
www.lsionline.com

LIGHT & SOUND INTERNATIONAL • SEPTEMBER 2017
ENTERTAINMENT  •  PRESENTATION  •  INSTALLATION

IN THIS ISSUE:

On Tour: ELO & Phil Collins
Back on the road

PLASA Show Preview
Expected highlights

Tech Focus: dLive C Class
Allen & Heath’s console reviewed

TECH FOCUS: QLAB 4 • THEATRE MEETS ART: TREE OF CODES • PROFILE: PSI 
REVIEW: MEDIATECH AFRICA • THEATRE SOUND: WIRELESS IN THE WEST END  
FESTIVAL: HYDE PARK’S SUMMER SOUND • LE MAITRE AT 40 - AND MUCH MORE . . .

Dinosaurs 
in the Wild
Bringing the past to life

DIGITAL
EDITION



 ATTRACTION

Birmingham’s NEC was the opening venue 
for an entirely new type of entertainment 
experience. Created by the award-winning 
producers behind the BBC series (and arena 
show) Walking with Dinosaurs, this can best 
be described as a ‘live action experience’ 
which has employed the very latest in AV 
and animatronic technology to generate a 
walk through, interactive spectacle for the 
audience or, in this case, time travellers. In 
order to fully appreciate the experience, one 
has to completely suspend disbelief and buy 
into the format and concept of the show. 
However, unlike many other theme park-
like shows that have tried to create such an 
environment, this production makes the idea 
of time travelling back 67m years to the Late 
Cretaceous period completely believable, 
whether you are aged nine or 90.

The 21st century steps back 67 million years 
for a new immersive, live action spectacle. 
Kate Lyon reports from the 
Birmingham NEC . . .

DINOSAURS 
IN THE WILD
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Central to the successful creation of Timebase 67 (built by 
Chronotex Enterprises, who - in this case - invented time travel) 
is the sound and lighting design, along with cutting-edge 
animatronics and the very latest in 3D AV technology. Five 
years in the planning, the production has used every tool at 
its disposal to create a setting that showcases the very latest 
in dinosaur research from over 100 palaeontologists. Creative 
director Tim Haines elaborates: “I remain very proud of the work 
we did on Walking with Dinosaurs, but technology has moved 
on and now the graphics and visuals are simply superb: you 
no longer have to suspend your disbelief, it is difficult not to 
completely buy into the whole narrative. In addition, the recent 
discovery of new fossils in China and other recent scientific 
research have given us a much clearer picture of how dinosaurs 
looked and behaved.”

Dinosaurs in the Wild is not simply an entertainment production. 
The attention to scientific accuracy is clearly of equal 
importance, as Haines says: “The general acknowledgement of 
what dinosaurs look like has changed radically. Even Jurassic 
World represented them in an old-fashioned way, as in previous 
films. Most scientists now think velociraptors were quite small 
and covered from head to foot in feathers. Plus, the T-rex had a 
mane.”

Palaeontologist Dr Darren Naish, who is the event’s scientific 
consultant, concurs: “This is a fantastic project to be involved in. 
I’m passionate about my work and I’m always looking for new 
ways to get people interested in these extraordinary creatures. 
This experience presents a new and exciting view of dinosaurs, 
showcasing the latest and quite surprising scientific research 
which many people will not have seen or heard of before.”

There are really three elements to this mix of theatre, theme 
park and the latest scientific research: the infrastructure and 
set design; the technical sound, lighting and AV content and the 
live action actors who inhabit the set and guide the visiting time 
travellers. 

EXTERNAL STRUCTURE AND SET DESIGN
The set was designed by Freeman Ryan Design (FRD). Stephen 
Ryan has created modules inside the Chronotex Enterprises 
Research Station that provide a totally immersive experience for 
visitors. On entering the hall, visitors are met with the external 
structure of the Timebase 67 station, which houses the ‘time 
travel’ vehicles to transport them back to the Late Cretaceous 
period. Lit in a suitably dark and atmospheric style, the façade is 

B From top: The Lookout zone

 T-Rex fi ghting an Ankylosaurus

 One of the corridors at Timebase 67

 Tim Haines, creative director of 
Dinosaurs in the Wild
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a mixture of steel scaffold and drum fixtures that create the sort 
of ambience one would expect to find at such a facility. Visitors 
are moved swiftly into the first of the set pods, the time travelling 
vehicles. A mixture of physical movement, lighting and screens 
that offer a view of what the vehicles are travelling through as 
they approach the base, transport the passengers into the world 
of the living, wild roaming dinosaurs. By the time the vehicle 
docks at the station, 67m years in the past, the occupants are 
well and truly hooked into the narrative of the story.

