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Expo 2020 Dubai, United Arab Emirates

Delayed by the pandemic, the Dubai Expo promises to be the largest event held in the Middle East.  
At its heart, working alongside cutting-edge IT, sits AV technology but deployed on a scale to stunning effect. 

By Caroline Reid and Christian Sylt

AV ON THE  
WORLD STAGE

xpos are famous for their 
avant-garde architecture. 

all over the world gather 
together to showcase 
their most cutting-edge 

developments in pavilions shaped like 
everything from towers and turrets to giant golf 
balls. The upcoming Expo in Dubai will set new 
standards but this time, AV will be the star 
attraction. 

Dubai is famous for breaking records. The city’s 
sights include the world’s tallest building and the 
world’s widest fountain which is spread over 
14,000 square feet and lit by more than 3,000 
multi-coloured LEDs. Then there are the shopping 
malls.

Putting on a show
Like theme parks, the main malls have unique 
attractions to tempt tourists. One is connected to 
an indoor ski slope (complete with live penguins) 
and a son et lumière spectacular plays on a lagoon 
outside another. The IMAGINE show at Dubai 

and swaying spotlights synchronised to inspiring 
scenes beamed onto a 900 square metre screen 

mist.
The system was developed by Australian AV 

specialist, Laservision and is powered by 72 

than 1.68 million lumens of light. They had a magic 

biggest mist screen. It doesn’t stop there though as 
the action continues on the walls of the neighbour-

ing 36-storey InterContinental hotel thanks to 

4.5 times larger than the largest IMAX screen 
giving it the accolade of being the world’s largest 

Not even Disney’s parks can compete with that 
technology but in Dubai it is used in a show which 
plays outside a little-known shopping mall every 
night for free. That’s Dubai for you and it sets a 
high standard for the Expo to meet. It is rising to 
the challenge.

“An Expo is about celebration and selling - cele-
bration of the country, selling of the country to the 
rest of the world. There is a theme, across the 
whole Expo but this is often loosely adhered to. 
Fundamentally it is about saying look at us,” says 
Graham Wickman, owner of 767 Consultants, an 

agency which acts as a client’s technical eyes and 
ears. It reviews technical designs, approves 
prototypes, guides AV integrators through the 
installation process and signs it off. This is the 
magic formula behind the Expo’s pièce de 
résistance - the Saudi Arabia Pavilion.

The Leaning Tower of Arabia
After the home nation’s pavilion, Saudi Arabia’s 
Expo outpost is by far the largest and the most 
imposing. It seems to defy gravity by being built at 
an unfeasibly steep angle, without anything visibly 

for show.
Seven rows of 16 millimetre pitch LEDs have 

been set into its sloping sides so that greetings can 
scroll down them during the day to act as a beacon 
for guests. Under the shadow of the angular wall 
are paving slabs dotted with 8,000 LED pixels 

that guests can play games on it against each 
other. It breaks the ice between them before they 
set foot inside and the action is shown on mirrored 
LED panels above to draw other visitors in. “People 
will talk about what they see and what they are 

At intervals during the day stirring scenes play on 
the LED panels and custom designed electronic 
lifts reveal theatrical lighting rigs which are hidden 
in the sloping structure. It sets the scene for a 
show on the plaza which is one of 60 live daily 
performances across the Expo site. With all this 
going on outside it could be a challenge to get 
guests to go in the pavilion but once they step 
through the doors the AV casts such a powerful 
spell that they might not want to leave. 

“An Expo is about 
celebration and selling – 

celebration of the country, 
selling of the country to the 
rest of the world. There is 
a theme, across the whole 

Expo but this is often loosely 
adhered to.”

Graham Wickman,  
767 Consultants
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“The ability of our partners, 
namely Christie in this case, to 
provide high-quality solutions, 

specific to the individual 
needs of the project, including 
images of sufficient definition 

and high enough quality to 
be viewed at this enormous 

scale, was critical.”
Mohammed Alhashmi,  

56 August/September 2021

54-60_AV Mag Aug-Sept Project_DubaiExpo_v2 - CC - PS correct.indd   56 23/08/2021   12:19:36



Expo 2020 Dubai, United Arab Emirates

everywhere, but not that many indoors are as big 
as this - screens of that size are normally outdoor 
displays. The interactive table, there have been 
many, but none that take up a whole room and 
have 30 odd locations you can interact from...The 
Plaza Floor and the Plaza Ceiling are unique.”

