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Introduction

 


The case could be made that
digital cinema has been around for a long time. I wrote an article
for Variety in 1990 about electronic cinema’s potential to
transform the movie industry. But the consensus at that time was
that any serious implementation was a decade away. Cut to May 1999.
That was when Star Wars: Episode 1 – The Phantom Menace opened with
a handful of digital screenings in movie theatres in and around New
York and Los Angeles. Admittedly major developments were decidedly
slow for many years after that, but that movie gave the idea of
digital cinema serious momentum and the transformation had begun:
digital cinema’s first decade was underway.

 


To be sure there were
serious efforts prior to 1999. JVC with their D-ILA technology can
make a legitimate claim for the first digital cinema demonstration.
On March 19, 1998, they collaborated on a digital presentation at a
cinema in London. Another early effort was the movie The Last
Broadcast, which may have made cinematic history on October 23,
1998 when it became the first feature to be theatrically released
digitally, via satellite download, to theatres across the United
States. Wavelength Releasing, Texas Instruments, Digital Projection
and Loral Space headed that effort. In 1999, it was repeated across
Europe using QuVIS technology and The Last
Broadcast became the first feature to be
screened digitally at the Cannes Film Festival. In 2000, Disney,
Texas Instruments and Technicolor worked with several U.S. and
international exhibitors to deploy prototype digital cinema systems
in commercial theatres. Technicolor assembled and installed the
systems using the TI mark V prototype projector, a special Christie
lamp house and QuVIS’s QuBit server with custom designed automation
interfaces.

 


But the Phantom Menace
digital screenings generated widespread visibility and publicity
and developments began to occur on a more regular basis. The
Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers began work on
standards for digital cinema in 2001. The Digital Cinema
Initiatives formed in March 2002 as a joint effort by Disney, Fox,
MGM, Paramount, Sony, Universal and Warner Bros. The serious
technical groundwork was being laid. The rest, as the cliché goes,
is history.

 


The challenge? To literally
rethink, retool and reinvent, from the ground up, a global industry
that had worked successfully for a century. Read that sentence
again to get a sense of how overwhelming – and some would, and did,
say unnecessary – that task would be and you may gain a greater
appreciation for how much was actually accomplished in a
decade.

 


By 2009 and the end of
digital cinema’s first decade, according to the National
Association of Theatre Owners, there were a total of 38,939 movie
screens in the United States. Of those, 5,837 were digital and of
the digital screens an estimated 2,000 were 3D.

 


Predicting the future is
always problematic but, while digital cinema development has
focused on the United States in general and Hollywood in particular
in its first decade, it seems clear to me that the coming years
will be increasingly dominated by developments around the world –
in Europe, Asia, India and Africa – and by the widespread growth of
alternative content of all kinds. By the end of the next decade 3D
will be mainstream in movie theatres and glassless 3D will have
begun to make serious inroads.

 


I confess that my next and
last prediction is actually more of a hope. Surely by the end of
the next decade a business model will have been found to enable
more independent movies to find a home in a significant number of
movie theatres, at the very least on a regional basis. All
well-made movies deserve a home on the big screen. That has always
been one of the unspoken promises of digital cinema. Time will
tell.

 


I launched the website
Digital Cinema Report in November 2002 largely because I believed
that while Hollywood movies will continue to dominate the screens
of theatres worldwide for generations to come, this
newly-developing technology held the promise of opening up more
moviegoers to a greater diversity of content. I still believe
that.

 


Reader be warned: What
follows are columns I wrote for the website that, I believe, offer
an accurate picture of the ongoing digital cinema transition as it
has evolved. But they are bi-weekly columns and have the strengths
and weaknesses of that form. One of the strengths is the sense of
immediacy that contemporaneous writing can have. A weakness is a
certain absence of reflection that can only come with a longer
period of consideration. Still, I think ten days gives a writer the
chance to gain enough perspective that some reasoned analysis is
possible. I believe these columns hold up well and provide a
genuine sense of things happening as they happened, more often than
not in the words of the people who were creating the changes that
were taking place all over the world. For a variety of reasons, not
every column is included here. Some were dropped because they were,
frankly, too timely and have since become irrelevant. Others simply
wouldn’t add anything.

 


The columns begin with July
2005. That was truly a benchmark year. In March 2005 Texas
Instruments unveiled its 2K DLP projector to executives from the
major studios who had gathered in Las Vegas for the industry trade
show ShoWest. That summer the Digital Cinema Initiatives, after
three years of hard work by many people passed its technical
specifications. Those specifications, which continue to be updated
and revised, remain the framework for the digital cinema transition
that is happening worldwide. But something else happened that
summer of 2005 that changed things dramatically and that is where
we begin.

 


 


2005

 


Which Line Is It?

July 1, 2005

 


Depending on who you talked
to, last week’s announcement that AccessIT and Christie Digital
Systems have created a framework to fund the rollout of digital
cinema technology represents either the starting line for the
industry’s future or a desperate move by two companies that have
crossed the line. One insider even suggested that at best it’s a
waste of time and at worst that it could undermine the years of
work by the Digital Cinema Initiative.

 


Under the terms of the
agreement, AccessIT has formed a subsidiary, Christie/AIX, to act
as a funding vehicle and administrator. The new entity will provide
funding for a turnkey digital cinema solution that includes the
latest generation 2K resolution digital cinema projectors and all
related hardware systems.

 


AccessIT and what are being
called “interested third-party lenders” will provide capital for
the systems. Christie/AIX will serve as intermediary between
content owners - including major studios and independent
distributors, who will pay "virtual print fees" - and exhibitors,
who will be responsible for installation costs, software license
fees, and a 10-year maintenance contract, with a cost structure
similar to conventional film maintenance.

 


The companies insist that
the plan will satisfy the diverse concerns of movie studios and
exhibitors by standardizing content format, delivery and
presentation. They say further that it minimizes financial risks
for studios and exhibitors by establishing an innovative template
that allows private investment in the burgeoning Digital Cinema
industry. The agreement includes a two-year plan for a 2,500-screen
rollout, with more than 200 screens to be operational by the end of
2005.



Christie/AIX, contracting with Christie, will provide exhibitors
with a full range of DCI-compliant hardware and software including
the industry-leading Christie CP2000 DLP Cinema projectors, media
players and central server equipment. This includes AccessIT's
vendor-agnostic library/central server software called Theatre
Command Center (TCC). Christie will perform all field installation
and support services. AccessIT will offer its digital delivery and
content management services, under commercial terms, to customers
of Christie/AIX who utilize the company's fully managed,
satellite-based content delivery services.



The Christie/AIX plan will be in effect through 2018. Top
executives at the two companies were, predictably, bullish on the
deal.

 


"This landmark agreement
represents the crucial and long-awaited first step to make the
transition to digital cinema a practical reality for both
exhibitors and the film studios," said Bud Mayo, president and
chief executive officer of AccessIT. "Christie and AccessIT have
laid the foundation - not only for a rollout to 2,500 screens, but
for an innovative, flexible template and real-world solution for
the entire industry to launch a digital cinema deployment to all
36,000 movie screens throughout the United States and Canada, using
multiple vendor sources."



Jack Kline, president/COO of Christie USA, said, "AccessIT
continues to demonstrate its unique understanding of both the
business and technical requirements of digital cinema. We share a
unified vision of the future of digital entertainment. AccessIT's
unique capabilities, combined with Christie's market-leading
services and technologies, as well as our understanding of
exhibition and long history in the industry, make us the natural
choice to fulfill the long-anticipated promise of digital cinema.
It's a significant step toward helping to revitalize the
entertainment experience for millions of movie-goers in North
America and around the world."

 


But there was some negative
reaction to the deal. One key industry player who refused to be
quoted called the announcement “ridiculous” and “a desperate move”
and said the plan can’t work because it doesn’t allow for
technology upgrades, doesn’t immediately include other
manufacturers and doesn’t yet have buy-in from all the
studios.

 


An AccessIt spokesman
disputed that viewpoint and said, “This [deal] addresses all the
issues.” He said that all seven major studios got term sheets and
added that, “We expect four studios to sign within the next sixty
days.” He said talks are also underway with Dreamworks and New Line
Cinema. He also disputed the idea that other manufacturers won’t be
included, at least down the road. “The plan will require other
vendors,” he said.

 


John Fithian, president of
the National Association of Theatre Owners counted himself in the
skeptic’s camp. “This is not the first time there’s been [an
independent] financing plan,” he said. He cited earlier efforts by
Texas Instruments, Boeing and Technicolor and said, “They all
failed.” Fithian said NATO’s official position is that, “Exhibitors
recognize a financing plan that encompasses all the major
studios.”

 


“We just want it to happen
right,” he said and predicted that a more comprehensive studio plan
would be ready by the end of the year.

 


Responding to
Fithian’s less than enthusiastic reaction, Christie’s Kline said,
“I have scheduled meetings with John to
discuss our plan and how it relates to NATO's mandate. It is fully
our intention to have all studios signed up. However, in the
initial stage, 100 percent participation may not be practical due
to internal politics within studios and other factors. It may take
time to overcome all the hurdles. We can say, however, there will
be adequate content to be played on the
projectors.”

 


“As to not including all the
exhibitors,” Kline continued, “we have not necessarily excluded any
exhibitors; however, in this initial roll out, our main concern is
to insure that the systems are installed and maintained properly;
operators are trained, and digital cinema becomes the ultimate
viewing experience for any movie. Christie has had a long
relationship with exhibition, and it is fully our intent to
continue to service the entire exhibition community as we have for
75 years. With such a huge undertaking, it may be more manageable
with a smaller participation initially.”

 


For his part the AccessIT
spokesman said, “The rollout will really start in October. The
majority of the system is already spoken for.” He said he believes
there will be “several thousand” digital screens in place by the
end of next year. “We’re 95 percent confident it’s going to
happen,” he concluded.

 


Hollywood Moves
Forward

August 1, 2005

 


The Digital Cinema
Initiative announced late in July that it has completed the final
overall system requirements and specifications for digital cinema.
No matter what happens in the next several years as the world makes
the transition to digital cinema the people who made this happen
(and, in particular Walt Ordway) deserve a tremendous amount of
praise. The job they faced on behalf of the seven major Hollywood
movie studios was formidable if only because it represented a group
of extremely competitive companies somehow working together in a
common cause.

 


Then there were the equally
formidable technology challenges.

 


The official press release
announcing the move is filled with congratulations from studio
executives, exhibitors, filmmakers and other interested
parties.

 


But there is a negative
aspect to the announcement and that is because there is no mention
of when a business model will be approved.

 


Until that happens these
technical standards, as important as they are, have fewer teeth.
And as we report in every issue the world is not
waiting.

 


Here is the official DCI
press release:

 


(Hollywood, CA - July 27,
2005) Digital Cinema Initiatives, LLC (DCI) has completed the final
overall system requirements and specifications to help theatrical
projector and equipment manufacturers create uniform and compatible
digital cinema equipment throughout the United States, it was
announced today by Walt Ordway, Chief Technology Officer, Digital
Cinema Initiatives.

