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Cutting-edge animatronics are fast 
becoming the trend in Asia, adding 
uber-cool high-tech attractions to 
the entertainment scene.
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In the down-town business district of Beijing, shoppers 
look up at a 213-metre high Sky Screen as golden 
coins shower down and clink against a glass roof 27 
metres above the pedestrian walk-way. At the Wynn 
hotel in Macau, a golden Tree of Prosperity rises from 
the fl oor, its 2,000 branches shimmering with 98,000 
gold leaves. Meanwhile, on a man-made island in 
the harbour between Resorts World Sentosa and the 
Singapore mainland, two giant cranes ‘dance’, fl ap their 
wings and via digital artistry, turn into ‘real’ cranes that 
shower Resorts World guests with love, long-life and 
good fortune. Standing 27-metres tall, these cranes are 
the largest animatronic creatures in the world. 

All three iconic displays fall under the rubric of 
‘attractions’ – a term that does little to describe the 
ingenious blend of art and technology practised by a tiny 

niche of designers and technicians who create free, 
location-based entertainment in the form of public 
art. This art form is developing vigorously supported 
by visionary Asian entrepreneurs.

CELEBRATING THE CRANE
At the cutting edge of the 
Asian attraction boom is 
Jeremy Railton and his 
company EDC, located in 
Los Angeles California. 

Raised on a remote 
farm in Zimbabwe, 
Railton entertained 
himself by creating 
puppets out of clay and 
sketching native birds 

and animals from the time he was old enough to 
hold a pencil. He designed his fi rst nature park 
when he was 16 and since then, his design career 
has embraced theatre, dance, fi lm, TV, live concerts 
for pop icons, theme park designs and some of the 
most signifi cant attractions in China, Macau and 
Singapore.

“If I think back and without digging too deeply 
into the detailed history of attractions,” says Railton, 
“there are a few examples, old and new, that 
spring to mind. The oldest that I can think of is the 
Colossus at Rhodes, a huge statue depicting the 
Sun God, the city’s patron, which stood 30 metres 
high, astride the entrance to the harbour.” When 
an earthquake hit Rhodes in 224 BC, the Colossus 
broke at the knees; for the next 900 years, the ruins 

“THE ART OF ASTONISHMENT HAS BEEN 
PRACTISED FOR EONS, NEW TECHNOLOGY HAS 
KICKED IT INTO HIGH GEAR THROUGH THE WORK 
OF A SMALL GROUP OF ATTRACTION CREATORS 
THAT PUSH THEIR DISCIPLINES TO THE EDGE.”
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lay on the ground, attracting visitors from all over the 
world with its massive scale. Neither form nor function 
dictated what it needed to be. It was a celebration of a 
victory and the investment came from the spoils. “The 
design brief must have been, ‘Create a ‘wow’ attraction 
that’ll bring attention and fame to the port of Rhodes’ 
– very similar to the brief I received from the Chairman 
of Resorts World, Sentosa, Lim Kok Thay, in 2007. He 
asked me to create a dynamic work of public art that 
would embody the spirit of the new resort.”

Chosen for their preeminence as a symbol of health 
and longevity in Asian culture, Railton envisioned giant 
cranes as the perfect icon to carry the brand of the new 
integrated resort. The Crane Dance Show celebrates 
these magnifi cent birds with an animatronic spectacle 
that references the movements of the crane in a jubilant 
dance and showcases how the power of love can infuse 
inanimate forms with ‘life’.

Railton is an amateur ornithologist and is familiar 
with the actual crane dance movements, but his 
inspiration for the structural design was sparked while 
he was staring at his drafting lamp and realised that 
it had the basic joint articulation of the birds. Each 
dancing crane has six axes of movement and requires 
1,500 HP, equivalent to the power of a small diesel 
locomotive. Movements are programmed with an ultra-
sophisticated motion control system, similar to those 
used on Japanese bullet trains. 

The Crane Dance Show is a technical marvel that 
crosses cultural boundaries and amazes guests of all 
ages. The wings of each crane spray thousands of 
gallons of sea water, up to 12-metres in pulsing arcs, 
thus creating the Crane’s enormous fl apping wings.

