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SPECTACULAR

The Pan American Games celebrated the vitality of Brazilian culture
By: Sarah Rushton-Read
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backstage volunteers. Givens and his
team were responsible for the open-
ing ceremony, sports production, the
presentation of 2,252 medals, and the
closing ceremony. 

While it’s not so unusual for coun-
tries to outsource production services
for large events, it is perhaps surpris-
ing that a German, as opposed to a
U.S., company won the international
tender to provide lighting and rigging
services to a South American event.
Organizers undoubtedly do their best

to source gear as locally as possible,
to keep transport cost down.
Nonetheless, there are many other
factors to take into account; Morten
Carlsson, managing director for
Procon, discusses some of them:
“Procon is well-versed in single-hand-
edly providing full lighting, power, AV,
and crew services for any scale
event, anywhere in the world. We
pride ourselves on our ability to inter-
pret a lighting designer’s concept,
provide suitable equipment that’s fit
for both the purpose and environ-
ment, and to deal with the diverse
methods of international working
practices we meet. We also nurture
excellent relationships with our equip-
ment manufacturer, which allows us
to provide state-of-the-art equipment,
along with all the necessary technical
backup required onsite.”

Tom Van Hemelrijk, senior manag-
er for Procon, continues: “The proj-

ect came in at the last minute. The
first inquiry was in November 2006
and the set, budgets, and contracts
were only finalized in April 2007! In
order to keep transport costs as low
as possible for the client, we always
try to link up with an event’s local
market and look for a local partner
we can support. Unfortunately, in
this case, the equipment, at the
quantities required, was not avail-
able, so we brought everything in
from Germany.”

Flooding the stadium 
with color
Rio de Janeiro’s Maracana Stadium is
one of the largest football stadiums in
the world. For U.S. lighting designer
David Grill, the scale presented him
with his first major challenge. Grill is no
stranger to large-scale events, having
been involved with everything from the
Super Bowl to the Winter Olympics.
Nevertheless, to successfully bring
such a huge space to life with color,
shape, dimension, and movement
required a massive quantity of lighting.

“With such a huge venue, we were
pushing the capability of the lighting
gear to its very limits,” says Grill.
“Many fixtures were hung at distances
beyond their optimum operating con-
ditions. My priority was to simultane-
ously deliver an exciting and dynamic
lighting experience to both the live
and the TV audiences. It was impor-
tant to not only give dimension and

movement to the huge ensemble per-
formances, but also to be able to pick
out individual performers, commenta-
tors, and dignitaries when necessary.
Basically, the idea was to bring the
culture of the people of Brazil to the
world. My job was to support that cre-
ative vision through lighting.”

Grill did this by painting the stadi-
um with swathes of vibrant, colorfully
dynamic washes over which key light
shaped and emphasized specific ele-
ments in the show. From moments
with a single isolated performer to
mass cast spectacles the lighting
breathed with the performers. At one
point, hundreds of dancers represent-
ed the energy of the sea as huge
boats sailed through them—wave
movement and shapes were emulated
by constantly moving layers of color
and patterns. Dissolving to a vision of
the Copacabana Beach, the tone
shifted to warm rays of sunlight with
the waters surrounding them. The
automated lighting package allowed
the stadium environment to adapt to a
myriad of visual pictures, with the flex-
ibility to go from bold to subtle. 

To enable the creation of these rich
layers of lighting, Procon shipped over
220 tons of gear to Brazil, 55 tons of
which were air-freighted; the rest were
delivered by boat. Procon also sup-
plied 20 of its own trained staff,
including three riggers, two crew
chiefs, and 14 technicians, in addition
to the 22 Brazilian technicians and 30-
40 local manual laborers.

Creating the network
Matthias Rau, lighting project manag-
er for Procon, continues: “Maracana
Stadium is enormous. While access
proved to be reasonably easy for rig-
ging and lighting, we still faced the
challenge of providing suitable com-
munication between the 12 dimmer
cities scattered around the stadium
which fed the hundreds of lights.”
This was a major undertaking, and in
the end Procon engineers elected to
design, build and, test their own
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E xplosions of light, color, costume
and music characterized the

opening ceremony of the 2007 Pan
American Games, hosted in Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil. The opening ceremo-
ny of this quadrennial event illustrated
all that’s positive about Brazilian cul-
ture today. The 2007 Pan American
Games provided a magnificent dis-
play of local performance seamlessly

interfaced with technical and design
skills from around the world—all of
which ultimately ensured that the 
lavish opening ceremony absolutely
exuded high energy. 