 


"After three years of
careful planning, discussion and reaching out to all the various
constituencies who make up our industry, DCI member studios are
pleased to have reached unanimous agreement on the necessary
overall system requirements and specifications for digital cinema,"
said Ordway. "We now have a unified specification that will allow
manufacturers to create products that will be employable at movie
theatres throughout the country and, it is hoped, throughout the
world. In fact, the specification is being translated for
international markets."

 


"These specifications should
provide a common ground to spur innovation and encourage many more
players who were previously resistant to invest capital in
technology that may or may not have been viable," said Ordway. "And
as the market gets more competitive, the price of the equipment and
its installation - previously thought to be a major barrier to
digital cinema - will become increasingly affordable, to the point
where that stumbling block should no longer be of
consequence."

 


DCI member studios and
industry leaders hailed this long-awaited development, which will
be applicable to both 2K and 4K resolutions.

 


"Twentieth Century Fox will
release all of its theatrical feature film digital content in full
compliance with the DCI specification," Bruce Snyder, President
Domestic Distribution, and Paul Hanneman, Executive Vice President
Sales and Strategic Planning Twentieth Century Fox International,
said in a joint statement. "For the industry to flourish and to
provide a smooth transition to an all digital future, it is
essential there be one digital distribution and exhibition format.
That format is the DCI specification."

 


"With this essential
specification now in place, Warner Bros. now plans that by the end
of 2005 we will be releasing our movies in two formats: 35mm film
and DCI digital cinema," said Dan Fellman, President, Domestic
Distribution, Warner Bros. Pictures. "Having the DCI spec in place
is a big step forward in the global distribution of digital films.
We look to this standard to be used in our International releases,"
said Veronika Kwan-Rubinek, President, Distribution, Warner Bros.
Pictures International.

 


"Sony Pictures completely
supports the work done by DCI on the digital cinema technical
specifications. We look forward to releasing our feature films
digitally to cinemas deploying digital cinema systems compliant
with the DCI specifications worldwide," said Jeff Blake, Vice
Chairman, Sony Pictures Entertainment and President, Columbia
TriStar Motion Picture Group, Worldwide Marketing and
Distribution.

 


"The DCI specification
represents the right level of quality to ensure that the digital
cinema experience remains the ideal way for moviegoers to enjoy
films well into the future. We look forward to delivering our films
into the DCI digital cinemas in the US and around the world," said
Chuck Viane, President of Buena Vista Pictures Distribution, and
Mark Zoradi, President of Buena Vista International.

 


"Paramount embraces the DCI
specification for the theatrical exhibition of digital cinema and
we look forward to releasing our films in compliance with this
standard of distribution," said Wayne Lewellen, President,
Distribution for Paramount Pictures. "Exhibition and, most
importantly, the movie-going audience are greatly benefited by the
work done by DCI and its resulting specification."

 


"Universal Pictures is
pleased that a unified format has come to fruition as this will
allow both moviegoers and studios to enjoy the benefits of the
digital cinema experience," added Nikki Rocco, President,
Distribution for Universal Pictures. "DCI has worked tirelessly to
create an approved uniform standard that will provide our industry
a level of satisfaction regarding how films are being shown in the
digital format."

 


John Fithian, President of
the National Organization of Theater Owners (NATO), stated, "This
spec, created over the past three years by DCI with input from
exhibitors and vendors, is an important step toward making digital
cinema a reality. With this piece now in place, we look forward to
working with all the involved parties to achieve our mutual goal -
bringing the best possible moviegoing experience to the
consumer."

 


"The ASC is proud to have
collaborated with DCI during the development of a final
specification for digital cinema," said Richard Crudo, President of
The American Society of Cinematographers. "With the future hard
upon us, part of that effort involved creation of the StEM
(Standard Evaluation Material) film. Besides marking a great
milestone in our traditional role as 'guardians of the image,' it
also recalled one of the main reasons that led to the start of our
organization in 1919. And though the industry may not yet realize
what debt they owe this achievement, its significance will be plain
to anyone who views a motion picture for many, many years to
come."

 


"This is an important
milestone in the advancement of the theatrical motion picture,"
commented Frank Pierson, Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences president. "In its first hundred years our art form made a
forceful universal impression, at least partly because worldwide
standards for projecting film were adopted early on. The next
hundred years are likely to be similarly affected by DCI's work in
defining how digital motion pictures will be presented to world
audiences."

 


Said Jim Cameron and Jon
Landau, "All of us at Lightstorm Entertainment are thrilled that
DCI has finalized their digital cinema standards. We believe this
now opens the door for the roll out of digital cinema, which will
revolutionize the cinematic experience for moviegoers around the
world. We look forward to presenting our next feature film in 3D
Stereo at DCI compliant theaters."

 


George Lucas and Rick
McCallum said, "It's a giant leap forward for those of us who
create movies and, perhaps more importantly, for everyone who sees
them. We have been advocates of digital cinema for nearly a decade,
and this is a day we have long hoped would come. Digital cinema
will increasingly become the standard and will change the way
movies are made, seen and experienced around the world."

"Standardized digital
theater equipment is as significant to motion picture exhibition as
DVD was for the home video industry," said John Lasseter, Executive
Vice President, Pixar Animation Studios.

 


Mr. Lasseter directed Toy
Story 2, the first film in motion picture history to be entirely
created, mastered and exhibited digitally. "Even the best film
presentation starts to wear out after a few weeks, but with digital
cinema the last screening is as pristine as the first. DCI's new
universal standard will enable audiences to see Pixar's digitally
rendered films with the same consistency of color, detail, and
resolution the world over."

 


"Hallelujah - It's about
time!" commented Robert Zemeckis.

 


"This is a great day for
digital cinema with the completion of the DCI Specification. I am
looking forward to releasing my films in a manner that reflects my
creative intent," added Robert Rodriguez.

 


Internationally, the
announcement was greeted with equal support. The UK National Film
Trust released the following statement: "The completion of the DCI
specification is a major milestone for all digital cinema efforts
around the world. The NFT's Digital Test Bed (UK) supports and will
continue playing an active role in the efforts to see the
specification turned into standards that will help make high-end
digital cinema a large scale reality in the UK, Europe and in the
rest of the world."

 


"We congratulate DCI in the
completion of the digital cinema specifications. This is a
significant milestone in the digital cinema development worldwide
as it brings us a big step closer to realizing the true benefits of
digital cinema. IDA is happy to support DCI's specifications as
Singapore can contribute as the Digital Exchange hub to better
manage and distribute content digitally," said Mr. Khoong Hock Yun,
Assistant Chief Executive, Industry, Infocomm Development Authority
of Singapore (IDA).

 


International exhibitors
also expressed their enthusiasm for this crucial turning point in
the implementation of digital cinema worldwide.

 


"We acknowledge DCI's
tremendous work on gathering inputs from the whole industry and now
releasing its Digital Cinema Technical Specification," said Laura
Fumagalli, exhibitor of the Arcadia Cinema in Milan. "By
introducing Digital Cinema equipment compliant to DCI's
Specification, Arcadia continues its commitment to offer Italian
patrons the best theatrical movie experience."

 


"The movie-going experience
is a special one, but in order to continue drawing large audiences,
theatres must outpace competing media," said Charles S. Swartz,
executive director/CEO of the Entertainment Technology Center at
USC. "DCI's digital cinema specifications not only set the stage
for higher quality theatrical presentation, they also help insure
the global nature of cinema exhibition for films and countries,
large and small. The Entertainment Technology Center at USC is
proud to have played a part in DCI's landmark work."

 


Ordway concluded "We have
finally reached a consensus that all of our various constituencies
can not only live with, but should also embrace. Studios,
exhibitors, and most important of all, the audiences who love
movies will now be able to enjoy all the benefits and possibilities
that digital cinema offers."

 


Digital Cinema Initiatives,
LLC (DCI) was created in March 2002 and is a joint venture of
Disney, Fox, Paramount, Sony Pictures Entertainment, Universal and
Warner Bros. Studios. DCI's primary purpose is to establish and
document voluntary specifications for an open architecture for
digital cinema that ensures a uniform and high level of technical
performance, reliability and quality control.

 


The Aristocrats

August 15, 2005

 


Look what digital has
wrought. Using a handful of consumer camcorders and their
considerable access to many if not most of the top comedians in the
country filmmakers Penn Jillette and Paul Provonzo – better known
as Penn & Teller – have created a documentary that is
interesting, hilarious and utterly obscene. It also makes some key
points about the future of digital cinema.

 


The movie concerns a joke
that traces its roots to vaudeville days and is apparently well
known by comedians everywhere. Although comedians rarely tell jokes
in their regular routines, when they are with other comedians this
is one they tell each other. They all seem to have their own
version (or versions) and one of the points is to top the person
who told the joke to you.

 


The topping (pun intended)
is where obscenity enters the picture. And make no mistake,
virtually no one could or would defend this film as appropriate for
mainstream audiences. Some have criticized the movie chains (most
notably AMC) that have refused to show The Aristicrats. I believe
AMC is doing the right thing. As a writer and publisher, I’ll
defend this movie’s right to be seen by adults anywhere. It has
everything to do with freedom of speech issues. But as the parent
of a teenager I also believe this movie is absolutely not for
children. The moviemakers not only understand this, it is part of
the project’s charm. In fact, posters for the film proudly declare,
“No Nudity. No Violence. Unspeakable Obscenity.” First the premise
of the joke:

 


The only required elements
of the joke are its opening premise and its punch line. The premise
is: a man walks into a talent agent’s office and says, “I have a
great family act that you’re going to love.” The description of the
act is what varies from comedian to comedian and is both the heart
of the movie and the source of all that is offensive. Comedians
consider it a badge of honor to tell a grosser, more disgusting
version of the joke than the one’s they’ve heard. It’s the
challenge. When the description is over (and some comedians can
take thirty minutes and longer to tell it) the punch line is that
the talent agent asks what’s this act called and the answer, with a
flourish, is the Aristocrats.

 


The basic joke is not that
funny and many of the versions told in the film are barely funny at
all. But some make you laugh so hard they bring tears to your eyes.
The Aristocrat’s joke really isn’t the point of the movie. The
point is that we’re being allowed to share a behind-the-scenes part
of the comedy world that few if any of us knew about. And even more
importantly, the movie is about the very nature of comedy and how
jokes are crafted, in short, what makes people laugh.

 


It is fair to say that the
film could not and would not have been made ten years ago, simply
because the technology would have been in the way. Film cameras and
even lower quality video cameras were either too expensive or
didn’t do a good enough job to mount a credible motion picture.
Even if they did, their sheer size would get in the way of the
intimate feeling this movie captures.

 


The digital cinema era will
feature smaller more personal films, films that serve even smaller
niches than we currently understand today. New theatres and theatre
chains are opening around the country that understand and will take
good advantage of this.

 


Hollywood and the big movie
chains are not going to go away. Digital technology offers benefits
that only they can use. This is not a zero sum game. This is about
new business, new growth.

 


The Aristocrats opened on
four screens and made $243,796 its first week. That’s nothing to
shake up the industry but given what this movie must have cost, the
filmmakers should be well on their way to a profit.

 


People who don’t have access
to the movie in theatres will get their chance when the DVD is
released. It promises to be even better anyway and to break some
interesting new ground. In the closing credits the filmmakers
invite anyone to videotape himself or herself telling their own
version of the joke. They say they’ll select the best of those and
include them as an extra in the DVD.