LIVE LONG & PROSPER
Another pioneer in Asian Attraction Design is Mark 
Fisher, who passed away in June of 2013. Fisher 
designed stunning stage set-ups for The Rolling 
Stones, Pink Floyd, U2 and Lady Gaga, and was the 
Senior Designer for the 2008 Beijing Olympics.

Fisher created the Golden Atrium – the 
public centrepiece of the Wynn Macau – as a 
transformational space in which the dynamic 
architecture creates the entertainment. On the hour, a 
multi-media blend of kinetic sculpture, video, light and 
music transforms the atrium combining the Chinese 
and Western zodiacs; a magnifi cent golden tree rises 
from beneath the fl oor and an 18-metre diametre 
crystal chandelier descends from the ceiling.  Tree of 
Prosperity cycles through the colours of the seasons, 
from green to red to orange, and back to gold. The 
overall effect is a magical transformation of the 
environment, and people often toss coins at the Tree of 
Prosperity for good luck.

BELOW: Virtual 
Acquarium at the City 
of Dreams in Macau.

OPPOSITE PAGE:  The 
LED sky screen at The 
Place in Beijing. 
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THE BIG O STAYS ON
Collaborations between star attraction designers are not 
uncommon. For the Yeosou, South Korea 2012 Expo, 
Mark Fisher and ECA2, a French multi-media company, 
joined forces to create the Big O.

During the day, the 45-metre tall sculpture, designed 
by Fisher, served as an icon of the Expo site; at night, 
the ECA2 multi-media presentation transformed the 
sculpture into a unique show that took the audience on a 
fantastic journey celebrating the ocean.

The Big O structure comprises a steel circle, 
standing on concrete legs. Its elliptical opening is fi lled 
with a water curtain and the perimeter of the circle is 
lined with fi re, fountains and lights. The water curtain 

serves as a high-resolution projection screen 
composed of very fi ne particles of water, and like the 
optical phenomenon of a rainbow, the interaction of 
light and minute water droplets creates a magical, 
holographic effect with fi gures that appear to be 
fl oating in space.

The Big O show had an impressive attendance 
of over 100,000 people 
weekly throughout the run 
of the Expo. A testament to 
its success is that although 
originally intended to be 
a temporary structure 
that would not outlast 
the three-month run of 
Yeosu Expo 2012, the Big 
O remains a permanent 
attraction and an iconic 
landmark.

WONDERS OF THE DEEP
At the City of Dreams in Macau, guests stand before 
an underwater viewing window, and peer into clear 
blue water as exotically-coloured fi sh dart between 
gently swaying weeds and corals. The effect is so 
real and convincing that you hear an audible gasp 
of astonishment from guests when a beautiful full 
size mermaid swims toward them with graceful, 
fl uid movements.

The Vquarium, a virtual aquarium, designed 
by Cecil Magpuri, is a modem interpretation of the 
trompe l’oeil effect, an ancient technique that uses 
natural imagery to create an optical illusion.  Using 

“THIS 6.5-MINUTE SHOW CULMINATES WITH 
THE DIAMOND RECEDING FROM VIEW TO BE 
REPLACED BY GOOD LUCK SYMBOLS THAT 
MORPH INTO A GIANT SPINNING ROULETTE 
WHEEL. MUSIC, LIGHT AND SOUND BUILD TO 
A CLIMAX SUGGESTING THE SOUNDS OF AN 
ENORMOUS SLOT MACHINE PAYOFF.”

104 TRAVEL 3SIXTY˚
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two enormous, custom designed screens, the Vquarium 
technology combines live action with computer-
generated animation to blur the line between reality and 
fantasy. Since it opened in June 2009, the breathtaking 
Vquarium has amazed guests with its sensuous beauty.

MAMMOTH SCREEN,
MEGA SHOPPING
In anticipation of the ’08 Olympic Games, Railton was 
invited to create a huge LED Sky Screen for The Place, 
a new 700,000-square feet mixed-use retail centre, 
developed by the Beijing Aozhong Xingye Real Estate 
Development Co. Ltd. 