Fireworks displays resonated
around the massive stadium, with
more than 4,000 performers, numer-
ous large-scale puppets (including a

crocodile the size of a passenger jet
airliner), musicians, and dancers rep-
resenting the color and diversity of
Brazilian life. The theme for the
games—Viva Essa Energia (Share the
Energy)—was reflected by the sheer
vitality of the show. A symphony
orchestra, three 100' coral snakes,
Miss Brazil, and a 1,500-piece per-
cussion band, plus thousands of

dancers, signifying everything from
ocean waves to water lilies, added to
the spectacle, which was built around
an impressive hydraulic wedding
cake-style platform positioned in the
center of a full, field-sized, stage, with
a sculptural Pan American cauldron
spectacularly backed by an expan-
sive color-morphing waterfall. 

As has become the trend in recent
times, the opening and closing 
ceremonies of the Pan American
Games were designed to be a televi-
sual spectacular. In the last five to ten
years, sporting events have increas-
ingly become production extravagan-
zas, and by their very nature rely
heavily on the specialist skills of
experienced creative designers, event
planners, producers, and technical
experts from all sectors of live event
lighting, sound, video, and TV.

For the Pan American Games’ 
ceremonies, the Brazilian government
engaged Scott Givens and his cre-
ative team from U.S.-based company
Five Currents as executive producers.
Via the local production company
Mondo Entertainment, the govern-
ment also contracted high-profile,
large-scale event lighting and rigging
veterans Procon Event Engineering.
Procon provided lighting, rigging, and
crew requirements for both the open-
ing and closing ceremonies. 

Five Currents handled all the artis-
tic elements of the show, including
more than 250 creative and produc-
tion staff, plus another 1,000 

“ In order to keep transport costs as low as
possible for the client, we always try to link up
with an event’s local market and look for a local
partner we can support. Unfortunately, in this
case, the equipment, at the quantities required,
was not available, so we brought everything in
from Germany.”

Grill’s design incorporated vibrant color, working many of the fixtures beyond their normal operating conditions. 

One of the event’s many giant puppets, the “Energy of the Sun” crocodile. 
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washes, effects, and gobo lighting.
David specified 48 BigLites, 4.5K
apiece, on trusses to deliver extra
punch and focus, and used twelve 4K
Lycian followspots to pick out the
individual performers.

In addition, Grill used numerous
BigLites, Space Cannons, and smoke
machines on the stage floor. There
were also plenty of ETC Source Four
PARs uplighting flagpoles around the
stadium and on the stage itself.
Sixteen Studio Due City Beams and
Eight Studio Due City Colours gave
the waterfall behind the cauldron an
almost ethereal colour and depth.

Rigging necessary to hang the
lighting and sound kit comprised a
massive 2km of truss—1km pre-rig on
the roof and 1km hanging under the
roof. The company also provided 95
motors to hang the truss and PA. All
equipment had to operate in wide-
ranging weather conditions, and, while
the games opened in very comfortable
conditions—71° F— the closing cere-
mony saw heavy rain and a cool 57°.

Procon is experienced in working
in a diverse range of conditions and
cultures, many of which bear their
own idiosyncrasies. In terms of condi-
tions, Procon engineers fashioned not
only their own network for control,
but also bespoke covers for some of
the more exposed moving lights. In

terms of culture, the company active-
ly employs an experienced and truly
international crew. The benefit of this
is that many otherwise easily made
misunderstandings and potential dis-
asters are averted. International crews
allow Procon to quickly interface and
work alongside local technicians in
venues throughout the world. This
ensures that the client benefits from

Procon staffs familiarity with the kit,
plan and schedule and the local
crews knowledge of the venue and
supply chain. 

Rau confirms that many of his
major challenges on projects of this
scale come from lack of familiarity
with a country’s ways of doing things:
“In the beginning, my major hurdle
was to get all the locally sourced
materials and transport to the stadi-

um on the right day at the right time.
Brazil works in very different ways to
Europe. It is essential that you under-
stand what that difference is if you
want to ensure your trucks, fork lifts,
and the locally supplied generators
for electricity are onsite in time!
Whenever you are in a new country
for the first time, it’s invariably a steep
learning curve, and often an exercise

in patience and diplomacy for both
sides. Nonetheless, we always get
there in the end!”