The experience is separated into distinct set pieces. Each area 
is separate from the other; time travellers move from one to the 
other accompanied by actors who interact with the playback, 
animatronics and AV. There are various laboratories, quarantine 
areas, a lab where a dinosaur autopsy is in progress and a 
hatchery where incubators hold eggs of a variety of dinosaur 
species - each one having a distinct look and design with all the 
necessary attention to detail: this is not a set where the audience 
are sat FOH, every tiny element has to be perfect. Designed 
equally for adults and children alike, everything is touch and user 
friendly, from the hatching eggs to the engagement with dinosaur 
pooh and the ‘looking through the eye of a dinosaur’ experience, 
to meeting disgruntled ‘operatives’ from the base and various 
creatures in a nocturnal setting.  

All of which prepares the visitor for the finale: The Lookout, 
where the spectacular AV content, created by Milk VFX, is 
central to generating the illusion of dinosaurs outside the only 
pod of the research station that protrudes above the ground. 

As Haines explains, the Lookout is core to the whole Dinosaurs 
in the Wild experience. “The four windows offer a panoramic 
view of the landscape and of the dinosaurs outside Timebase 67 
who are roaming free.” Visitors are free to wander around the 
Lookout which created some challenges in terms of 3D visual 
content on the screens within each window, more of which later.

The final set area is the one that transports the travellers 
successfully (almost) back to the 21st century and the obligatory 
souvenir shop. FRD have used the space provided by the vast 
expanse of the NEC’s Hall Two to create a series of rooms that 
provide the ideal backdrop to the sound, AV and lighting that 
complete the illusion of dino-reality.

LIGHTING
Production turned to the more than capable hands of Woodroffe 
Bassett Design (WBD) to fulfil the lighting requirements. Adam 
Bassett explains the details: “We were involved right from the 
early days of pre-production. The brief from Tim Haines was 
based on how we could use lighting to create realism inside a 
space; a different reality for each of the areas without infringing 
on the OLED screens that are so central to entire illusion, 
particularly in the Lookout. These screens reflect colour, so we 
needed to mitigate the issue in places where that might have 
a negative effect with some very unobtrusive and thoughtfully 
located fixtures. For the ambient lighting, each area has its 
own character: some areas are very dark and atmospheric with 
subtle downlighting and LED strips; some required a realistic 
daylight look, and we also supplied all the incidental lights for 
the laboratory area. Everything on show has to look and be the 
real thing - in that sense, this is completely the opposite to how 
one would approach a theatrical production. In each of the 
areas, the live actors were in control of some of the lighting that 
was pertinent to what happened during the narrative, and if one 
understands that this is run as a timecoded sequential journey 

B The Pathology lab

C Bobby Aitken and Scott 
Willsallen

C Open wide! A dinosaur 
autopsy takes place

C Facing page: Escape - 
visitors return to the 
modern-day
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where visitors are continually entering 
and completing the show, it becomes 
clear just how pivotal their role is in 
sustaining the experience.

“I must also credit FRD with their set 
design work which allowed us to design 
a specification with imagination and 
confidence,” says Bassett. “Their style 
and forethought gave us clarity in each 
area we lit, including the entrance 
exterior. The design out there was a 
deliberate decision to make that distinctly 
different to what the visitor was to 
discover on reaching Timebase 67.”

White Light was one of a number of 
companies WBD contracted to deliver 
the specification and their crew were on 
site for the install. White Light’s project 
manager, Paul McLean comments: “Our 
role was to supply the lighting that would 
fulfil Adam Bassett’s design as well as 
be practical for the various spaces. The 
exhibition has essentially 16 ‘main zones’ 
as it were, and each one is very different 
in style and themes. We needed to 
provide lighting equipment that would be 
able to match the brief of each.

“What that meant was drawing on 
lighting fixtures that were not necessarily 
theatrical. For instance, we used 
construction lights during the time 

travelling section along with agricultural 
floods. For the scenes in the laboratory, 
you had medical lighting, in the Lookout 
zone we deployed a range of PAR cans, 
whereas the escape tunnel features 
meters of LED tape with individual pixels. 
When we were ordering the kit, we had to 
seek out very specific fixtures to ensure 
that it was the perfect match for each 
section. We also had to adapt to the 
changes that were being made during 
installation in what was an intricate and 
complex space. We are extremely proud 
to be involved in such a unique project 
and we enjoyed collaborating with WDB 
and the rest of the crew.”

SOUND
Remarkable Productions are in charge of 
audio and show control. The partnership 

of Bobby Aitken (audio designer for We 
Will Rock You, Mamma Mia, etc) and Scott 
Willsallen (audio designer for most of 
the Olympic events for the past 10 years) 
was also in involved in the current Pink 
Floyd exhibition at the V&A Museum 
(see LSi June 2017), for which they were 
responsible for all the audio content, the 
show control and the playback systems. 
The perfect CV for this particular project.

Scott Willsallen explains their role: “The 
audio brief was to design a discreet 
audio system that could support and 
enhance both the ambience of each 
of the set modules and the stunning 
3D visual content. We also set up and 
programmed the control system which, 
for a production such as this, is an 
extremely complex challenge; one that 
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our colleague, Luis Miranda is the brains 
behind. We started from the conceit 
that the AV is the driving force behind 
everything else that happens here, so 
the playback for the dinosaurs had to be 
not only awe-inspiring but scientifically 
correct. To regard this as just a playback 
design would be to totally over-simplify 
the project. Each area required a different 
audio background, the animatronics all 
had their individual sounds and voices, 
as did the visuals on screens and the 
live action actors had to work within 
and around the timecoded playback: 
the live action director, Scott Ferris did a 
wonderful job in that department.