Covering the entire street between two fi ve-storey, 
high-end retail centres and two 23-storey offi ce towers, 
the Sky Screen is 700-metres long, 27-metres wide 
and 24-metres high, making it the largest digital screen 
of its kind in Asia. This defi nitely contributed to The 
Place being ranked number one on a USA Today Travel 
10Best.com list for shopping in Beijing. 

The multi-functional screen can broadcast live 
television programmes and movies, and has hosted the 
biggest video game competition in the world. The fl exible 
format allows fresh images and shows to be up-loaded 
with ease, so that, for a fee, guests can even upload 
photos of loved ones and messages from their phones.

THE TECHNOLOGY 
OF ASTONISHMENT
In 2010, Galaxy Macau Entertainment reached out to 
Railton to design an iconic welcoming experience for 
the opening of their multi-billion dollar integrated resort. 

Between four massive columns in the Galaxy arrival 
atrium, Railton created a beautiful two-tiered waterfall 
that transforms every half hour, manifesting a brilliant 
diamond, seven metres in diameter. The diamond 
provides a stunning welcome arriving guests and 
makes them feel as if they’ve entered a magical world 
of wonder.

This 6.5-minute show culminates with the diamond 
receding from view to be replaced by good luck symbols 
that morph into a giant spinning roulette wheel. Music, 
light and sound build to a climax suggesting the sounds 
of an enormous slot machine payoff.

Composed of aluminium clad in tempered glass 
mirror, the diamond is composed of 472 perfectly 
aligned facets and weighs over 1,814kgs, yet it appears 
to spin and levitate toward the dome above without any 
visible means of support.

Railton was able to achieve this effect through 
illusion technology, which applies stage magician 
secrets to create the desired effect. The design of the 
chandelier above the diamond conceals a series of very 
thin cables that lift the diamond as it appears to spin 

OPPOSITE PAGE: Fortune 
Diamond at Galaxy 
Hotel in Macau.

BELOW:  The Big O at 
Yeosu Expo, South Korea.
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THE THEMED 
ENTERTAINMENT 
ASSOCIATION
The Themed 
Entertainment Association 
(TEA) is an international 
non-profi t organisation 
that represents the 
world’s leading creators, 
designers and producers 
of compelling places 
and experiences.  Every 
year, the TEA recognises 
the achievements of 
unique projects with 
a special Award of 
Excellence, called the 
Thea and loosely based 
on the same principles 
of awarding an Oscar. 
The Tree of Prosperity, 
The Crane Dance and the 
Big O experience were 
awarded the TEA Award of 
Outstanding Achievement 
in 2009, 2012 and 2013 
respectively. In 2014, 
Mystic Manor in Hong 
Kong, Gardens by the Bay 
in Singapore and The Mind 
Museum in Philippines are 
set to receive TEA awards. 
http://theaawardstea.blogspot.com

and levitate towards the dome without any visible means 
of support. When the Diamond rises, this movement is 
covered by the larger movement of the chandelier that 
functions likes a magician’s wand, subtly managing the 
guests’ focus of attention away from the thin cables that 
activate the apparent levitation.

According to Railton, as a branding icon, the 
diamond is an unmistakable symbol of wealth, luxury 
and living on a grand scale. As such, it has helped 
Galaxy overcome a primary challenge for Asian casinos 
trying to attract mainland Chinese. In mainland China, 
casinos cannot advertise gaming per se, but they can 
use a picture of a giant diamond with a message: 
Come to the Galaxy and be treated like royalty!

ASTONISHMENT HAS ITS PRICE
Creating sensational attractions can cost anywhere 
from USD2 million to 30 million, but more and more 
developers recognise that the right attraction in the right 
place can justify the investment. This not only attracts 
tourists and press, but also stimulates buzz through 
social media as evidenced by all the videos and photos 
of these attractions that circulate on the Internet.

Although the art of astonishment has been practised 
for eons, new technology has kicked it into high gear 
through the work of a small group of attraction creators 
that push their disciplines to the edge in order to create 
an experience of child-like wonder! 

The Golden Tree At Wynn 
Macau Resort

 GETTING THERE AirAsia fl ies to Beijing, Macau, Seoul and Singapore 
from various destinations. Visit www.airasia.com for details.
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