Despite Brazil’s well-documented
political and social issues, the 15th
Pan American Games in Rio de
Janeiro passed with little incident.
The city welcomed over 5,500 partici-
pating athletes from 42 countries for
what was the largest, most expen-
sive, and undoubtedly the most spec-
tacular Pan American Games to date.
Loaded with a value far beyond the
games themselves—the Brazilians
hope the event will be a prequel to
hosting the 2016 Olympics and the
2014 football World Cup. 

In a worldwide arena, where coun-
tries battle it out to win the opportuni-
ty to host the seemingly endless sup-
ply of upcoming large-scale sporting
events, each new experience seems
to up the ante in terms of artistry,
technical wizardry and scale. Judging
by the complexity of the Pan
American Games, this looks set to
continue well into the future—great for
the entertainment technology busi-
ness, in all its very diverse guises.
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Ethernet network system in Germany
prior to arrival on the project.

“Control was via a sophisticated
MA Lighting system, utilizing two
active grandMA full-size consoles,
with two for backups,” adds Rau. “All
were linked via a fiber-optic network,
with 18 MA NSPs and seven MA
2PortNodes on PC. We used network
switches from HP and built our own
fiber-optic ring, then programmed it
all onsite.”

Fifty-two DMX universes were
eventually used, so programming was
split between two people. Lighting
director and programmer Laura Frank
controlled the units that provided key
and people lighting, and lighting
director and programmer Paul
Sonnleitner controlled the units that
did the washes and effects—basically
everything else that created and filled
in the bigger picture.

Sonnleitner elaborates: “Procon,
and especially the head of systems,
Daniel Steffe, created a remarkably
sophisticated network that allowed
the lighting team to reliably control an
astonishing number of DMX fixtures
over the huge distances required. Two

interconnected fiber-optic loops, one
traversing 4.5km around the stadium
roof and a second servicing the field
of play, were configured using the
spanning tree algorithm on the HP
switches for redundancy. Fiber-optic
cabling connected all the switches in
the remote locations to the ones in
the control position via redundant
paths. All the MA NSPs, grandMA
consoles, laptops, and MA
2PortNodes on PC were united to the
UTP ports of these switches.”

Because of the large number of
DMX parameters required—nearly
26,000 DMX parameters in total
were controlled—two concurrent
MA-Net sessions were run over the
single network.

Grill used the system to supply a
phenomenal 52 universes of DMX,
which went out to 742 Martin MAC
2000 Washes, 122 Clay Paky Alpha
Spots, 51 ZAP BigLite 4.5kWs, and
32 Space Cannon Ireos 7kW units.
With so many Martin Mac 2000s
onsite, Martin Professional offered
onsite technical support to Procon.
Claus Jensen, from Martin’s design
and application team in Denmark,

was in charge in Brazil. 
Mark Ravenhill, vice president of

television and theatre lighting for
Martin Professional, says: “We have
had a close relationship with Procon
for many years—they’re an excellent
customer. Whenever they’re involved
with larger shows, we offer a variety
of levels of commitment to them. This
is based on Procon’s needs and the
equipment quantities being used. Of
course, in recent years, the size of the
average event—not just those done
by Procon—has grown considerably,
and, in direct response, so has the
level of support Martin offers.”

For Grill, this was an ideal combina-
tion: “Working with Procon was a pure
joy—they supplied excellent equip-
ment and the people to support it.”

To hold all the lighting required,
Procon rigged a total of 24 trusses
high up in the roof of the stadium.
Rau details: “The hanging positions of
the trusses meant that there was a
pretty long throw to the field—each
truss supported 25 Mac 2000s. We
also rigged hundreds of Mac 2000s
and Clay Paky Alpha Spots on the
balcony rails to create the bright

The event boasted some 4,000 dancers and performers.  

Top: The Games’ extensive crew.  Bottom: The lighting gear in the shop (right) and in the stadium (left) 

“With such a huge venue, we were pushing the
capability of the lighting gear to the very limits.
Many fixtures were hung at distances beyond their
optimum operating conditions.”
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If learning to work inside Brazilian
culture provided its challenges for

the production team, it did so dou-
bly for the sound designer, Patrick
Baltzell. Because of the way the
Brazilian government handled the
production’s contracts, much of the
sound gear was delivered onsite
extremely late, leaving a cruelly
short amount of time for installation
and tweaking the system. The gear
was supplied by Gabisom Audio
Equipment, described by Baltzell as
“the biggest sound company in
South and Central America;” never-
theless, because it also provided
gear to many of the games’ sporting
events, the company found its
resources stretched to the limit. “We
got the full system a week out from
the show,” he adds.