“In all, we had over 200 Audac 
loudspeakers of different types driven by 
Powersoft Quattrocanali 1204 DSP+D 
amplifiers on a Dante network. Autograph 
were the installers for the hardware. 
From a purely logistical point of view, 
part of the design was to minimise any 
audio spill from one area to another 
which would have completely ruined the 
illusion of being in Timebase 67 instead 
of somewhere in the centre of Hall Two 
at the NEC. Careful loudspeaker rigging 
coupled with a fabric ceiling on each 
pod achieved the right result. For control, 
there are three main and three backup 
64-channel Qlab systems on Mac which 
gives us control over audio, lighting and 
video all together in a single package. 
Despite the complexity of the show, once 
it is up and running, we leave just two 
technicians to run the system. The whole 
design was deliberately created to be a 
simple-to-operate set up despite the fact 
that in actuality it is anything but.”

“After 18 months of filming and animation 
we only had a few weeks to complete the 
sound,” adds Haines. “Working with Scott 
and Bobby, the challenge was to create a 
360° 3D soundscape to match the windows 
in what was really just a flimsy room 
without a ceiling (the Lookout). They faced 
the challenge of making visitors believe 
the sounds were coming from beyond the 
windows, whilst not being put off by sounds 
from elsewhere within the experience. 
This they succeeded in doing, but as they 
refined this soundscape it also became 
clear how important the sound was to the 
story-telling within the space. Since people 
are free to move about, the sound becomes 
an important driver to call attention to 
different actions round the Lookout. The 
result has worked wonderfully, creating an 
experiential space like nothing anyone has 
seen or heard before.”

B From top: The Hatchery

 Daytime in the laboratory

 Inside CTP 07 - another immersive zone
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VISUALS
There is AV content throughout the experience, but the opening 
and closing areas are the primary focus for the visual content. In 
the time travelling vehicles, a vital element in asking visitors to 
embrace the concept of the journey they have embarked on is the 
AV content of what is going on outside of the vehicle. To create 
such a dramatic landscape, the production team went to Oregon 
to film an area that is as near to how the wilderness of the Late 
Cretaceous would have looked. This provided the backdrop that 
was then filled with a whole array of dinosaur species both above 
ground and below the water line, as well as adding the drama of 
another time travelling vehicle and its occupants.

Visitors are asked to wear protective glasses which are, in fact 
3D glasses, so as they progress through the experience, any 3D 
element in the video is seen correctly.

However, it is in The Lookout where the 3D content really comes 
into its own as Haines explains: “Core to the Dinosaurs in the 
Wild experience is a central Lookout area where you believe 
you are surrounded by dinosaurs. This presented a unique set 
of production problems. Even though every part was using 
established technology, it was the combination that presented 
the biggest challenge. We shot 4k stereoscopic plates on 
location in Oregon, which was fine, but then these had to be 
turned into the four windows giving a 360°, 3D view from inside 
a room. Each window was made up of six screens, all of which 
had to match like panes in a window. Visitors are then free to 
wander about, which is not usual with 3D. We worried about the 
focal planes, parallax and the viewing angles of the individual 
screens, but in the end it has worked remarkably well and so 
just as 3D TVs are being phased out, we have found a rather 
elegant use for them.” 

LIVE ACTION
As Willsallen says, the dynamic element to the show is the 
interaction of the live actors with the visiting time travellers. 
They take the roles of scientists and technicians working at 
Timebase 67 along with guides who accompany the groups 
(about 20 in each party) around the experience. Although each 
area is separate to the one before and the one after, of course 
each one is coded so that the experience within each one is 
rewound to welcome the next group. Any issues or mishaps 
(always a possibility when dealing with human interaction) 
have to be managed by the actors in the moment, otherwise a 
domino effect would cascade an issue onward through to each 
area. The actors have manual control over some aspects of the 
lights and sound and their importance to the smooth running of 
the experience cannot be overestimated.

What this production has managed to achieve is to create a ride 
that one might find at one of the premier theme parks across 
the globe, but with some significant differences and advantages. 
At a park, an installation is essentially permanent. Although 
that allows for a more solid infrastructure, it also means it is 
often almost out of date within six months of opening and lacks 
flexibility in how it can be upgraded. Dinosaurs in the Wild, on 
the other hand, has built a 70-minute show that equals and even 
surpasses anything similar a family might be looking for as an 
entertainment combined with education experience, yet with a 
keen eye on the event’s tourability.

After the show closes at the NEC, it will travel to Eventcity in 
Manchester until January 2018 with plans afoot to visit the O2 in 
London later in the year. I

P www.dinosaursinthewild.com

B A wall of machinery at Timebase 67

C A Triceratops races a Chronotex X90 vehicle
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