 


Now I know what I want for
Christmas.

 


Speed Bump or Long-term
Trend?

September 15,
2005

 


Box office returns for
Hollywood movies have taken a serious downturn this summer. The
question remains, is this simply a short-term problem or is it
something more?

 


While I would never bet
money that Hollywood can’t overcome this latest development there
are two factors that, at best, will make the challenge ahead more
difficult ever.

 


(Three factors if you count
the unspeakable arrogance of the Hollywood movie industry, but that
has never been a major issue for them and it probably won’t be this
time either.)

 


But first, the
problems.

 


As David Germain reported
earlier this month for the Associated Press, movie attendance in
North America this past summer was the worst in nearly a
decade.

 


“For the 18 weeks from early
May through Labor Day, domestic movie grosses are expected to total
$3.6 billion, down 9 percent from summer revenues of $3.96 billion
last year, according to box-office tracker Exhibitor Relations,”
Germain wrote, adding, “ Attendance figures are even bleaker.
Factoring in higher admission prices, the number of movie tickets
sold should come in around 562.5 million, down 12 percent from
summer 2004.”

 


Germain interviewed several
industry executives to get a consensus as to what may have caused
the downturn. There were four possibilities raised including rising
ticket prices, concession stand costs, pre-show advertising and, to
put it politely, movies that didn’t capture the attention of the
mainstream public.

 


A sales mentality currently
dominates Hollywood and more than ever before the creative
community is not controlling what movies get made by the major
studios.

 


For that reason to my mind,
Hollywood’s first (and potentially biggest) hurdle on the road back
to success is, ironically, the enormous popularity of the DVD and
the ongoing rise in home theatres. Yes, Hollywood is making a
fortune from DVD sales and will continue to do so but the danger
here is that the studios are public corporations and bottom line
sales are very important.

 


Germain’s article echoed
supported this.

 


“With so many other
entertainment choices — video games, limitless TV programming,
home-theater setups — audiences may be edging away from
moviehouses,” he wrote. “In an Associated Press-AOL News poll in
June, nearly three-fourths of adults said they would prefer to stay
home and watch movies on DVD, videotape or pay-per-view rather than
traipse to a theater. Almost half said they think movies are
getting worse.”

 


The second hurdle is
E-Cinema.

 


Movie theatres are the
country (and around the world) are embracing this technology at a
very rapid pace and that seems certain to continue. The danger for
Hollywood here is that E-Cinema opens the doors for exhibitors to
expand their theatre businesses into markets that don’t rely on the
supply of Hollywood product.

 


As Germain reported, and as
always happens, there were some surprise successes, most notably
the French documentary March of the Penguins.

 


Another question remains.
How will Hollywood respond?

 


"In an ideal world, people
would say `OK, we have to think more creatively, we have to think
outside the box and come up with new and different things,'" Steven
Friedlander, head of distribution for Warner Independent Pictures,
which released March of the Penguins told Germain. "But I'm afraid
what's going to happen is, we're all going to sit in a room and say
`We need more penguin movies.'"

 


The Mouse That
Roared

October 1, 2005

 


Building on a legacy of
technology leadership that can trace its roots back nearly a
century to the company’s founder, Disney is the first major
Hollywood studio to move forward on digital cinema. Questions
regarding “if” digital cinema will begin are now history. The only
questions that remain are who will be next, when will they act, and
which business model will they adopt.

 


First a brief look back at
some of the highlights in Disney’s technological
history:

 


The first was Steamboat
Willie 1927, one of the first sync sound pictures. Then came
Flowers and Trees 1932, the Academy Award winning first-ever movie
in Technicolor (and a short film still well worth watching,
especially with younger children). And, of course, there was Snow
White and the Seven Dwarfs 1937, the first animated feature length
movie and, in 1995, one of the first films to be digitally
re-mastered for re-release.

 


Thus, it is no real surprise
that Disney made the first move. As one industry leader said after
the announcement, “They’ve wanted to go digital for eight
years.”

 


And the fact that Disney
made its deal with Christie/AIX a non-exclusive one has mollified
all but the harshest critics.

 


The real question for me is
what has got the critics of this deal in such an uproar? Put a
different way, what am I missing?

 


What critics of this deal
seem to overlook (or, at least, to discount) is the enormous
investment in time and money that many companies in this industry
have devoted to the development of digital cinema.

 


It is one thing to urge
caution and to wait until absolutely every detail has been
resolved. It is quite another to operate in a world that demands a
fair and timely return on investment.

 


What Disney, Access IT and
Christie have said is, enough. And I, for one, count myself among
those who thank them and encourage others to get on
board.

 


It’s time to move
forward.

 


Milestones or a Concise
History of Digital Cinema

November 15, 2005

 


With this issue Digital
Cinema Report celebrates its third anniversary and it’s remarkable
how much has happened in just three years.

 


When we started, some things
were in place but many were not. The Digital Cinema Initiative had
already been formed by the seven major Hollywood studios and begun
its work on technology standards. This despite the fact that it
took several tries before the consortium even settled on an
official name.

 


Hollywood’s official
position then was that digital cinema had to be 4K and nothing less
would be worth the effort. There was fear among cinematographers
because they felt that film acquisition was under attack and there
was fear among exhibitors that they would be forced to go bankrupt
converting to digital or watch the world pass them by.

 


The first milestone occurred
in March at the ShoWest convention when the presentation of the
“$100 Million Reel,” the annual tribute to the top grossing movies
of the year, was shown via Texas Instruments’ new 2K DLP digital
cinema projector. The event drew a standing ovation and as many
people in the audience seemed to be applauding the technology as
were applauding the clips.

 


Around that same time the
nine-screen multiplex Formula Kino in Moscow became the site for
Russia’s first digital cinema demonstration.

 


The presentation was part of
CSTB 2003, an international exhibition that covers cable and
satellite TV, wireless technologies for TV and cinema and broadband
telecommunications. NevaFilm Digital, Barco Digital Cinema, Kinoton
and EVS Digital Cinema organized the presentation.

 


Digital images from a
variety of different sources were screened including HD and 35mm
film. The audience included executives from some of Russia’s
largest cinema exhibition and distribution companies.

 


“Most of the audience found
the quality of the digital projection to be very high,” Oleg
Berezin, managing director of NevaFilm Digital said at the time.
“They pointed out the superiority of [the] digital print over
duplicated 35mm film print which is usually delivered to the
theatres.”

 


What happened next was
either progress or a step backward depending on who you talked to
but it was a milestone nevertheless.

 


That Spring of 2003 Landmark
Theatres and Microsoft announced that they would be equipping the
177 screens in all 53 Landmark Theatres across the United States
with digital cinema playback systems based on Microsoft Windows
Media 9 Series.

 


One exhibition insider sent
me an email after that announcement saying, “We do not believe that
the Landmark deal constitutes the biggest ‘digital cinema’
installation, as your article suggests, because we do not believe
that the technology being installed constitutes ‘digital cinema’ at
all. Landmark's deal with Microsoft makes sense for them. It's for
small independent movies for small screens. But it's not digital
cinema.”

 


The terms were not in
widespread use at the time but the ideas of E-Cinema and ODS (for
Other Digital Stuff) were being born.

 


That June 2003 another
milestone, another setback.

 


In an article
in The Hollywood Reporter
Sheigh Crabtree and Nicole Sperling reported that
digital cinema pioneer Boeing had sent “a request for all the major
studios to sign an agreement freeing it from any liability should
its systems break down and prevent the viewing of a digital
movie.”

 


Crabtree and Sperling
went on to report that, understandably, the request was not well
received and the end result (short term, at least) was that the
20th Century Fox movie X-2: X-Men
United was not released digitally on
the 29 systems Boeing currently has installed in US
theatres.

 


The movie was run digitally
on the more than 35 screens supported by Technicolor Digital
Cinema.

 


But that month of June also
brought a significant positive step forward.

 


In a move that was welcomed
by everyone interested in the ongoing implementation of digital
cinema, the American Society of Cinematographers announced the
formation of a committee to recommend standards and practices for
emerging technologies.

 


November 2003 saw
another breakthrough in Singapore and evidence that Asia was far
ahead of the US in its move to digital. In a widely publicized
event Cathay Cineplexes made some with the first digital cinema
screening of Finding Nemo
at the Cathay Cineplex Orchard.

 


More significant
progress as soon as the year 2004 was born. In January Christie
Digital Systems announced that it had installed a CP2000 2K
projector in Hollywood’s world famous Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. It
was the first 2K digital cinema projector to be installed at a
commercial theatre in North America and the event got some star
power when the first screening with the new projector was Tom
Cruise’s The Last Samurai,
which was viewed by an audience that included
Cruise himself.

 


Whether coincidence or not,
a subsequent film produced by and starring Cruise would become
another digital cinema milestone.

 


The next milestone gained
decidedly mixed reviews.

 


In March at ShoWest, 4K
technology made its initial public appearance, although for the
most part it was behind closed doors.

 


One was a 4K demonstration
by server manufacturer QuVIS for members of Hollywood’s digital
cinema initiative. The demo was kept so quiet that even some QuVIS
executives didn’t know about it until afterward. At least one DCI
member called the QuVIS demo “very impressive.”

 


The other top-secret
demonstration had become perhaps the worst kept secret in digital
cinema. Sony was showing its 4K digital cinema projector to
invitation-only guests. It was known that the projector is based on
the same proprietary technology that Sony used in the company’s
consumer projector that was a big hit at CEDIA last September. Word
was that the public might get to see it by the summer.

 


Many people (privately, at
least) began to campaign against 4K, especially 4K projection.
Following the widespread enthusiasm surrounding TI’s 2K chip the
consensus was forming that 2K was ideal for digital cinema and was
ready for implementation.

 


At that same ShoWest
Singapore’s Eng Wah Organization announced that it was completing
what it said was the world's first 2K digital cinema deployment in
a five screen multiplex theater. The deal was made possible by its
collaboration with government agencies, the Infocomm Development
Authority of Singapore (IDA) and the Media Development Authority of
Singapore.

 


Two films that summer of
2004 were major digital cinema milestones.

 


Sky Captain and
The World of Tomorrow was shot in HD and some
85 percent of the total 2,100 shots in the movie
included live action elements that were composed entirely against
blue screen. The film gained mixed reviews and was a disappointment
at the box office.

 


A bigger
success in every way that summer – both in critical terms and at
the box office – was Michael Mann’s Collateral. It starred Tom
Cruise (who also produced) and Jamie Foxx. It was the
first major Hollywood feature film
to get critical acclaim for its look not despite the fact that it was
shot in HD but rather because it was shot in
HD.

 


Hollywood cinematographers
seemed to be truly embracing digital cinema when the ASC nominated
Collateral for an award.

 


Momentum stalled after that.
There were isolated examples of progress but nothing was sustained.
The industry was clearly mobilizing around a minimum of 2K
technology for a standard and the number of so-called E-Cinema
installations – especially in Europe and Asia – was growing, in
some cases significantly.

 


HD technology satisfied many
demands and in many smaller markets offered a higher quality movie
experience that was actually less expensive than film. In the US,
in a similar vein, HD pre-show installations began to flourish and
in virtually every case proved to be moneymakers.

 


Forward movement seemed to
stall.