“We didn’t have any intercom
system until three days before the
event,” says Baltzell, by way of
describing the challenging produc-
tion conditions. “Before that, we did
everything with walkie-talkies.” In
addition, the sound gear had to be
emptied out of the stadium after the
opening ceremonies were over, to
allow the venue to host the games.
Then it had to be reinstalled quickly,
for the closing ceremonies.

The stadium itself posed a num-
ber of acoustical challenges, Baltzell
notes. “It’s not quite closed and not
quite open. It’s topped by a kind of
perimeter roof that covers the spec-
tators and not the field; that means
there’s a huge, reflective wall of
concrete that captures sound when
you aim sound from the field to the
upper seats. It’s a huge structure; it
seats 130,000.”

To solve this problem, Baltzell
specified a series of systems on
three levels. “If I could cover the
upper seating, I could eliminate the
reflection that came from exciting

the ceiling,” he says. On the field
were found 16 clusters of four L-
Acoustics V-Dosc speakers. For the
upper seating area, he specified a
ring of 16 clusters of nine L-
Acoustics dV-DOSC boxes; howev-
er, because of availability issues, he
eventually went with the Norton line
array, a Portugese product. “They
were fine, and, as they were easier
to get, that’s what we used for the
delays,” he says. 

In addition, Baltzell built loud-
speakers into the tunnels, where the
athletes entered, and also into the
stage. “In these kinds of large-scale
stadium sports events, basically the
whole field is the stage,” he says. “I
built Norton speakers into the stage
itself, at about head level; that
became the zero time point where
the sound began. Then I timed the
ring of V-Dosc, which was in front of
the audience, back to the stage
units, and I timed the upper ring
boxes to the V-Dosc.” He also built
a set of wedges into the deck, as
there were far too many performers
to allow for the use of in-ears.

Sound was controlled by a pair of
Yamaha PM5D consoles strung
together. “I like the PM5D in these
situations,” Baltzell says. “The foot-
print is small, and you can cascade
them around you, in an L or a U
shape, which doesn’t kill as many
seats.” Most of the music was on
playback, and, for projects such as
this, he’s developed an approach for
getting the optimum sound from
recorded material. “I went to the
studio myself, and reconfigured the
recordings, which were done in
ProTools, reducing them to 16
stems, or instrument subgroups.
There were separate lines for kick
drums, stereo drums, guitars, key-
boards, vocals. That way, instead of
using a stereo mix, I can contour

them and do EQs. I did not use any
reverb effects because the stadium
is so live. I send the music bone dry
to myself. After years of doing the
Super Bowl, I know that the mix for
broadcast is very different. With
such long decay times, you have to
be very careful about what instru-
ments you send to the subwoofers.
If you send a stereo mix, it’s a dis-
aster. If you’re judicious about the
instruments you send, you can clean
up the low frequency and get a
much better mix.” 

In addition to the ProTools,
Baltzell also had 360 Systems replay
units to extend the recorded music
for the moment with the cauldron
was lit. “It’s hard to predict what the
timing will be in the live show,” he
says. “To avoid having a fadeout of
the music, you have to have a sec-
ond piece of music, which was on
the 360 Systems units.”

The mics were a mix of Neumann
184s and Shure KSM32 on the
instruments, with the latter being
used by announcers as well. “I had
[AKG] 414s in a couple of places,”
he says. “Also, my wireless mics
were the Shure UHR series, with the
KSM-9 capsule, which is new
favorite capsule, on all the singers.”
When the intercoms arrived, it was
an RTS system, with Telex BTR800
wireless units.

Even with the fast-moving sched-
ule and unanticipated delays,
Baltzell says the opening cere-
monies went well; the closing show
was a little more complicated,
although, all in all, the designer says
it went off reasonably efficiently.
After that, he was off to Shanghai
for similar ceremonies in the Special
Olympics, another piece of experi-
ence for a resume that qualifies him
as a master of the games.

Pan American Sound


