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San	Antonio	Marriott	Rivercenter	Ballroom	is	luxurious,	tech-centric.

teXas-siZeD teamWorK
By jim stokes

Sound & Communications Contributing Editor Jim Stokes has been involved in the AV industry for more than 30 years 
as an AV technician and writer. 
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Step aside, action heroes! Your missions to thwart evil and restore the planet 
are nothing compared to the heroic tasks undertaken by a super AV design 
and install team. Appropriately, the action took place in Texas, for it was a truly 
Texas-style project. As an overview, here are the project guidelines (see “Third 
Floor Renovation: A Corporate View” for more details).
• Renovate a 42,000-square-foot ballroom on the third floor of the San Antonio 
Marriott Rivercenter (SAMRC) hotel. 
• Design and build a ballroom “open ceiling.”
• Coordinate AV, architecture, engineering, lighting and signage.
• Complete construction in just under 10 weeks over Fall and Winter holi-
days. 

Coordination is Key
Within this project list, it’s certainly an understatement that coordination was 

the key to complete the ballroom AV renovation successfully. So, we’ll explore 
the collaboration as well as the AV install. Before that, let’s set the scene. 

The 38-story hotel is located on the 
famed Paseo del Rio, or River Walk, 
a huge business, entertainment and 
tourist attraction. Other notable city 
attractions include the Alamo, theme 
parks, San Antonio Spurs basketball 
and several militar y installations. 
Related, this writer recalls being sta-
tioned at Fort Sam Houston in San An-
tonio for Army medic and dental train-
ing at Brooke Army Medical Center 
in the early 1960s. At that time, the 
River Walk was off limits at night to 
military personnel. Several decades 
later, our family drove across Texas 
from Alamogordo NM and rediscov-
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The 42,000-square-foot 
Grand Ballroom serves 
as the centerpiece of 
the San Antonio Marriott 
Rivercenter renovation.
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ered the River Walk where, as today, 
it’s the place for a pleasant stroll, day 
or night, amid business and entertain-
ment pursuits. 

open opportunity
According to an overview of the 

ballroom AV renovation from RTKL 
Associates design consultants, the 
most dynamic design feature of the 
project is the ballroom “open ceiling.” 
The ceiling is completely open to the 
structure above, and all components 
are suspended within. These compo-
nents include drywall forms, HVAC 
ductwork, fire sprinklers, decorative 
and architectural lighting, audio speak-
ers and acoustical treatment. 

Although the open ceiling provided 
the property with tremendous flexibil-
ity, it also posed many challenges to 
the team, the greatest of which was 
that the design and all elements of 
the ceiling had to be completely coor-
dinated in advance. The schedule al-
lowed no time to work out any conflicts 
during construction. The design and 
implementation of this ceiling is the 
centerpiece of the project and was the 
result of strong collaboration. 

specific Criteria
Now let’s take a look at specific cri-

teria. 
• Design: Regarding what meets 
the eyes of ballroom visitors, the de-
sign features a graceful composition of 
arcs on two levels. The pattern unifies 
the asymmetrical three- and four-bay 
overlapping Salon (individual room) 
layouts. Integrated into the drywall 
forms are $1 million in unique, cus-
tom chandeliers. Considerable effort 
was required to ensure that the lines 
of the drywall forms precisely followed 
the arcs of the chandeliers. Irregular 
wall elevations and soffits at existing 
door openings were manipulated with 
new framing and millwork to provide 
focal points and unify the elevations.
• MEP Integration: HVAC duct-
work was routed through the drywall 
framing carefully, and virtually disap-
pears from view. Fire sprinklers were 
directly integrated into the chandeliers 
and are “hidden in plain sight.” 

Before exploring audio and acoustics, ©
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although the open ceiling 
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flexibility, it also posed 

many challenges  

to the team.



we’ll introduce our three interviewees. 
Up ahead, there’ll be the viewpoints of 
Gonzalo Rodriguez, AV design consul-
tant, RTKL, Baltimore MD; Tim Penny, 
senior account manager, The Whitlock 
Group (TWG), Dallas TX; and Keith 
Ordoyne, director of event technology 
(AV), Marriott Rivercenter. 

Sound and sound control were major 
considerations in project integration. 
Consequently, RTKL’s special systems 
team created a custom loudspeaker. 
According to Rodriguez, “We looked 

at a lot of options when it came to the 
speakers, [such as] taking the driver 
out of one product and putting it into 
a custom box that a manufacturer 
could make for us. We’re looking at 
120 speakers, so we wanted something 
that was low profile with coverage that 
wasn’t just a big rectangle: a big box 
up in the air. The [existing] speaker 
system was easily 12 years old and still 
functioned well, so even that was an 
option at one point. 