 


At ShoWest 2005 in Las
Vegas, the overall mood was difficult to describe. Exhibitors
remained upbeat – at least publically – but privately the strain of
many years and millions of dollars of investment with significant
return was taking a toll. Enough was enough.

 


At that show Sony showed its
4K projector openly and the reviews were by and large very
positive. At that same show Sony along with Landmark Theatres made
what many people thought was one of the most significant
announcements in the short and chaotic life of the transition to
digital cinema. At the show Sony executives told a small group of
reporters at a press conference that beginning this summer Landmark
will install Sony SXRD 4K projectors in all 59 of its theatres
covering 22 markets.

 


Things began to develop more
quickly after that.

 


Star Wars Episode
III: Revenge of the Sith debuted in
digital theatres around the world in June.

 


As part of that major event
AccessIT opened its newly-acquired Pavilion Digital Showcase
Theatre in Brooklyn, New York, where the Star Wars premiere was
shown on five 2K-digital cinema screens and lays claim to being the
largest commercial 2K venue in the United States. The facility
functions as a showcase for digital cinema technology but it is
also a working theatre that has been in business since the days of
silent films.

 


The following month AccessIT
and Christie Digital Systems announced that they had created a
framework to fund the rollout of digital cinema technology. That
announcement brought sighs of relief in many quarters but was
roundly denounced by some as at best a waste of time and at worst
something that could undermine the years of work by the Digital
Cinema Initiative.

 


Perhaps. But the Digital
Cinema Initiative announced late in July that it had completed the
final overall system requirements and specifications for digital
cinema. One of the biggest milestones had finally taken
place.

 


This past September the
final shoe dropped. The Walt Disney Studios' distribution arm Buena
Vista Pictures Distribution and Access Integrated Technologies'
Christie/AIX unit entered into a non-exclusive agreement to supply
feature films from Walt Disney Pictures and Touchstone Pictures to
DCI-compliant digital projection systems to be deployed by
Christie/AIX.

 


It has been an incredible
three years and now the real fun begins.

 


What E-Cinema Means to
Post-Production

December 1, 2005

 


Much has been made about the
terms D-Cinema and E-Cinema mean. This is more critical than it
might seem at first glance and, in fact, the distinctions are
especially important for people working in post.

 


Today the consensus is this:
to qualify as D-Cinema an image must be 2K resolution or higher, in
essence anything that adheres to the technical standards set for
the major Hollywood studios by the Digital Cinema
Initiative.

 


By that definition D-Cinema
will play its key role in mainstream movie theatres around the
world. The rollout of 2K projectors has begun and will increase
dramatically in 2006 and 2007. For post-production houses this will
fuel the growing demand for digital intermediates, especially in
the traditional big film markets such as Los Angeles, New York,
Toronto and London to name just the obvious suspects.

 


Everything else qualifies as
E-Cinema, what some people rather derisively refer to as ODS, which
stands for Other Digital Stuff. (There is at least one other
definition for the acronym.) Clearly “everything else” covers an
awful lot of ground and there are many examples and more will
undoubtedly arise as distribution and display technology
evolves.

 


The most obvious example, in
movie theatres at least, is digital pre-show material such as
commercials and trailers. There is a growing trend among the larger
theatre chains that have led the way in digital to run dedicated
pre-show programming. The first to do this was Regal Cinemas. Their
digital network numbers in the thousands of screens and they have a
pre-show program called The 2wenty that is produced by NBC. The
2wenty relies a bit too much on promoting NBC shows but it is
well-produced and is a vast improvement over traditional pre-show
slide presentations.

 


Other chains have developed
their own versions and the number of E-Cinema installations in
addition to Regal’s now numbers in the thousands in the US. That
number continues to grow.

 


What has fueled this growth
is that by all accounts and in almost every case digital pre-show
installations have proven to be very profitable very quickly for
theatre owners. The costs for HD projectors and servers are
reasonable and digital pre-show programs enable theatre owners to
generate money from new profit centers such as local
advertising.

 


This is where the
opportunities for producers and post houses everywhere are
beginning to emerge.

 


As local theatres embrace
E-Cinema installations there will be an increasing need for local
content. Once these installations are in place, theatre owners will
want to maximize their use and that extends beyond pre-shows. There
are many hours (even days) when movie theatres are not in operation
and this presents still more opportunities for local producers and
post houses. There are already examples of concerts being presented
digitally in theatres and these and other events will
flourish.

 


E-Cinema installations
already outnumber D-Cinema installations and this disparity will
increase simply because there are many more potential applications
for E-Cinema, good news for producers and post houses
everywhere.

 


Is Enforcement
Necessary?

December 15, 2005

 


Now it gets interesting.
Since the Digital Cinema Initiative finalized its standards last
summer all the major Hollywood studios have announced plans to move
forward aggressively with digital releases of their upcoming films.
As the technology roll out progresses an important question is
being raised: Is an independent system needed to verify that a
given piece of technology is truly “DCI compliant”?

 


This question needs to be
answered to the satisfaction of every post house and theatre in the
world before they make what for most is a very substantial
financial commitment.

 


What they face is a growing
number of manufacturers that claim their technology is DCI
compliant. In all likelihood much and probably most of the
technology on the market today does meet or exceed the highest
possible standards. But the devil is in the details and the
pressure to succeed in what is quickly becoming an intensively
competitive business can (and will) lead to at best gray
areas.

 


A certification process is
part of the DCI specifications and as Walt Ordway, DCI’s chief
technology officer, said here last March, “We really believe that
certification is necessary.”

 


But again, determining
exactly who will supervise that certification remains an
issue.

 


Ordway said the studios
probably couldn’t do it themselves because of anti-trust issues. He
suggested the Academy of Arts and Sciences as a possibility. When I
suggested SMPTE, he called it “an interesting idea.”

 


There are two ways to
address this issue. The first is to simply let the market decide,
which it often does anyway. But digital cinema (and the current
world economy) promises enough technology challenges without
relying on that to work well. The second is for trade organizations
of some kind (and possibly a new one dedicated to this) to step in
and objectively decide what qualifies as DCI compliant and what
does not.

 


One of our goals in the
coming months will be to focus attention on this critical issue and
try to determine a consensus. To that end we hope you’ll
participate in a totally unscientific survey.

 


If you believe there is a
need for some kind of objective certification system to determine
which tools in fact comply with all DCI standards let us know. If
you feel that no certification system is required and believe that
the market will sort itself out let us know.

 


And if you have suggestions
about how a certification process might work and who could manage
it we welcome your thoughts.

 


2006

 


Yes to DCI
Certification

January 15, 2006

 


The results of our
admittedly unscientific survey are in. They show that by slightly
better than a three-to-one margin you want some kind of system to
certify that the equipment you are buying (and selling) fully
comply with the technical standards approved last year by the
Digital Cinema Initiative. But even many of you yes voters have
serious concerns about how that can be achieved and what it could
mean.

 


Here’s a sampling of the
responses:

 


John Mayberry

You’ve got to be kidding.
Perhaps we could let the Europeans put together a bureaucracy to
run it, perhaps in Belgium? I think that at least 600 to 800
members would suffice for a governing body.

 


Rickard Gramfors

The major problem with DCI
is that it is not a ratified standardization committee but rather a
lobby group of powerful Hollywood studios who want to keep their
world hegemony, keep the films in the big cities and be gatekeepers
of the new technology. [Digital cinema is] a technology which could
really make a huge different to small town communities, world
cinema, independent film makers and the worldwide film industry as
a whole, not just only Hollywood.

 


Mike Franck

While my initial answer for
DCI equipment compliancy is yes, I believe that the consumer will
determine content Compliancy. If the consumer doesn't like it, they
won't pay for it. And if they do pay for it and don't like it,
they'll certainly let the world know why they didn't like it. As
has been shown in every Electronic Cinema (or Digital Cinema)
demonstration since (circa) June of 1986, if you ask, they will
tell. Rather than create yet another expensive and expansive layer
of bureaucracy, just keep asking.

 


Jim Kappus

I believe there is a need
for some kind of objective certification system to determine which
tools in fact comply with all DCI standards. However, the
certification system should allow entry by anyone willing to invest
the time and money to participate and pass the
certification.

 


Jay Wack

No standards means the
person or group with the most money rules the industry.Not novel,
but is that what is optimal? No standards [will breed] monopoly. In
the end, the standards are absolutely necessary to keep the thieves
out, protecting the contracting office from most errors. On the
other hand, standards testing is expensive. In the digital cinema
arena, I think interoperability would be a primary demand; both
from the theater owners and from the studios. Standards foster
interoperability. Then comes the question of who writes the
standard against which things are measured. If the testing system
is open and the standards are truly written for the benefit of the
customer/market they work, they are worthwhile, and
interoperability and efficiencies can be enjoyed. An attitude and
process with these characteristics is very hard to accomplish and
sustain.

 


Jack Cashin

I suggest THX since George
Lucas started in a major way the digital cinema revolution. They
already test audio and are generally looked upon favorably
throughout the world. Why not video?

 


Brian McCarty

I am a member of the SMPTE
Digital Cinema committee. We agree certification is
necessary.

However, we do NOT want the
same "certification" errors made in the past to continue.This means
certification should be an independent, non-affiliated body
(perhaps funded by certification fees charged to the theatres, with
overhead carried by the major studios). We do NOT want this process
done by Dolby Labs, Lucasfilm/THX, or other entities that have
proven to be biased in their past work.

 


As our survey indicates most
people in the business seem to want some kind of certification but
even some supporters of the idea have serious concerns. Meanwhile,
a group of manufacturers has met to discuss ways they might be able
to address the issue.

 


I learned about the
manufacturers’ group from Dave Schnuelle, who is the director of
Dolby Laboratories Imaging Technology division. Prior to joining
Dolby three years ago he was at LucasFilm for ten years and among
his efforts there were the digital cinema launches of Star Wars
Episodes I and II.

 


For his part, Schnuelle
agrees that the industry needs some way to verify that when a
manufacturer says their product complies with the DCI standards
that it actually does.

 


There are some obvious
problems.

 


To begin with, as Schnuelle
sees it, “The DCI specs don’t go into enough detail to tell us how
to build equipment.” One requirement that all manufacturers must
meet, for example, he says, is “a certain level of security. A
Federal Information Processing Standard” level of security.
According to Schnuelle the specs are vague on what exactly that
means.

 


He does not particularly
care for the term enforcement. “Enforcement’s a hard word,” says
Schnuelle. He much prefers the term “interoperabile.”

 


No matter what word is used,
however, the fact remains that there should ideally be a way to
verify a manufacturer’s claims.

 


That was the goal of last
month’s meeting, which was attended by representatives from four
server manufacturers, three exhibitors, two studios and two
distributors. Schnuelle would not say who the actuall participants
were because it was a private meeting but he described them as,
“People representing every slice of our industry.”

 


He says they were working on
the development of “a consortium that would allow us [as
manufacturers] to police ourselves. The purpose was information
sharing.”

 


Schnuelle says the meeting
went well but wants to leave it at that for now. “It’s in the
formation stages,” he says.

 


Fair enough. We’ll keep you
posted on developments there as they become available.

 


But from the outside looking
in, the concept of a group of manufacturers and Hollywood-centric
customers raises almost as many issues and it might
solve.

