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Expo 2020 Dubai / Japan Pavilion

Few countries are as synonymous with technology as Japan. So it’s no surprise that the 
Japan pavilion at Expo 2020 Dubai is crammed with cutting-edge tech. However, if you’re 

expecting to step into an environment that resembles a scene from Star Trek then think again.
By Caroline Reid and Christian Sylt. 

nlike some of its rivals, the 
Japan pavilion uses 
technology to tell a story 
rather than being an 
attraction in itself. The 
narrative begins before 

visitors set foot inside the pavilion as its 
exterior is covered in white angular steel 
shapes which look like over-sized origami. It 
sets the scene for a tour through Japan’s 
ancient traditions and history with a high-tech 
guide made by Sony.

“Each visitor is given a unique device and pair of 
earphones at the entrance to the pavilion. The 
device records the visitor’s location and delivers 
appropriate audio contents throughout the 
journey,” says Takayuki Nagatomo, the pavilion’s 
exhibition producer. It might not sound ground-
breaking but it soon comes into its own.

Thanks to clever content, the handset doesn’t 
just put visitors at the heart of the story, it 

In the beginning 
The journey begins in a dark room with visitors 

-
ing curtains. Stirring historical scenes of Japan’s 
craggy coastline are projected on to the curtains 

from overhead projectors to give the impression 
that the tide is lapping up at visitors’ feet. Adding to 
the effect, actual fog starts rolling in from 
generators hidden behind the curtains.

It is followed by images of famous Japanese 
creations like Pac Man, Hello Kitty and Godzilla 

before portholes representing different seasons 
are beamed on to the curtains. Guests step 
through the one which suits them best and the 
device in their hands springs into life.

In the next room, videos about the history of 
Japan are projected on to layered silk-like screens 
to give depth to the images. As visitors approach 
them, the wireless handset plays an audio 
description in their local language which they set 
at the start. That’s not all. After each audio 

on-screen archive.
It follows in the footsteps of one of Japan’s most 
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“Each visitor is given a 
unique device and pair 

of earphones at the 
entrance to the pavilion. 
The device records the 

visitor’s location and 
delivers appropriate 

audio contents 
throughout the journey.” 

Takayuki Nagatomo, 
exhibition producer



famous exports – Pokemon and, as the game’s 
slogan says, you gotta catch ‘em all. There’s no 
need to watch all of the video scenes but the 
promise of adding a cute new character to your 
archive is an enticing incentive. Technology doesn’t 

Japan, it immerses them in an alien environment.
Not only are the rooms in the pavilion dark, but a 

sweet-smelling mist is piped in throughout them. 
Even this is infused with technology.

“Silky Fine Mist is a new concept produced by 

Nagatomo. “As the mist evaporates quickly after 
activation, it provides a comfortable cooling 

welcome relief after the desert heat of Dubai.
“The combination of the Silky Fine Mist, video 

projection and a three-dimensional sound system 
from Sony realises the feeling of entering a 

straightforward.

360 degree vinyl screen wrapping around the 

also acts as a screen with footage moving 
seamlessly from it to the perimeter. Then comes 
the surprise.

The screens show that the Sony handsets have 
captured data from every visitor about which 
country they are from and what they looked at in 

sent to the organisers of the 2025 Expo in Osaka in 

The handsets are used “not only for narration of 
our historical highlights but as an inclusive system 

“This feature effectively gathers the information 
based on individual movements and interests 
within the pavilion. These statistics are processed 
to calculate the interaction and deliver realtime 

the screen around the perimeter and see a 
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Dubai were the main challenge to this installation. 
The mist and voice AR system were affected due to 
these varying conditions, making it hard to adjust 
and maintain system control. We managed to go 
through numerous technical trials to resolve the 

The end result is a true multi-sensory experience 
but it saves its best trick till last.

The videos on layered screens are followed by an 
exhibition of models of Japanese innovations, 
including recycled water systems and rockets 
which were used to launch space probes. Again, 
the audio descriptions are proximity-activated so 
there is no need to worry about touching any 
buttons which is welcome in today’s coronavirus 
climate.

Transparent LED
Regardless of what guests chose to view, they all 
end up being led to a wall of layered transparent 
LED screens. They tell the story of man’s impact 
on the world and then comes the main event.



personalised avatar which is formed from the 
animated characters they collected during their 
journey through the pavilion. Thanks to the motion 
tracking technology in the handset, the avatar 
follows visitors as they walk around the room 

The technology was custom designed for the 
pavilion and Nagatomo says that Sony was 
chosen because “we needed a partner with 
advanced technical expertise, creative capabilities 
and a vision that aligned with ours. Due to the 
nature of the theme, we had to look at multiple 
solutions to create an integrated experience. By 
developing customised software we were able to 
maintain the objective of data accumulation and 
ensure that the visitors’ experience remains a 
priority.

“It is also imperative to challenge the audio 
visual production in a way that no one has yet 
accomplished.” 

Now comes the real challenge as the organisers 
of the upcoming Expo in Osaka have got to try and 
top it. 

towards the exit which opens in the vinyl screen.
That leads to an exhibition about Expo 2025 and 

the Osaka region before the handsets and 
headphones are hung on separate pegs so that 
they can be sterilised before the next use.

Companies
https://www.panasonic.com/uk

https://www.sony.co.uk/electronics/audio
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