“The [final] option was the Tan-

third Floor  
renovation:  

a Corporate view 
Host	 Hotels	 and	 Resorts,	 headquar-

tered	 in	 Bethesda	 MD,	 awarded	 RTKL	
Associates	 design	 consultants	 the	
third-floor	renovation	project	at	its	San	
Antonio	 Marriott	 Rivercenter	 property.	
The	entire	area	 features	91,000	square	
feet	of	meeting	and	assembly	space,	in-
cluding	a	42,000-square-foot	ballroom,	
10,000	 square	 feet	 of	 pre-function,	 19	
conference	rooms,	four	convention-sized	
restrooms,	 two	 registration	 desks,	 the	
elevator	lobby	and	about	10,000	square	
feet	of	corridor.	

The	goal	was	to	produce	a	design	for	
the	 third	 most	 profitable	 Host-owned	
Marriott	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 The	 Riv-
ercenter	 is	 owned	 jointly	 by	 Host	 and	
Marriott,	so	both	groups—with	different	
aesthetics—would	be	evaluating	RTKL’s	
work	and	providing	conflicting	direction.	
Because	it	was	considered	a	“big	deal”	
project	by	both	owners,	that	meant	extra	
scrutiny	would	be	 levied	by	more	 indi-
viduals.	

RTKL’s	stringent	criteria	included:	pro-
duce	the	design	from	schematics	through	
construction	documents	in	nine	months;	
coordinate	numerous	disciplines,	includ-
ing	 architecture,	 interior	 design,	 MEP	
engineering,	structural	engineering,	au-
dio,	video,	telecom,	acoustics,	lighting,	
signage	 and	 ADA;	 bring	 a	 22-year-old	
building	 and	 its	 systems	up	 to	 current	
code	and	ADA	compliance.	

And	 the	 ringer	was	 that	 there	was	 a	
window	 of	 only	 68	 calendar	 days	 for	
construction;	that’s	just	under	10	weeks.	
Through	 an	 extraordinary	 collaborative	
effort,	 the	project	was	not	only	a	great	
design	success,	but	was	also	completed	
on	time	and	under	budget.	

Understanding	the	importance	of	this	
property,	 the	 team	 set	 out	 to	 create	 a	
dynamic	 “Texas-sized”	 statement,	 with	
the	ballroom	being	its	centerpiece.	Each	
member	of	the	team	worked	in	concert	
under	 the	 direction	 of	 both	 the	 RTKL	
Miami	 office	 and	 Pace	 Management.	
Numerous	 site	 visits,	 detailed	 field	 re-
ports	and	weekly	conference	calls	kept	
all	 parties	 aware	 of	 each	 other’s	 prog-
ress.	By	staying	focused,	the	team	was	
able	to	stay	on	schedule	and	overcome	
many	hurdles,	not	least	of	which	was	a	
substantial	 VE	 (value	 engineering)	 ex-
ercise.
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equipment
BALLROOM EQUIPMENT ROOM
AUdIO
6	 Biamp	AudiaFLEX	CM	24x24	DSP	w/CobraNet
37	 Biamp	IP2	DSP	input	cards
31	 Biamp	OP2e	DSP	output	cards
4	 Bittree	B	96DC-FNPIT/E3	M2OU12B	audio	
	 patchbays,	normalized
1	 Clear-Com	MS-702	intercom	base	station
1	 Denon	DCM-290P	5-disc	CD	changer
2	 Lab.gruppen	C	10:4X	4-channel	amps
4	 Lab.gruppen	C	16:4	4-,	5-speaker	zone	amps
1	 Lab.gruppen	C	20:8X	2-,	3-speaker	zone	amp
1	 Lab.gruppen	C	28:4	6-speaker	zone	amp
1	 Lab.gruppen	C	28:4	pre-function	amp
1	 Lab.gruppen	C	20:8X	BGM	amp
12	 RDL	STP-1	universal	audio	attenuators-2	channel
2	 RDL	ST-MX2	2	mic	or	line	input	mixers
1	 Symetrix	581e	audio	distribution	amp
1	 TOA	Electronics	MP-1216	rackmount	audio	monitor
VIdEO
1	 Bittree	B48T-1WNHD	video	patch	panel	(WECO),	2x24,	composite
1	 Bittree	B24S-1WNHD	video	patch	panel	(WECO),	1x24,	composite
CONTROL
1	 Biamp	Logic	Box	programmable	logic	input/output	box
1	 Crestron	TPS-15LB	Isys	15"	wall-mount	touchpanel	w/rackmount	kit
1	 Crestron	C2N-SPWS300	300W	Cresnet	power	supply
1	 Crestron	MC2E	compact	control	system	w/Ethernet
2	 Crestron	CNTBLOCK	Cresnet	expansion	modules
MIsC.
1	 APC	SMART-UPS
	 Audio	Accessories	audio	patch	cables
	 Bittree	video	patch	cables
15	 EE	Controls	SH5.04-MSW	speaker	relays
1	 Linksys	EF3116	Ethernet	switch	for	CobraNet	w/fiber	port,	fiber	card
1	 Linksys	EF3116	Ethernet	switch	for	control
4	 Middle	Atlantic	WRK-44-32	equipment	racks	w/accessories