 


The promise of digital
cinema is that it presents a wealth of new opportunities for
independent filmmakers and smaller exhibitors alike, the world
over. A plan that further solidifies the wall that has always
existed between Hollywood and the rest of the film world would be a
huge mistake.

 


Will the Bubble Experiment
Change Exhibition?

February 1, 2006

 


Last month’s controversial
simultaneous theatrical, pay-per-view TV and DVD release of Steven
Soderbergh’s feature film Bubble received a significant amount of
press coverage but it remains to be seen how much, if at all, the
experiment will change exhibition.

 


Assuming you don’t know what
this is all about, the official Bubble website offers a decent and,
for the most part, objective summary of the basic facts.

 


According to that site,
“Bubble is the first of six films Steven Soderbergh is directing
for HDNet Films that will be shot in high-definition and released
simultaneously in theatres, on DVD and on cable television. Todd
Wagner and Mark Cuban are experimenting with this day-and-date
model utilizing various media properties they own, with a goal of
giving consumers a choice of how, when and where they wish to see a
movie.”



“The first film of the group, Bubble, opened in theatres across the
country on January 27 and was shown digitally in Landmark Theatres
where available,” the site continued. “On the same night, HDNet
Movies showed the television premiere of Bubble twice. Magnolia
Home Entertainment released the DVD through retail outlets on
January 31, immediately following the theatrical
release.”

 


It concluded: “For the first
time, consumers will truly have their choice of how they want to
watch a new film.”

 


In the days leading up to
the film’s premiere the entire venture received a great deal of
publicity in the U.S. mainstream media. According to several
accounts, Soderbergh had long wanted to direct a feature on a very
low (by modern Hollywood standards) budget and contacted Wagner and
Cuban to gauge their interest. They, in turn, had long wanted to
try a simultaneous release and the three men decided to move
forward as a team. The first result is Bubble.

 


Using actual Ohio locations
and working with an enthusiastic group of non-actors, Soderbergh
was able to bring the finished work on a reported budget of
approximately $6 million.

 


John Fithian, president of
NATO, called the experiment “a death threat” for the exhibition
community and his comments prompted a rather angry and somewhat
defensive diatribe by Cuban on his website.

 


Cuban’s response – emotional
content aside – makes sense to me but both he and Fithian seem to
be sidestepping the critical points here.

 


The first point is that this
is not a typical small film.

 


The initial critical
response to Bubble was basically positive and some critics –
including Roger Ebert of The Chicago Sun Times and A. O. Scott of
The New York Times – were fairly lavish with praise. With the
exception of a handful of films screened at major film festivals –
Sundance, Toronto, New York – I can’t recall the last time either
of those two men reviewed a small picture like this. They reviewed
it because it has become a media cause and it has become a media
cause in large part because Steven Soderbergh, a deservedly
acclaimed and highly respected director, made it.

 


That, however, does not
completely negate the importance of Bubble and I’ll pose the second
point as a question: why is anybody surprised? The issue was never
“if” a simultaneous release would happen once digital exhibition
became a reality; the issue was “when.”

 


For several years now
Hollywood has made most of its profits not from exhibition but from
the sale of videotapes and DVDs. Why on earth would they not want
to maximize that part of their business?

 


I agree with Cuban when he
says that simultaneous release will not destroy the exhibition
business but promises, instead, to expand it. And expand it
dramatically.

 


Fithian is right as far as
his statement goes. If exhibitors continue to rely entirely on
Hollywood for the future of their business they will fail. But if
they understand the possibilities that digital technology can
create, their newly diverse enterprises will surely
thrive.

 


What Chicken Little 3D
Means

February 15, 2006

 


The success of Disney’s
Chicken Little in 3D – along with a look back to the turn of the
last century – offers clues about the future of
entertainment.

 


The first point to make is
that, with all due respect, Chicken Little is not a great movie.
While it’s certainly not a bad film – critics have generally rated
it average or a bit above average and audience ratings online
suggest they rated it a bit higher even than that – but it is no
Citizen Kane; it’s not even Toy Story. And yet it has grossed more
than $130 million dollars, as of this writing, and is still going
strong.

 


The novelty of good quality
3D is certainly a big part of the story and all the anecdotal
evidence suggests that in places where Chicken Little played in 3D,
audiences have turned it into a genuine hit. The reason is simple.
People love something that they can’t get anywhere else, something
brand new, something different.

 


Which brings us to a brief
look back a hundred years or so.

 


The following excerpt
comes from the book “Cinema Treasures: A New Look at Classic Movie
Theaters,” and I want to thank Andreas
Fuchs, a friend and, along with Ross Melnick, one of the book’s
co-authors for pointing it out to me.

 


According to their book,
“The evolution of the nickelodeon, in fact, mirrored that of the
motion pictures they exhibited. Just as the films began to stand on
their own and not as part of a larger vaudeville program, so too
did the venues erected to show them.

 


“In Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, another more established theatre owner unveiled a
similar concept. Harry Davis was a successful vaudeville magnate
with several theatres in his growing empire. In mid-1905, following
a fire that destroyed his Avenue Theatre and arcade, which had been
exhibiting motion pictures, Davis opened a new theatre expressly
built for movies. He dubbed it the ‘Nickelodeon,’ combining the
cost of admission with the Greek word for ‘theatre,’ thus coining a
term that would become part of the entertainment and cultural
lexicon.

 


“By 1906, the growth of
these nickelodeons, which would soon supplant both the penny arcade
and the vaudeville house as the dominant venue for motion pictures,
had begun to bring in others who would one day become the leaders
of the motion picture industry. In Chicago, Carl Laemmle, founder
of Universal, opened his first nickelodeon that year, while Sam
Katz, one of the founders of Balaban & Katz, which would
ultimately merge with Paramount's theatre unit in the 1920s, began
his career as a movie theatre piano player that year. Meanwhile,
back in New York, Zukor opened his first movie theatre on 14th
Street as well.

 


“Across the river in
Brooklyn, William Fox, like Marcus Loew, was entering into the
mixed vaudeville and motion picture exhibition business at the same
time. More lucrative and more secure, this exhibition strategy
enabled both Loew and Fox to merge the earning power of vaudeville
with the growing popularity of motion pictures.”



 


At the turn of the last
century, by at least one estimate, there were more than 10,000
nickelodeons in the United States alone. That’s theatres, not
screens. Each one demanding content and creating an outlet for new
producers.

 


All of this offers lessons
for anyone involved in digital cinema today – filmmakers and
exhibitors alike.

 


Exhibitors have established
facilities with a built-in community audience. They have theatres,
screens, projectors, meeting areas, restrooms and food service
facilities. Through local newspapers, radios and the Internet they
have marketing outlets in place and at their disposal.

 


Local producers can create
content that can’t be seen anywhere else. This content is not
limited to independent films. Local businesses and local ad
agencies can and will produce content to serve local needs. Schools
and churches can and should look at the local cineplex as a
resource center and not just as a place to get stale, overpriced
popcorn and see the latest Hollywood film that’s a remake of two
other Hollywood films.

 


It’s time to consider what
Chicken Little in 3D really means and create the new entertainment
centers of the future.

 


Reinventing the
Entertainment Industry

March 1, 2006

 


Digital cinema will not
improve the aesthetic quality of the typical Hollywood movie.
Digital cinema will not make the average citizen happy about
spending ten dollars and more to see the latest sequel to (You Fill
in the Blank). Digital cinema will enable the entertainment
industry to reinvent itself. And make no mistake, the entertainment
industry will not survive as is.

 


Digital cinema is not simply
about replacing the existing production, distribution and
exhibition chain with new technology. The real promise of digital
cinema is about changing everything to the point that the
mainstream movie house of tomorrow will bear as much resemblance to
its counterpart today as today’s modern cineplex does to a
vaudeville house from one hundred years ago. That kind of a sea
change is required.

 


There are signs that larger
exhibitors are getting the message. A recent article by David
Leonhardt in The New York Times entitled “Changes Ahead for a
Theater Near You” that highlighted that fact.

 


According to Leonhardt
National Amusements is one of the chains leading the way. He noted
that National recently opened 10 upscale multiplexes, mostly in the
East and Midwest, where at least two theatres have wider seats and
sell only reserved tickets at as much to two or three dollars more
than in the other theatres.

 


Other exhibitors are
experimenting with various models of variable pricing.

 


“In December, the Ziegfeld
theatre in New York charged more for the first week of The
Producers,” Leonhardt wrote, than it did in the following
weeks.

 


He also spoke with Peter C.
Brown of AMC Entertainment who predicts the industry will see more
such experiments. One, Brown told Leonhardt, would be to reduce the
price of most films once they’ve been out for a few
weeks.

 


But there are potential
pitfalls. "It's a bit of a slippery slope," Brown told The Times,
"when you start to be someone who would be suggesting that, say,
King Kong is a product that should be priced differently from
Memoirs of a Geisha or Capote. Because ultimately it is
art."

 


Nevertheless Brown
concluded, "I predict we will see it within a year. There are
people looking at it. I'll leave it at that."

 


Variable pricing is a good
start but the entertainment industry in general and exhibitors in
particular need to – and with digital cinema capabilities – can do
much more. We’ll look at what some of those possibilities are in
our next report.

 


Twelve Questions, One
Answer

March 15, 2006

 


As we discussed in the last
issue, many exhibitors are experimenting with a variety of new
ideas such as variable pricing to make the movie going experience
more appealing to ticket buyers. These are all worthwhile but, in
reality, they only scratch the surface of the possibilities. With
digital cinema technology the mainstream movie theatre of the
future has the very real opportunity to transform itself an
integral, even indispensable participant of the local
community.

 


As an exhibitor, what if you
could program your entire feature and pre-show schedule right from
the computer on your desk to precisely tailor the shows to the
audience you know will be in the seats whether they’re teens or
senior citizens?

 


What if you could revise
that schedule instantly as the situation changes?

 


What if the feature film was
doing poorly?

 


What if it was doing
extremely well?

 


What if you could run
locally produced ads that had great production values?

 


What if you could open your
theatre to a local company to present their latest video
presentation?

 


What if you could show
events in true 3D?

 


What if you could present a
live big screen concert of a popular music act that might otherwise
never be seen in your town?

 


What if you could host a
film festival of works by the local college or high
school?

 


If you run a multiplex with
six or more screens, what if you could turn one of the theatres
into a four-wall interactive game room where people would pay five
dollars or more for an hour of unbelievably cool fun?

 


What if you could host a
private party where the guests could watch their home videos on a
big screen?

 


What if you could show an
out-of-town high school or college sporting event?

 


With digital cinema
technology you can.

 


Are the Business Models
Flawed?

April 15, 2006



In our most recent random
survey we asked readers to identify the biggest hurdles in the path
of a widespread digital cinema technology rollout? As usual we got
several thoughtful responses but one in particular – from a theatre
owner in California – raised serious concerns about the current
business models.

 


Ken Hill is owner-operator
of Trinity Theatre. “We have two screens in a town of 3554, and are
the only cinema in all of Trinity County – a rural, far-flung
mountainous region in the remote northern part of California,” he
says. “Currently we are in the final phases of construction on our
newest cineplex, Prime Eleven Cinemas, in Anderson, California,
just over an hour's drive from here.”