The real magic is in two main AV control rooms 
which store the majority of the hardware including 
the image servers and controllers. An overall 
control system allows maintenance engineers to 
control, restart and check the various areas on site 
via a tablet. Hidden behind the scenes of the 
pavilion are 231 speakers, 78 projectors and 60 
kilometres of cables.

Wickman says that the biggest challenge was 
integrating all this technology whilst the pavilion 
was being built because, surprisingly, it was one of 
the few which was ready in time for the Expo’s 
original opening date in October 2020. This was 
“impacted by Covid so I didn’t attend as often as 
planned and worked remotely but I was on site for 
nine weeks towards the end,” he says.

“There were many technical challenges, 
especially with the custom plaza ceiling displays, 

building the building.”

He adds that “we would regularly go and review 
progress at night as well as the day, it was often 
the best time. Expos have to open on time. What 

actually are and how much work carries on at night 

cent.”
Unlike previous Expos, which grouped the 

pavilions geographically, the Dubai event arranges 
them in areas based on three themes - mobility, 
opportunity and sustainability. Each area is shaped 
like a petal from overhead and the scale and details 
are overwhelming.

Some are shaped like cones and one is wrapped 
in a ball of super-sized wire. The Japanese Pavilion 
looks like origami, the Chinese Pavilion is shaped 
like a lantern and the UAE’s outpost resembles a 

most of the energy that the pavilion needs.
At the entrance to each petal are monolithic 21 

metre-high gates which were designed by 
renowned architect Asif Khan and are woven from 

to swing open its doors between January and April 
giving UAE residents a teaser of what the Expo will 
be like.

The circle of life
Resembling a huge futuristic funnel, the sil-
ver-coloured Sustainability Pavilion was designed 

which also created Court Number One at 
Wimbledon and the environmentally-focused Eden 
Project in Cornwall. The Sustainability Pavilion has 
a similar theme as it immerses visitors in the 
sights, sounds (and even the smells) of the ocean 
and forest as they walk through indoor air-condi-
tioned corridors which snake around the circular 
central hub. The theming is up there with the top 
lands at Disney’s science-themed Epcot park in 
Orlando and AV is crucial to creating the immersive 
atmosphere.

A salty smell wafts through the air as the journey 
begins in the ocean corridor and the path cuts 
through a coral-like structure which covers the 
walls and ceiling.  Actual aquariums and ultra 
high-resolution LG screens are seemlessly 
integrated into the pits of the coral to show sea 
creatures swimming by. The imagery is all one 

one window it will keep up with them and appear in 
the next one as they walk by it. 

There are even screens in the ceilings so at one 
point a whale appears to swim alongside the 
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walkway then up and over it giving guests the 

That leads to a tunnel formed from arches which is 

guests speak as they are walking through the 
arches, LED strips set into them light up one after 
another to simulate the sound travelling through it 

At the exit is a whale’s gaping mouth formed from 
rubbish found on beaches during the construction 

on the ocean so from there the pathway weaves 
through piles of plastic bottles and gives on to an 

Victorian style seaside puppet show starts with 

dim as man arrives on the scene to scoop them up 

Next come edutainment games asking guests to 

cutting-edge farming techniques, such as crops 
being grown in compact spaces, so that visitors can 

Tom Hennes, principal of Thinc Design, which 
created the attraction, says that AV “was integral 

enveloping reality to move people into an 
unfamiliar but recognisable space from which they 
could gain a different perspective on what 

research conducted during the Pavilion’s pre-Expo 
preview opening, was that by creating a fantastic 
version of the real world, with beauty, wonder, and 
hope - as well as absurdity and madness - we 
could engage people in a more playful, thoughtful 
engagement than we could by delivering facts and 

Replicas of huge roots wind above and below the 
walkways next to displays of actual bonsais and 
screens which educate visitors about the impor-

down dead organisms to feed plants and the AV 

is surrounded by sweeping screens showing a 
forest rising up before getting chopped down 

visitors’ minds thanks to games which reveal the 
carbon footprint of household items and the 

pavilion won’t need to use any outside water by the 

of it is lined with photovoltaic cells and they also 
cover circular panels on soaring struts next to the 

turn to face the sun which helps the pavilion to 
generate 100 per cent of its own power and makes 
it the world’s biggest carbon net zero visitable 

achieve what is a world class interactive visitor 

exhibits with soundscapes and much else besides 
required careful selection of every item of 

-
tion of power use and heat generation combined 
with the highest level of performance for a world 

Hennes concurs and says that the biggest 
challenge was “creating a Sustainability Pavilion 
that is really sustainable and intended to be 
net-zero for years post-Expo, including the AV and 
lighting systems that have traditionally been 

delivering a fantastic, exuberant, and elaborate 

The source adds that it took more than the wave 

manufacturers – many of whom would not engage 

data sheets and a green sales pitch which then 

back out into Dubai’s blazing heat for some 
fairground games around the central funnel to 

Green power

The structure collects so much humidity that the 

Expo 2020 Dubai, United Arab Emirates

Victorian seaside edutainment

Top: The eye-catching Czech pavilion

Bottom:  Sustainability pavilion
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engaging, and pragmatic way. It is going to leave 
the most amazing learning legacy for us all.”