FUNCTION sPACE	
sPEAkERs
120	 Tannoy	V12	type-1,	12"	dual-concentric	speakers,	70V,	60W	w/brackets	(Ballroom)
7	 Tannoy	CMS12	TDC-60	12"	recessed	speakers,	70V,	60W	(Ballroom)
20	 Tannoy	CVS	4	4"	ceiling	recessed	speakers,	70V	(Elevator,	Lobby,	Restrooms)
106	 Tannoy	CVS	6	6"	ceiling	recessed	speakers,	70V	(Pre-function)
6	 Tannoy	CVS	6	6"	ceiling	recessed	speakers,	70V	(Meeting	Room	5)
CONTROL
12	 Crestron	TPS-4LW	wall	controls	(Ballroom	Salons)
1	 Crestron	TPS-4LW	wall	control	(Pre-function)
CABLE, CONNECTORs, MIsC.
1	 Whirlwind	B2404XLW6CRP(O)	24-in,	4-return	stage	box
1	 Whirlwind	B0424XLW6CRP(O)	24-out,	4-send	stage	box
2	 Whirlwind	C2815W6IRP(I)W6IRP(O)	C-series	multi-line	cable	assemblies
List	is	edited	from	information	supplied	by	The	Whitlock	Group.

noy V12 with just a 60-watt 
transformer added. And the 
box was already painted black. 
Then I knew that, sonically, 
that speaker was going to be 
amazing in there. They’re high 
performance. They’ll be able 
to give [the hotel] the oppor-
tunity to use less of an audio 
rental system.” In addition to 
the V12s, there are also seven 
CMS12s in the ballroom. Vari-
ous other areas have CVS 4s and 

6s installed. 
Speakers are driven by Lab.grup-

pen amplifiers. “We know that they’re 
reliable,” he said. “People take these 
on the road. In these kinds of spaces, 
they can’t afford to have a problem and 
have somebody come out there in the 
middle of an event.” Another factor 
was price. “Financially, they give us 
the best dollar value per output chan-
nel. That, on top of reliability, just 
made sense.” Whitlock’s Tim Penny 
emphasized, “The Lab.gruppen was 
one of the main amplifiers that had 
enough power as a 70-volt multiple-
channel system for the different zones. 
For example, the pre-function [area] 
amplifier was 700 watts per channel, 
and there were four channels!” 

twenty-Foot space
We’ve certainly emphasized the col-

laboration between all the disciplines. 
And now it’s time to talk about a huge 
20-foot space above the ceiling panels, 
which was formerly acoustically tiled. 
“Once the ceiling was opened, there 
was the threat of increasing the re-
verberation,” said Rodriguez. “Melvin 
Saunders, [RTKL’s] acoustics person 
from the Dallas office, recommended 
we use black Lapendary panels. So, ev-
erything is hidden up there. The pan-
els help reduce reverberation time and 
increase speech intelligibility.” Thus, 
the panels covered the entire ceiling 
and provided acoustical control and a 
clean appearance. The result was uni-

The new audiovisual system 
serving the Grand Ballroom is 
now more reliable, requires 
less maintenance and gives 
Marriott more flexibility in room 
configurations.
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form audio coverage and high output, 
high fidelity sound reproduction. 

Now, let’s flash back to the large 
input/output plates handily located 
throughout the ballroom in wall and 
floor boxes. The operator has an ex-
tensive choice of mic and line level 
with audio tie lines, video tie lines 
and CATV lines, intercom, DMX and 
UTP/fiber. It’s an example of the AV 
system’s flexibility in accommodating 
a wide range of equipment. 

integrator Challenges
According to Whitlock’s Tim Penny, 

two key personnel from the Austin of-
fice helped make the project a success. 
“Ferrell Wood, senior project manager, 
ran the whole show to ensure it was 
done on time and tested correctly. 
We were doing the Alamodome at 
the same time [as the Rivercenter]. It 
was perfect timing in that, when we 
finished that project, we were able to 
move Ferrell and his crew over to the 
Marriott project.” Penny also noted 

that the DSP and all the audio setup 
was done by engineer Rich Williams, 
national director of service. “He went 
to the hotel to program and EQ all 
the different zones. And it took a long 
time. That was a huge portion of this 
project. The DSP and EQing of the sys-
tem were definitely one of the main 
challenges.” 