 


Hill says he has
investigated the business models and is not pleased with what he
has learned. Here are his thoughts in his own words.

 


”I've actually spoken with
quite a few people about this and it all comes down to (not the
price) financing,” he says.



“There are a couple deals out there but they favor the lessor, not
the lessee. And while there are other "value added resellers"
trying to put together their plans, some of them have yet to be
approved by distribution.”



“At the heart of the matter are Virtual Print Fees and, to a lesser
extent, the availability of virtual prints. For instance,
Universal, I believe, hoped to have 100 percent of their product
available digitally by June of 2006. Now it looks like their hopes
won't materialize until sometime in 2007.

To the degree this is true for the other studios, the effect on
VPF's is significant.”



“One of the existing financing plans available through Christie/AIX
works in this fashion: no money from the exhibitor, but no choice
in equipment. You get Christie. The lease term is, I believe, for
ten years after which you will own the Christie
projectors.”

 


“Of course, one
wonders how viable that equipment will be in ten year's time.)
However, 100 percent of all VPFs go to Christie/AIX; exhibition
receives nothing other than use of the equipment and future
ownership.”



“Another VAR is developing a plan whereby leasing is available and
exhibition has a choice of any of the "big three": Barco, NEC, or
Christie. A financing agent is available or the exhibitor is free
to find their own leasing agent. However, under this plan, 100
percent of the VPF is forwarded through the VAR directly back to
the exhibitor. The results can be dramatic.”



“Let's say, for argument's sake, one has 100 screens to convert to
digital. Let's also assume that the average lease payment is
somewhere between $1000-$1500 per machine per month over a, say,
seven to ten year period.”



“It has been reported that the VPFs will range somewhere between
$1000-$1500 per VP. Now, if one is turning films every two weeks
that's two VPFs per machine per month. This is too high of an
estimate to be taken seriously, since some films hold over while
others may play for less than two week's time, but it does provide
some basis for computation.”



“The annual lease payment for the 100 screens would be between
$1,200,000-$1,500,000. However, the VPFs one would receive through
the second plan could conceivably total double that,
$2,400,000-3,000,000.”



“Over a ten-year lease period, that's up to $30 million dollars
income added to the bottom line.

Why anyone would pass this up is a mystery to me. The added revenue
not only bolsters the bottom line, but allows dollars to be applied
to maintenance, upgrades/upkeep and eventual replacement of the
machines if necessary.”



“I'm waiting for this type of plan to be approved, and am already
on the waiting list for a specific VAR that is attempting to get
this program through channels.”



“That being said, it has also been intimated in certain circles
that these VPFs may not only be limited, but also may be subject to
discontinuance. Hmmm.”



“Also, apparently, these VPFs are only available to cinemas that
convert from 35mm to digital. Anyone building a new cineplex that
does not install 35mm will not be eligible for VPFs.”



“It has been said that VPFs are transferable, but no one really
knows right now how much they are, how long they will be offered
(it has been suggested that this window is not very large and will
close soon) or for how long they will be paid.”



“Interestingly enough, I find that these issues strangely coincide
with some recent and very large scale mergers. It stands to reason
that the majors in exhibition will (and have) negotiate very
favorable deals regarding digital transformation.”



“In my estimation, what is really at stake is the heart and soul of
the independent exhibition community. Once the VPF window slams
shut it could be the death knell for those independent screens
around the world that did not participate in a timely enough
manner.”


Readers Respond

May 1, 2006

 


My column in the last issue
about small independent theatre owner Ken Hill and his difficulties
making the move to digital clearly struck a chord with readers. For
those of you who missed that story, Hill has discovered what he
feels are serious flaws in the current business models, flaws that
he and others fear could even threaten the future of independent
theatres in this country. More

 


Hill is owner-operator of
the two-screen Trinity Theatre in a rural and remote mountainous
county of extreme northern California. He and his partners recently
opened an eleven-screen theatre just over an hour from the Trinity.
His plan was to make at least one of the screens in the new
cineplex digital but, he felt, the dollars of the business models
just didn’t add up for his operation.

 


The key issue for him is the
Virtual Print Fee (VPF), which is fine in theory but could cripple
him financially until Hollywood has ramped up to the point where
even a majority of films will be released digitally.

 


One reader, who did not want
to be quoted by name since he works for one of the organizations
that created a widely accepted business model, challenged that
perception. “It’s kind of surprising that these views still exist
in exhibition,” he said in an email. “This exhibitor doesn't seem
to see beyond the VPFs and look at how it changes their business.
Can’t he see the revenue opportunity this change
brings?”



Randy Hill, president of
Staging Techniques in New York, and an admitted skeptic about many
aspects of the transition to digital, sympathized with Hill’s
plight. “Wow…I was just thinking maintenance. But what this guy
says is much deeper. The exhibitors have been squeezed for years,
but if he’s right the distributors will be charging so much money
that exhibition will be a loser’s game. Am I missing something
here?”

 


There was positive feedback
and some hope for exhibitors like Hill.

 


“I read with great interest
your recent column on digital cinema financing plans,” Kendrick
Macdowell, general counsel and director of government affairs for
the National Association of Theatre Owners said in an email. “Ken
Hill’s observations are indeed thoughtful. I write, however, only
to respond to his final observation about the heart and soul of the
independent exhibition community. At the National Association of
Theatre Owners, we’ve taken that issue very seriously.”

 


“I worked closely with J.
Wayne Anderson, the managing director of the Cinema Buying Group to
reconfigure that buying cooperative for the digital age. It is now
well positioned to procure favorable digital cinema terms for its
members. CBG’s membership base is growing, and may ultimately
exceed the total screens of the largest exhibition company in the
world. We believe that independent operators will fare much better
if they aggregate their negotiating and buying power in
cooperatives such as CBG.”

 


Is 3D the Killer App for
Digital Cinema?

May 15, 2006

 


Academy Award winning
director James Cameron was an entertaining combination of artist,
scientist, street evangelist and master salesman as he addressed
the large crowd that gathered at the fourth annual Digital Cinema
Summit, held last month in Las Vegas. But his primary message was
serious, focused and clear: in his view 3D will drive digital
cinema and save the movie business.

 


For Cameron the age-old
question “How do you get them back to the theatres?” has never been
more challenging. In his mind the answer is simple: “Digital cinema
is an enabler of 3D.”

 


He opened his remarks by
tracing the brief and largely unhappy history of 3D in Hollywood.
The first Hollywood 3D release was the 1952 film Bwana Devil. From
1952-1955 he said there were 46 3D movies released. “Then it died
down for 20 years. What happened?”

 


Cameron said several things
were to blame including crude equipment, dark projectors, errors in
registration, “Oh, and by the way, most of these movies sucked. And
you would need years of therapy to recover.”

 


Cameron says that thanks to
their frame rates digital projectors can do a much better job of
displaying 3D than film projectors ever could. He says that once he
realized that digital cinema would enable him to show 3D movies –
his current passion – at their best he vowed never to work in 2D
film again. “This was a glorious dream,” he said. “Unfortunately,
no one else shared it.”

 


And, he said, this was
despite the fact that there is at least anecdotal evidence to
suggest a solid business rational for 3D. According to Cameron
Polar Express generated $121 million when it ran in 2D on 3,500
screens. The same movie, in Imax 3D generated $40 million on only
68 screens, he said.

 


Disney’s Chicken Little
offered an even more dramatic comparison. To show Chicken Little in
3D Disney, working with Universal Cinema, installed 83 digital
screens. According to Cameron the movie generated an average of
$54,000/per screen when shown in 2D film but an astonishing
$162,000/screen on the screens where it was exhibited in digital
3D. Those 83 digital screens represented twenty percent of the
total number of screens yet, he said, “that twenty percent of the
screens yielded ten percent of the gross.”

 


“This revolution needs to be
driven by content,” he said, so the question becomes “where’s all
this brave new content coming from.” Cameron said there are three
3D options: live action, computer-generated animation and what he
termed “dimensionalization.”

 


He said he has shot nothing
but live action 3D for five years and added, “There’s nothing you
can do in [2D] that you can’t do in 3D.” He said the camera package
costs more and that production costs can go as high as 15 percent
more than 2D. But, he said, Chicken Little and Polar Express have
shown that 3D movies can gross as much as 40 percent more than
their counterparts in 2D.

 


Computer-generated animated
films are a 3D natural, he said. They can cost an additional $1-$2
million to make but stand to earn much more. “To me this is a
no-brainer,” Cameron said, and he said that many 3D animated
projects are currently underway in Hollywood.

 


The third option is the one
Cameron called “dimensionalization,” referring to processes by
various companies of converting existing 2D footage into 3D. He
said he was skeptical of this approach at first “but the results
[recently] have been pretty compelling. It can be done but it’s
very expensive.”

 


And Cameron said the
problems with 3D glasses have essentially been solved and they are
definitely not a stumbling block to 3D’s widespread acceptance. He
told a story that may, in fact, be apocryphal but which makes a
valid point even if it is. Cameron said he was discussing the whole
idea of 3D with Bono, lead singer of the legendary rock band U2.
Midway through their conversation, Cameron said Bono took off his
glasses – which have become his trademark – and held them out and
said, “This is not a problem. This is a marketing
opportunity.”

 


Chicken Little in 3D amply
demonstrated both facts. Disney received virtually no complaints
about the glasses that they used (manufactured by RealD) and turned
them into a branding tool that became something of a collector’s
item for younger audience members.

 


In closing Cameron said he
was optimistic about 3D’s future for several reasons though he
conceded, “This won’t happen overnight and we are in uncharted
territory.” But, he said, “We’re halfway through the looking glass
… hopefully.”

 


As a business proposition,
he said 3D offers something for both filmmakers and for exhibitors.
For filmmakers he called 3D “a new set of colors. Think of the
immediacy.”

 


For exhibitors it offers new
and probably additional revenue. “Think of what you can charge,” he
said to much laughter. Even the most sophisticated home theatre
can’t do 3D, he said, “and you can’t pirate it.” He speculated that
3D DVDs are on the horizon, which will also create new revenue and
added, “Am I evil for liking that idea?”

 


For James Cameron the issue
is a simple one. “Movies are sacred,” he said, “and we’re in a
fight for survival.” In his mind digital cinema with 3D movies as a
prime driver offers the best chance of winning that
fight.

 


Digital Cinema Has
Arrived

June 1, 2006

 


While there are clearly
important issues to be resolved – business models that work for
small exhibitors as well as major chains and technology
interoperability for all – the reality is that digital cinema has
truly arrived.

 


The studios and major
exhibition chains are poised nicely to embrace digital technology
and all it offers. Consider these recent developments:

 


Paramount called its digital
release of Mission: Impossible: III the largest digital release
ever, playing on more than 170 digital cinema screens throughout
North America. The studio said that all the digital preparation and
distribution was handled by Kodak Digital Cinema.

 


Real D and Rave Motion
Pictures Theatres, Dallas, announced that the companies will
install 20 more Real D Cinema systems in Rave theatres nationwide.
Upon completion of this effort, Rave will have 29 Real D Cinema
systems – more than any other circuit. Rave Motion Pictures
Theaters currently boasts nine Real D Cinemas in select multiplexes
and will add 14 new Real D Cinema screens in time for the
highly-anticipated release of Columbia Pictures’ Monster House 3D
starting in July.

