to those institutions that 

do not have the ability for a large scale live 

butterfly experience, a smaller lepidarium 

is available as a part of the overall 

Monarchs and Milkweed exhibit 

experience. A lepidarium with live 

butterflies drives home the important 

lessons learned throughout the exhibit 

experience can be a special feature of the 

exhibit. 



Specifications:  

Size: 3,500 square feet (minimum; can size up comfortably) 

Rental Fee: Contact us for details 

Availability: Spring 2022 

Contact Information: 

Mia Schillace Nelson 

mia@outhouseonline.com 

612/961-0782 

mailto:mia@outhouseonline.com