Penny declared that the third floor 
ballroom’s vast 42,000-square-foot 
space itself presented a challenge to 
the integrator. “The most difficult and 
challenging [task] was installing all the 
speakers. The ceiling went up about 
20 feet high, so we had to use two 
special man lifts. We had to run wires 
and cabling to the back control amp 
room. That was the bulk of our time. 
We reused a lot of [the facility’s] exist-
ing equipment.” (See Keith Ordoyne’s 
comments later.)

He added, “Thirty trades were work-
ing in the ballroom. AV installers are 
always the last people to go into a con-
struction project. Because of the elec-
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The Grand Ballroom’s open ceiling 
design posed an interesting challenge, 
affecting both acoustical and audio 
system designs.

Widescreen Goes Bigscreen!
In Your Choice of Imaging Technology.

LC-W5
6,000 Lumens, 3 LCD

EIP-WX5000
5,200 Lumens, 3 DLP®

Now affordable High Definition projection
at WXGA/720p resolution, is available
for large audience applications, in both 
3 LCD and 3 DLP® imaging technology.

2345
Projectors... and more!

For more information about
EIKI ProAV Projectors 

please call 1-800-932-8703
or visit http://www.eiki.com.
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tronics, we have to work in a dust-free 
environment. My guys had to maneu-
ver between people and those lifts. But 
we went through and did it success-
fully. The customer is very happy.” 

Custom programming
Whitlock put in Biamp AudiaFLEX 

DSP with the CobraNet connection de-

vice. Each of the 12 ballroom Salons 
has its own programmed custom-code 
Crestron wallmount touchpanel. And, 
there’s a 15-inch Crestron-mounted 
screen in the rack room. Regarding 
the Salon motif, Penny explained that 
the ballroom can be broken up into 
little rooms and more, via touchpanel. 
“You can combine and un-combine the 

The loudspeakers integrate well with 
all of the ceiling elements, including 
the drywall lattice, lighting fixtures, 
sprinklers, HVAC system and the 
acoustic lapendary banners, providing a 
clean ceiling appearance.

rtKl associates
RTKL	Associates	is	an	architecture,	engineering,	planning	and	creative	services	organization	

that	employs	more	than	1100	professionals	worldwide.	It	was	founded	in	1946	as	a	two-man	
office	in	Annapolis	MD.	In	2007,	RTKL	became	a	wholly	owned	subsidiary	of	ARCADIS-US	
(www.arcadis-us.com).	It’s	an	idea-driven	firm	that	provides	innovative	customized	business	
solutions	and	seamless	delivery	to	clients	in	commercial,	cultural	and	governmental	realms.		

RTKL	offers	a	comprehensive	range	of	services,	including	planning	and	urban	design	
landscape	architecture;	interior	architecture	and	design	protective	planning;	environmental	
graphic	design	and	sustainable	design;	MEP	engineering	healthcare	technologies;	structural	
engineering	brand	building;	special	systems	design	workplace	anthropology,	and	historic	
preservation.

RTKL	has	worked	in	more	than	50	countries	on	four	continents.	Offices	are	located	in	
Baltimore,	Chicago,	Dallas,	London,	Los	Angeles,	Madrid,	Miami,	Shanghai,	Tokyo	and	
Washington	DC.	

For	more	information,	go	to	www.rtkl.com.	
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rooms via the smaller Crestrons, or go 
to the back rack large Crestron and 
control everything from there.” 

For example, the hotel’s AV manager 
can go to the back rack and control ev-
erything from that location, to avoid in-
terrupting the meeting rooms. Another 
example would be setting up reception 
on one end of the ballroom and a cor-

porate meeting on the other end. 
Giving some insight into room use, 

he noted that the area typically is 
used for meetings and corporate-type 
functions. Apparently, it’s constantly 
booked. “We completed this project in 
January [2008] and they’ve been using 
it probably every day.” Furthermore, 
reconfigurable spaces such as these 

rely heavily on portable and rental sys-
tems. They have to be flexible. Such 
is the case at Rivercenter. We’ll get 
more insight into how AV is used via 
the hotel’s AV department next. 

old and new av interface
Before visiting the Marriott’s AV 

department, some further credits are 
in order. Steve McGuire is director of 
engineering at the property. RTKL’s 
Rodriguez offered, “Steve is like the 
head engineer. He and his people 
were just amazing. Communication 
was great. From the very beginning, 
I really felt that we were all working 
toward a common goal.” Another plus 
was that McGuire had a direct conduit 
to upper management of the hotel. 