 


The Lowe’s Motor Speedway in
Charlotte, North Carolina, was the venue last month for what the
premiere of the Disney film Cars and was billed as the largest
outdoor debut ever. It was also said to be the first-ever
multi-screen outdoor movie premiere.

 


Field tests of 4K digital
cinema distribution and exhibition of feature-length motion
pictures are underway and include a growing list of companies
including Sony Pictures Entertainment and Warner Bros. among
others.

 


National CineMedia and
Network Live have announced that they have
entered into a content and cross-marketing
agreement.

 


These are stories we’ve
reported in just our last two issues. There are other similar
examples and they’re happening almost daily. This pace will
continue at least through the summer Hollywood blockbuster season.
As evidence of both of these points consider this announcement from
just the past weekend.

 


Access/IT reported that the
Memorial Day Weekend 2006 in the U.S. marked another digital cinema
milestone for the industry. According to the company almost 85
percent of its Christie/AIX digitally equipped theatre screens
across the country showed feature films. This represents “the first
wave of what will be a steadily increasing number of digital
releases during the balance of the year,” the company
said.

 


According to AccessIT it’s
own Pavilion Digital Showcase Theatre in New York City featured
major digital releases on all nine of its screens. Twenty-five of
the company’s fifty-three exhibitor partner multiplexes in
California, Washington State, Michigan, Texas, Georgia, North
Carolina, Tennessee, Iowa, and Alabama are operating digital cinema
systems at or near capacity thanks to the record number of digital
releases available for the Memorial Day weekend.

 


Over the next few months, in
addition to the films currently in release, more than an estimated
25 feature films are scheduled for digital release. All major
studios have announced digital features in their respective
line-ups.

 


Bud Mayo, AccessIT’s
chairman and CEO says, "This digital cinema milestone underscores
the commitments made by Hollywood Studios to provide a steady
stream of digital feature releases, enabling exhibitors to fully
utilize their new digital cinema hardware. This summer, millions of
movie-goers across the country will have the opportunity to
experience the magic of digital cinema first-hand. We expect to
reach close to 100 percent utilization for all installed systems by
year-end.”

 


“It is our goal to ensure
that patrons at our exhibitor partners, Carmike, UltraStar,
Emagine, Galaxy, Cinetopia and our own Pavilion, are treated to the
kind of unique movie experience that only digital projection can
provide,” Mayo says.

 


According to Mayo,
AccessIT’s Christie/AIX subsidiary has completed the installation
of approximately 400 digital projection systems in 17 states
with a goal of reaching at least 500 in-time for
July 4th weekend.

 


Complete digitization of the
Emagine and UltraStar chains concluded early this year, he said, as
the first of multiple installations at Cinetopia and Galaxy
Theatres, and the initial phase of up to 2,300 systems at Carmike
Cinemas commenced.

 


Singapore’s Shaw
Organization Embraces Digital

August 1, 2006

 


The Shaw Organization is
moving forward aggressively into all aspects of digital cinema. But
the move has had its ups and downs.

 


The Shaw family legacy in
exhibition traces its roots to the silent film era and since the
1920s the Singapore-based company has been involved in movie
production, distribution and exhibition.

 


Today, Mark Shaw, a
descendent of the founders, is following in their footsteps. After
graduating from Imperial College, London, in 1992, he started work
as a film booker. He has since become the senior operations manager
for the organization, responsible for theatre operations. His other
responsibilities include film acquisition, property management and
development.

 


Shaw’s Lido Cineplex is
housed in Singapore’s legendary Shaw House and recently added GDC
Technology’s SA1000 DSR digital servers to control one of its
largest screens as well as a Panasonic LED video wall above its
main entrance.

 


The Shaw House’s video wall
is one of the largest in Singapore, measuring 11 meters by 6
meters, with a viewing angle of 150 degrees.

 


The digital cinema
auditoriums and the LED video wall are centrally controlled from
the Shaw office where the audio and video are stored, monitored and
programmed either locally or from a remote location by means of a
local area network.

 


Mark Shaw was a speaker at
the Singapore’s Digital Cinema Summit in June. He told the
attendees at the Summit that even as he embraces digital cinema
technology he has concerns.

 


For one, he told the Summit
“real estate is getting tight.” By that he meant his projection
booths now had to accommodate both digital and film projection
equipment and, although they actually have decent-sized booths, the
space is now crowded.

 


In addition, he said,
training his staff has not been quite as easy as advertised. But,
perhaps his biggest concern regarding this new technology, is the
issue of upgrades. “Where does it stop?” he asked.

 


Finally, he expressed
negative comments about the possibilities of alternative content,
and that was the first time I’d heard anyone – especially an
exhibitor – take that position.

 


A few days after the Summit
I met with Shaw in a conference room at Shaw House.

 


He said that while he didn’t
regret the somewhat negative tone of his comments at the Summit but
at the same time has no regrets about embracing digital cinema
technology in a big way. He said he knows that digital cinema is
the future – the present in many ways – and that there is
tremendous value there, especially for a company that distributes
movies with soundtracks in multiple languages.

 


He gave one important
example. “We distribute a lot of Chinese films. With digital we
don’t have to strike a print.”

 


His comments regarding the
technology – which he has invested in heavily – were more about the
fact that there is no question in his mind that maintaining an edge
in the digital cinema future will require constant updates and
upgrades. Technology development won’t stop where it is
today.

 


Shaw suggested I might have
misunderstood what he said about alternative content’s
possibilities because he agrees with those who think it offers
tremendous opportunities for exhibitors. But each opportunity needs
to be assessed on a case-by-case basis.

 


His most recent case
presented both a significant risk with a high potential reward.
Shaw had paid for the rights to screen the finals of the World Cup
tournament. But because of the local licensing of the screen rights
Shaw was unable to charge customers for watching the
event.

 


The Shaw Organization has a
liquor license and was hopeful that football fans would buy enough
beer to make the evening profitable. A major credit card company
was using the Shaw screening as a promotional event and paid a set
amount for all the seats so that it’s promotional winners and
corporate clients could attend.

 


But without giving away
precise figures, Shaw indicated that the fee he got from the credit
card company was less than he might have been able to charge for
such a premium event.

 


Despite any misgivings he
said he was willing to give it a try as an experiment, the first of
what will surely be many.

 


Our conversation was cut
short because Mark Shaw was called away by pressing business. His
parting comment was both realistic and upbeat: “I think you have to
pay to learn.”

 


Terence Heng, the Shaw
Organization’s media manager and editor gave me a tour of the
theatre and when I returned to the States he participated in an
interview via email. He has hands-on involvement with the
technology and was very forthcoming about the benefits – and
problems – associated with the transition to digital
cinema.

 


Digital Cinema Report: Which
theatres, specifically have been converted to digital and when
exactly did you convert them?

 


Terence Heng: Our first
digital hall, Lido One was converted in time for The Chronicles of
Narnia last December 2005. Lido Two was done in time for Mission
Impossible-3 this May.

 


DCR: What are the sizes of
the digital theatres? How many seats are there? How big are the
screens?

 


TH: Lido One has 780 seats
and the screen is 17.5 meters by 7.35meters. Lido 2 has 503 seats
and its screen is 13.7 meters by 5.97 meters.

 


DCR: How many digital films
total have you shown so far?

 


TH: We have shown the total
of 6 films in digital - Narnia, Mi3, Poseidon, Cars, Superman
Returns and Pirates of the Caribbean 2.

 


DCR: What technical problems
have you encountered so far?

 


TH: There was a time when
the digital movie refused to be loaded after a certain percentage.
The guys tried for the entire night and had to bring in different
firewire cards to solve the problem.

However, the biggest problem
we have encountered was last Friday night, when the movie stalled
and had audio sync problems. After checking by the technical from
GDC, there was a failed hardware component. This cause a major
disruption as it was a Friday night with a Pirates 2
screening.

 


(Editor’s Note: I asked a
GDC spokesman, via email, to offer the company’s perspective on
what happened that night. Here is his answer.

 


“GDC Technology regrets the
technical problem encountered during the recent screening of
Pirates of Caribbean – Dead Man’s Chest at Shaw’s Lido cinema.
Unfortunately, such failures though rare, do happen, as with all
servers from other manufacturers. That being said, our servers have
been one of the most reliable servers in the market. With over 500
servers deployed worldwide, some of them operating since 2003, GDC
servers have been known for its reliability.

GDC responds to Shaw with
our diagnosis and resolution as necessary, including steps to
pre-empt or prevent future problems.”)

 


DCR: During my visit you
said that from time to time you were receiving digital files that
were supposed to be 1920 x 1080 but in reality they turned out to
be 1920 x 818 or 1920 x 804. You also said one film made you
nervous because, while the file of the movie got to you with time
to spare, the key to run it didn’t show up until the day before the
show. Are you receiving the correct size files now? Have there been
more times when the digital key was late in arriving?

 


TH: We would like to think
so, as actually there's no way for us to check. The keys are the
responsibility of the distributors and if they do not arrive in
time for the general screening they will have a lot of answering to
do. So, the latest I have encountered is the day before the general
screening starts.

 


DCR: How did the World Cup
finals go?

 


TH: The screening went
great! We managed to get the HD signal for the cinemas and the
picture on the big screen was just very nice.

 


DCR: For feature films, do
you charge audiences more for digital than film prints? Less? The
same?

 


TH: There is no price
difference for a digital or non digital movie release.

 


DCR: What content goes on
the digital sign? Trailers? Commercials? Something else?

 


TH: As of now, we play
encoded trailers and in-house messages just before the movie. We
have plans to put the pre-show (TVC/music videos/messages) on
digital.

 


Miami Viper

August 15, 2006

 


Now I understand what New
York Yankee great Yogi Berra meant when he said, “It’s déjà vu all
over again.” In the right hands digital cinema tools can create
something truly special, not despite the fact that the tools are
digital, but because they are.

 


Two years ago director
Michael Mann and cinematographer Dion Beebe teamed up to create
Collateral, a movie shot in digital that a host of critics praised
for its unique look. They included the widely respected Roger
Ebert, who has been an outspoken voice for film over
digital.

 


Their tool of choice for
that film, and for their latest effort Miami Vice, was the
ViperStream digital cinematography camera from Thomson Grass
Valley.

 


For the second time,
the movie’s look is one of the star attractions.
Here’s an excerpt from New York Times film critic
A.O. Scott’s very positive opening day review of the
movie:

 


“Miami Vice is an action
picture for people who dig experimental art films, and vice
versa.

I’m not exaggerating about
the art. Some of the most captivating sequences have an abstract
quality, as if Mr. Mann were paying homage to the avant-garde,
anti-narrative cinema of Stan Brakhage in the midst of a big studio
production. Dispensing with the convention that the pictures exist
to serve the story, Mr. Mann frequently uses plot as an excuse to
construct ravishing pictures.”

 


“The camera, with leisurely,
voluptuous sensuality, ranges from crowded cities to the open sea,
from billowy thunderheads to the rippling muscles on Mr. Foxx’s
back. Like Collateral, Miami Vice was shot in high-definition
digital video, which Mr. Mann, in collaboration with the brilliant
cinematographer Dion Beebe, treats not as a convenient substitute
for film but as a medium with its own aesthetic properties and
visual possibilities. The depth of focus, the intensity of colors,
and the grainy, smudged finish of some of the images combine to
create a look that is both vividly naturalistic and almost
dreamlike.”