Mobility and Opportunity
Electrosonic was the primary AV integrator in The 
Mobility Pavilion which is packed full of innovative 
experiential technologies that take visitors on a 
guided tour through time and space where they 
come face-to-face with history’s giants of 
exploration and discover the future of human 
progress. 

The Opportunity Pavilion resembles the front of 
iconic Star Wars space ship the Millennium Falcon 
with two soaring steel and glass platforms sticking 
out high in the air. The interactive elements in the 
pavilion engage the audience and show them how 
small actions can make a major difference. The 
games simulate simple achievable tasks such as 
recovering water, creating solar energy or 
increasing crop yields to demonstrate how visitors 
can make a personal contribution to the UN’s 
sustainability targets. 

Likewise, the stories at the interactive tables 
only begin when visitors interact with their palm 

action. This is followed by the interactive clouds 
which incorporate touchscreens to encourage 
visitors to make personal pledges. They are then 
projected in the sky above the visitors so that they 
are visible to everyone.  

There’s even more from this project online. Read 
the full in-depth article  www.avinteractive.com

ends.” In this case, they were as lofty as they come.
The landscape design and visitor experience of 

the Sustainability Pavilion was co-curated by the 
Eden Project. “Dubai was my sixth world Expo 
having started working on them in Seville in 1992,” 
says Blair Parkin, director of experience develop-
ment for Eden Project International. “The 
Sustainability Pavilion presented an amazing 
challenge to engage the public in a better future by 
showcasing sustainability in an immersive, 

“By creating a fantastic 
version of the real world, 
with beauty, wonder, and 

hope – as well as absurdity 
and madness – we could 
engage people in a more 

playful, thoughtful 
engagement than we could 

by delivering facts and 
figures and a predictable 
reading of sustainability.” 

Tom Hennes, Thinc
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for power consumption and heat generation) to be 

The AV wizardry behind the scenes includes 7th 
Sense Delta media servers and two QSC Core 500 

systems. They are all managed by Medialon show 
control software. “The Medialon Control system 
does not just have to pay attention to the show 
control, the equipment status and the live 
synchronisation of media, it also has to manage 
the AV, show equipment and other media 
technologies’ power and status in order to 
conserve every watt of energy consumed during a 
24 hour cycle,” says the source.

In summary, the projectors and screens generate 
so much heat and require so much power (even 
when they are on standby) that the pavilion’s 
energy control system has to work in tandem with 
the Medialon AV software to manage the output.

As guests stroll through the corridors in groups 
(in order to maintain social distancing) they are 
blissfully unaware that they are being watched by 
sensors which tell the Medialon control unit to turn 
the screens and projectors off once they have 
passed through. Likewise, when these projectors 
are switched on, others in the pavilion are turned 
off in order to conserve power. They aren’t any old 
projectors but special low power versions of Digital 
Projection DLP projectors.

“The directive for the Sustainability Pavilion was 

says Digital Projection’s Middle East general 
manager, Matt Horwood.  Inside the pavilion are 35 
of its E-Vision Laser 8500 WUXGA Eco+ units 

projectors, they are more powerful too as they 
produce an impressive 9.7 lumens per Watt.

But Hennes cautions that despite the drive 
towards net zero, pavilion designers mustn’t forget 
to keep customers engaged. “Know what you’re 
trying to achieve, not with the systems, but with 
the public. Be open to possibilities you’ve not yet 
thought of. Keep going back to the design and 
asking what can be eliminated, until it feels to the 
whole team that you’ve got down to what is 
essential. Remember that the show is only as good 
as its ability to connect with people’s hearts and 
minds.”

He says that the secret to successful use of AV at 
an Expo is “knowing exactly what we are trying to 
achieve overall, how that means the exhibits need 
to perform, and choosing the digital and other AV 
applications within that context. And deleting 
anything that is unnecessary to achieve our larger 

Expo 2020 Dubai, United Arab Emirates
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