As mentioned, the AV department’s 
director is Keith Ordoyne, who works 
with operations manager Tim Wheeler. 
According to Ordoyne, the new install 
is working out well with the Crestron 
touchscreen.

Because the new Biamp DSP was put 

the Whitlock group (tWg)
The	Whitlock	Group	(TWG)	is	a	$135	million	US-based	systems	integration	firm	focused	

on	 the	 design,	 procurement,	 engineering,	 installation	 and	 service	 of	 audiovisual,	 video-
conferencing,	video-streaming,	digital	signage,	video-production	and	broadcast	solutions.	
As	a	systems	integration	firm,	TWG	delivers	complete	solutions	that	seamlessly	integrate	
the	audio,	video,	display	and	system	controls	to	create	unique	and	compelling	multimedia	
solutions.

TWG	is	an	authorized	representative	of	more	than	400	product	lines.	By	offering	such	a	
large	range	of	choices,	The	Whitlock	Group	can	design	and	deliver	systems	tailored	to	best	
fit	customers’	specific	needs	and	applications.

The	Whitlock	Group	has	developed	an	impressive	portfolio	of	projects,	including	turnkey	
broadcast	 and	 production	 facilities,	 presentation	 systems,	 network	 operations	 centers,	
business	videoconferencing	centers	and	electronic	boardrooms.	

Earlier	 this	 year,	 The	 Whitlock	 Group	 announced	 creation	 of	 an	 alliance	 with	 Impact,	
Europe’s	largest	integrator.

For	additional	information,	go	to	www.whitlock.com.
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into many Marriotts, Ordoyne went 
through a four-hour class before the 
system was installed in Rivercenter. 
“So, when [Whitlock] installed it, it 
wasn’t new to us,” he said. “We have 
access to DSP through a laptop com-
puter if we have to go in and make 
modifications. But the system is fine 
the way it is now.” 

Although Crestron allows access 
to everything in the AV system, he 
noted that the Bittree audio and video 
patchbays allow for redundancy with a 
“patch for everything in case the sys-
tem should go down.” 

However, Crestron normally is used 
for a multitude of applications, such 
as merging rooms and killing table 
speaker feeds, background music and 
volume controls.

Chip Works Best
Regarding the new install interfacing 

with existing AV technology, he said 
that the hotel’s rack-mounted Alcorn 
McBride video player was connected 
to the Crestron to run advertising 
videos on hotel channels. “We used 
to put it on DVD players, but they 
just wouldn’t hold up: We’d burn up 
DVD players every couple of months. 
So, we went with the Alcorn McBride 
chip, where we put the video on the 

chip and it automatically repeats. Pre-
viously, the disc would have to take its 
time. But the chip endlessly repeats. 
When the new AV system was put in, 
they hooked the Alcorn McBride con-
trols up to the Crestron touchpanel. 
It’s very user-friendly.” 

Specifically regarding the hotel-origi-
nated feeds to the rooms, Ordoyne 

explained that the channels have mul-
tiple uses. In addition to advertising 
the facility’s restaurants via endless 
loops, certain conventions are covered. 
For example, when the State Bar of 
Texas comes in, the hotel’s AV crew 
sets up cameras and tapes the event. 
Then the advertising would be taken 
off and the meeting proceedings fed 
to all the TVs in the guest rooms and 
hotel monitors. 

There’s an existing Extron matrix 
switcher in the equipment rack, as 
well, which feeds the monitors in the 
Marriott Rivercenter and the Marriott 
Riverwalk Hotel across the street. So, 
there are fiber tie lines that allow send-
ing digital signage or other AV across 
the street to the Riverwalk.       n
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Wall-mounted 
touchpanels 

located 
throughout the 

Grand Ballroom’s 
13 different 
Salons give 

Marriott a great 
deal of flexibility 

and control.

RTKL and The 
Whitlock Group 
provided an audio 
system capable of 
high output, high 
fidelity reproduction 
and uniform coverage 
within the Grand 
Ballroom. This 
improved audio 
performance reduces 
Marriott’s need for 
common portable and 
rental equipment.

it’s certainly an  

understatement that  

coordination was the key to 

complete the ballroom av 

renovation successfully.




