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a EVENT

Now in its 13th year, Vivid Sydney attracts vast numbers of 
visitors to the Australian city across three weeks in May and 
June as many of Sydney’s iconic buildings and landmarks are 
transformed each night into almighty canvases for public art. 

Over the course of the event, the city’s central business 
district and harbour region are decked out with light 
sculptures, interactive multimedia art works and building 
projections that enable visitors to see landmarks such as 
the Sydney Opera House, Sydney Harbour Bridge and the 
Museum of Contemporary Art Australia in a whole new light. 

With a theme of Vivid Sydney, Naturally, the 2023 event was 
enjoyed by 3.28 million people who visited to soak up over 300 
events, including illuminated visual and art displays, musical 
performances and a range of street food and dining options. 
The crowds were huge, the traffic was utter chaos, but Vivid 
Sydney remains massively popular.

An article on the technological highlights of Vivid is not 
an easy one to write as a full roundup would take up this 
entire issue. Consequently, I’ve highlighted a handful of key 
installations and tech points of interest - so apologies in 
advance to anyone miffed by their exclusion.

The Vivid Light Walk alone is an 8.5km pathway around the 
city that hosts the works of over 100 light collaborators and 26 
international light artists from 13 countries. Here lies another 
conundrum, whilst the public may be impressed by the 
myriad of artworks featuring LED strips, LED neon flex and 

LED balls, those working in the technical field are often left  
a tad underwhelmed. Still, there’s also plenty of inspiring 
work to be found . . .

HARBOUR LIGHTS
Described as Vivid Sydney’s centre stage, Circular Quay was 
once again illuminated with spectacular projections and 
sweeping beams of light. This year, for the first time, visitors 
could use their smartphones to listen to a special soundtrack 
in-sync with the light shows. After downloading the Cinewav 
app, the sound design of the harbour shows and other 
installations across the city could be enjoyed in time with 
the public artworks from wherever visitors were enjoying the 
displays.

Alongside this advancement in the provision of personal 
soundtracks, every year Vivid sees advances made in 
the control of precincts and installations, and this year 
Mandylights controlled 20 buildings across Sydney via a 
state-of-the-art 4G network that used mobile phone-based 
control to push data in real-time across the city, with lag 
generally under 45 milliseconds.

“We’ve developed our proprietary nodes that broadcast data,” 
explains Mandylights director Richard Neville. “We have two-
way communication, so we can have cameras to watch the 
lights and sACN distribution across the city. Now, with only 
a fraction of a second of latency, we are delivering real-time 
lighting control data to 20 buildings, the Harbour Bridge, 
boats and other venues across the city.”

Naturally Vivid
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He continues: “Five years ago, you had to rely on a cobbled-
together mesh of microwave and W-DMX, and now we’re on 
commercial grade 4G technology and can deploy this anywhere. 
From a design point of view, it means that anywhere we can 
get mobile phone reception, we can put lights, which is pretty 
liberating when you’re playing across the city. We don’t need 
line-of-sight or a series of cumbersome antennas anymore. 
We’ve got these boxes down to like a small Pelican case and 
they give us a security camera port and four universes of DMX 
to any location.”

Neville adds that, as a designer and programmer, it also enabled 
him and the team to focus in real-time via a cellular-enabled 
iPad. When it was time to programme, they didn’t have to 
compromise with lag or network speeds - Harbour Bridge for 
example, ran at 60 frames a second with incredibly smooth 
content - and they could flash building lighting across the city 
in real-time.

A simple map on an LCD screen in the control room displayed 
red and green icons for all the nodes across the city. For the first 
time, the Mandylights crew monitored Dark Spectrum (more on 
this later), the botanic garden, and the whole city and Harbour 
Bridge from one control point located within a custom-built 20ft 
control container. 

Neville is clearly pleased: “Our techs can monitor centrally. 
That means we can see if things have gone offline; we can do 
maintenance; we can access audio replay units and DMX nodes 
all over the city from one control room.”

To illuminate Harbour Bridge, 2.8km of controllable LED tubes 
were used across the east and west sides of the structure. Each 
tube was custom-made for the project to emit light in  
a 360° radius. With the installation crew working to tight time 
scales, the circuit boards of each tube were printed with special 
markings, quickly showing which direction they should face. 

347 colour changing uplights were deployed to light the vertical 
and diagonal chords of the bridge and its approach. These 
joined 62 custom-made searchlights placed across the road 
deck and the bridge approach. 

In all, 179,200 individual LEDs were used to create the famous 
arch lighting that was controlled by media servers streaming 
video content across the structure at 60 frames a second, 
essentially turning the bridge into a low-resolution video 
screen.

Content was played back via 550 lighting cues on a 10 minute 
loop to perfectly match the Our Connected City soundscape, 
composed by Tim Commandeur. A total of 72 power and data 
supply units were located around the bridge and were supplied 
by a fibre optic ring network. The lighting at Harbour Bridge took 
six weeks to install, with work largely taking place overnight to 
avoid traffic and climbers. 

Elsewhere in Central Quay, over 250 custom searchlights and 
high-powered LED floods were deployed by Mandylights to 
light large-scale buildings and create an impressive canopy of 
beams.

Cat Strom reports from Vivid Sydney 2023  
as over three million people visit the city to enjoy 

large-scale light and projection shows . . .
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