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 The enemy of art is the 

absence of limitations.  

– Orson Welles, actor, director, writer and 

producer in radio, theatre and fi lm



Projection
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T
he Dallas/Ft. Worth area Artisan Center Theater has a near 

20-year history of producing community and family-centered 

theatrical entertainment. In that time, it has undergone several 

renovations and expansions, including a move to its current home 

in 2005. 

In 2018, the time had finally come to update the theater’s 

10-year-old projection system. As a theater-in-the-round Artisan 

relies heavily on projector technology to provide still and video 

images as a backdrop for its plays on four walls of the performance 

space. This eliminates the expense and labor of traditional painted 

sets and backgrounds, also avoiding limiting the theater to one 

static image for the duration of that production. A projector, on the 

other hand, opens a wealth of options because it can be used to cast 

background images and other storyline details digitally rendered 

by a designer, changing throughout the show. The challenge, how-

ever, was finding a projector that could match the theater’s unique 

requirements.

A Unique Fit

“Artisan isn’t a square box like a typical theater-in-the-round. It’s 

a rectangle, with 80 seats in the north and south seating section 

and only 30 along the east and west walls,” explains Richard Blair, 

Artisan’s co-founder and executive producer. “That means we have 

two walls with really long, yet narrow aspect ratios. We needed a 

projector capable of projecting a long, narrow image fairly close to 

the wall without making the audience painfully aware of the projec-

tors.

To cover the space, Artisan would rely on two projectors for the 

two long walls, blending the content together, then one projector 

for each of the two shorter walls, for a total of six projectors. In addi-

tion to the challenging aspect ratio, the projector selected needed 

to be bright enough to achieve true whites and the deep blacks. 

“When we go dark, we need the assurance that the projectors are 

truly capable of going black. It’s distracting if you go dark, but the 

walls are still lit,” said Blair. 

The technical staff researched the projector market and selected 

a variety of models from several manufacturers that could fit their 

specifications. From there, they set them up in a head-to-head 

shoot-out. This would allow them to compare and test models, 

ensuring they selected a solution that was truly capable of meeting 

the theater’s aspect ratio, throw distance, and brightness output 

requirements.

From Test to Best

Among the projectors tested, BenQ’s MW632ST led in perfor-

mance, delivering an incredibly crisp, bright image from a range of 

content sources. The 3,200-lumen, WXGA short-throw projector also 

boasted an extensive feature set that was only available at the much 

higher prices of comparable models. One of those included features 

from BenQ was a DLP chip set, which projects whites and blacks, 

thus satisfying one of the theater’s main requirements.

Another benefit was the MW623ST’s auto keystone correction 

and flexible short throw. This enabled Blair to perfectly align the 

image to fit the walls, even when installed in the ceiling at nine-feet 

away. Even more important, when it came to blending the images of 

the two projectors for the longer walls, BenQ had zero optical aber-

ration where the two images meet. 

“Even though you’re sending out two videos, you don’t want the 

audience to know where you’ve merged two images because then 

they’re focused on that,” said Blair. “But there wasn’t any visible 

distortion with BenQ, which factored heavily into our decision. It is 

just one, seamless picture — that’s 30-feet wide and five-feet tall.”

Perhaps the most surprising feature was BenQ’s remote interface. 

Of the projectors they compared, BenQ’s was the most responsive. 

This was a small but mighty difference in labor for the crew. “We have 

six projectors and they’re all mounted up in the ceiling with limited 

visibility for a remote,” said Blair. “In the past, we had to crawl up on 

a ladder and aim the remote at an awkward angle to trigger each 

projector. It was a tedious step in our process. With BenQ, we can 

keep the ladder in the closet and turn them on right from the floor.”

The Right Price

The projector also integrated with QLab, the Artisan’s new con-

trol software. For 10-years Blair had wanted this platform as the 

backbone for their cues. The trusted system — used on a range of 

productions — would allow Artisan’s technical team to not only 

control lighting and sound but with one press of a button, crop and 

change the video on all six projectors as needed. Artisan is one of 

the first community theaters in Texas to use the tool, and with the 

affordability of the MW632ST, it gave them room in the theater’s 

budget to do so. “We did this installation for under $20 thousand. 

That included the projectors, the computers, the wiring, and the 

installation. BenQ really delivered unbelievable quality for the price 

point,” said Blair. 

For theaters in a similar setting and budget, BenQ has recently 

developed a new line of short throw lampless laser projectors. In 

addition to supporting the same features of the MW623ST these 

units offer an expanded feature set, color accurate output, and IPX5-

rated dust resistance that will augment the longevity, especially in 

heavy traffic environments. 

News-worthy

Since the projectors have been installed, the theater has experi-

mented with new backgrounds for their latest productions. For 

example, in Newsies, they created a newsflash that shows the cost 

of newspapers going up to 60 cents. Both the cast and the audience 

are watching the same video, carrying the story along on stage in a 

more immersive yet fitting way. And unlike painted backgrounds, 

they can make changes all the way up until showtime.

 “There is one part of the Newsies where the video is synchronized 

with the actor on stage doing a sketch. As the actor is sketching, 

the sketch is coming to life on the walls, but it wasn’t synchronized 

to the action, music, or dialogue,” said Blair. “The graphic designer 

was able to go back and synchronize it perfectly. On opening week-

end that one element of the show got huge applause because the 

audience was so wowed. They truly thought that a live camera was 

capturing the sketch. That was an exciting way to show off what you 

can do with a projector that’s ready for live events.”  
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