 


There is not much more that
needs to be said, so I’ll close with two brief points.

 


First, those who continue to
view digital cinema tools as (choose your own word for low end) are
sadly out of touch with what is happening.

 


Second, the digital cinema
roll out that everyone has been waiting for is here, it’s here in a
big way and its impact is being felt in every corner of the
entertainment world. And not tomorrow. Now.

 


An International Call for
Certification

September 15,
2006

 


Exhibition trade
associations in fourteen countries have called for the formation of
an international body to independently certify the digital cinema
technology installed in theatres.

 


The announcement comes as
the exhibition industry gets set to gather next month in Orlando,
Florida for its annual ShowEast conference and is certain to be a
topic of discussion there.

 


“Theatre operators need
equipment certification before a substantial roll-out can begin,”
says John Fithian, president and CEO of the National Association of
Theatres. “Digital cinema offers the promise of an enhanced
theatrical experience for our patrons, but only if the equipment
works as intended.”

 


For the most part,
manufacturers seemed to endorse the idea. The response of
Tim Partridge, senior vice president and general
manager, professional division, Dolby, was
typical.

 


“As you know we have always
supported, and actively pushed for, such a certification program as
we also believe exhibitors and eventually the whole industry could
suffer without one,” Partridge says.

 


But there is genuine concern
that this effort could be a roadblock, especially considering the
hundreds of digital systems already in the market. A key question
is: What happens if those systems don’t meet a new certification
standard?

 


One manufacturer, who
asked not to be named, put it this way. “The devil is in the
detail. Often in the past we have seen industry bodies want to
specify things that really should be left to the market to decide.
Things such as reliability or how certain functions should be
performed, these are design decisions that each manufacturer has to
judge against cost/ease of use etc. So far DCI has avoided this by
sticking to specific interfaces and standard technologies but if
others start adding to these requirements …”

 


I asked him to specifically
address those systems that are already installed.

 


“If it passes the
certification program, [then] nothing,” he said. “If it doesn't
someone will be upset. How much would depend on how easy it would
be to make the changes e.g. a software change could be relatively
painless. If it does turn out to be a roadblock to having
non-compliant and perhaps incompatible systems out there then it
will be a welcome one. Provided existing systems turn out to be
compliant or at least are committed to upgrading to be so, then all
will be ok. If not, someone will be very upset.”

 


We will watch this
effort closely and will continue to publish feedback from the
market. In the meantime, here is the open
letter in its entirety:

 


8 September
2006



International Exhibitor
Associations Letter Regarding Certification for Digital
Cinema

 


As representatives of cinema
operators in our respective regions, we write to support the
formation of a unified, international body for the purpose of
creating a certification program for digital cinema equipment.
Important and significant work has been accomplished and continues
to evolve in digital cinema. Several bodies have developed, or are
developing, technical specifications and standards for digital
cinema equipment. While this work promises to provide the tools for
a high quality and secure experience for movie patrons, it alone is
not sufficient to guarantee a minimum level of performance for
digital cinema equipment. Therefore, we make this statement of
support for a unified, international program for digital cinema
equipment certification.

 


At a minimum, the digital
cinema equipment certification program should bring confidence to
exhibitors and content owners that available digital cinema
equipment meets technical specifications and standards. It should
nurture a competitive but fair marketplace for digital cinema
equipment by clarifying minimum product performance levels. It
should provide a place where industry-wide upgrades can be
discussed and planned. The complexity of digital cinema equipment
makes it difficult, if not economically impossible, for an
exhibitor to individually perform specification compliance tests.
Even if such tests are performed by others, there is no guarantee
that tests performed on early product samples will reflect product
performance when produced at a later time.

 


Therefore, a qualified
international certification program is required having these key
characteristics:

 


Management, maintenance, and
enforcement of a fair and neutral certification program by an
international body in which participation is open to all industry
stakeholders,

 


Equipment specifications
representing the agreed requirements of all
participants,

 


Enforcement of the equipment
specifications through use of an internationally recognized
trademark,

 


Obligation assumed by the
product manufacturer for meeting the equipment
specifications.

 


To launch this effort, we
support the formation of an international industry body where the
details of this program can be discussed, agreed upon, and
implemented.

 


We appreciate the
opportunity to share our concerns with you, and look forward to the
formation of an international body for digital cinema equipment
certification.

 


Of Covenants, Conversations
and Cliffhangers

October 1, 2006

 


This story demonstrates how
sometimes, even in the fiercely competitive exhibition business a
simple telephone call can work wonders. Names have been omitted.
The names aren’t that important. But be sure to read the Editor’s
Note at the end.

 


Call him David. He
telephoned me the first time in July and asked to stay anonymous.
He said it was because he was in what he felt were serious
negotiations to buy an abandoned movie house so that he could
restore it and show good films, including first run features, in
what he described as an urban/college community.

 


David was faced with a deed
restriction that he believes is common across the country. The
building is owned by the local cineplex. After they bought it they
changed the deed to prohibit any new owner from using 20th century
technology to present first run feature films for a paying
audience. In short, they wanted to eliminate the
competition.

 


David has looked at several
theatres and found this kind of resistance in many places. There
was one small town where he located a downtown movie house that was
built and opened in 1906. The man who runs the local drive-in
theatre holds the restrictive covenant there and he refused to
budge.

 


“We ought to work together
and keep the market here in this small town,” David told him, but
the drive-in owner refused to budge.

 


David asked if I could help
and I said I would try.

 


A member of the League of
Historic American Theatres told me that according to that
association’s research this is illegal and could be ignored with
impunity. That, however, is apparently a complex issue. Many times
the group taking over a landmark theatre has community support and
plans to run the operation as a non-profit. Things change, though,
if you’re like David and want to develop a theatre as a private,
for-profit enterprise. If the multiplex chose to fight it in court
David would lose because he does not have the money to fight a
protracted legal battle.

 


Andreas Fuchs, a noted
exhibition consultant and analyst and co-author of the beautiful
book Cinema Treasures, A New Look at Classic Movie Theatres had
this to say:

 


“This is standard
procedure when one circuit closes a location. Yes, of course, to
keep out competition, especially if they have built a new complex
nearby. Of course, it is anti-competitive, but trying to go up
against an established multi-screen … can take years of legal
action and fights about what constitutes first-run, what is
commercial etc. Distribution zones are established practice. Those
who provide the product can decide where it is best placed, without
restricting trade of course.”

 


He added, “Don't make it
sound too harsh. There are many instances of cooperation and
waiving such restrictions."

 


I continued to look
into the issue for the rest of July but made little progress. David
called or emailed periodically with updates but usually said there
was no news. The head of the multiplex, call him George, would not
take his calls and would not return his calls. Then David called me on July 31st and left a message that
started with a chuckle and ended with, “This might turn out to be a
very positive story. Call me.”

 


George, it seems, had
finally returned his calls, with apologies for having been
extremely busy with other matters. George said that he would not
only waive the restrictive covenant but that he might want to
invest in the venture as well. George currently controls 70 screens
in the community, none of which is digital as yet, and saw a
landmark cinema as an asset both to the community and to his own
business.

 


“He was very supportive,”
said David. “His first comment was they could revise the covenant
restrictions and then he suggested I go digital. He gave me 45
minutes of his time. He also said we should discuss cross promotion
ideas, so I could run his trailers in my theatre.”

 


David went back to do his due
diligence. The building passed a physical inspection and everything
seemed in place to move ahead. “I’ve just got to run the numbers,”
he said. He said he’d decide by the end of
August.



We spoke again
September 6th. David said he had made an offer and added, “My deal is
pending.” The final hurdle was convincing his wife to relocate to a
new community.

 


David sent me an email about
a week later and said the deal was in place, his wife now liked the
idea, and he was ready to get started with his new venture. “It’s
too early to call,” he said, “but I would like to be renovated and
open by New Year's Eve.

 


His advice to others who
have a dream of opening a small classic theatre is to do the due
diligence before making any moves. And if you find something that
bothers you, pick up the phone and call the person in charge. “In
my case,” David said, “all it took was a phone call.”

 


Editor’s Note: A week
after I wrote this column and fairly late in the day on Friday,
September 22nd
I received another email from David. The heading
read, “may not be a happy ending after all” and this was what the
email said:

 


“Well, I'm down to final $
on the acquisition of this theatre and the little man that sits on
my shoulder whispered ‘you'd better call the theatre chain and
confirm the covenant renegotiations’."



“This time I call for a week
and don't get a reply. A few moments ago, I got the boss back on
the phone and he's doing a 180. ‘Competition from the local
drive-in, receipts down’, he thinks I should look in a better
market, etc.”

 


“He's out of town
until Friday [September 29th] and can't talk further until
then.”

 


I’ll keep you
posted.

 


Endorsing Global
Certification

October 15, 2006

 


Last month exhibitions trade
associations in fourteen countries called for the formation of an
international body that would independently certify the digital
cinema technology installed in theatres. At this point, with some
reservations, the industry consensus appears to support the idea.
Here is what industry leaders have to say.

 


Sony applauds NATO’s efforts
to bring standard, worldwide order to the process of certification
for digital cinema systems.

 


Since inception, Sony’s SXRD
projector and associated DC components have been designed according
to the instruction and feedback of the industry. As the DCI
recommended specifications were developed and published, Sony
followed these specifications in all aspects of product design –
eschewing the idea of mezzanine level compliance for the sake of
early implementation.

 


In NATO’s words, there is a
need for “enforcement of the equipment specifications” – not only
for the protection of theater owners, but also for the protection
of manufacturers who have diligently followed Industry spec’s in
the development of their systems.

 


We look forward to NATO’s
call to action becoming an integral part of the digital cinema
process.

 


John Kaloukian

General Manager

Professional Display
Group

Sony Electronics,
Inc.

Broadcast & Production
Systems Division

 


We at Tecsec offer our
support for a certification process. Interoperability must be
assured and standards are the only proven method. Our concern is
security and access control within any given group, including

the Digital Cinema arena.



ANSI and ISO have led the drive and shown the effectiveness of
standards. NIST on the Government side.



All of the above are only useful if the industry actually demands
complete adherence. Partial usage of a standard, modified with
propriatary "extensions" are also a problem.



Standards are a good thing.



Jay Wack

Tecsec, Inc


As you know we have always
supported, and actively pushed for, such a certification program as
we also believe exhibitors and eventually the whole industry could
suffer without one.

 


Tim Partridge

Senior Vice President,
General Manager

Professional
Division

Dolby

 


Hollywood Plays Hardball,
Again

November 1, 2006

 


Independent producers face
so many hurdles and those hurdles don’t go away once the project
has finally left the edit suite. The challenge then is getting a
movie shown to an audience and, at least in this transition era,
digital sometimes creates as many problems as it solves. Things get
even more challenging if you have a documentary you’d like to
screen for possible Oscar consideration.



The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences is now requiring
that all films for awards consideration meet the Digital Cinema
Initiatives specifications. That means unless you are able to show
your film in 35mm film, you must present your film on a DCI
approved server with the appropriate DCI approved video
projector.



This is not a problem if you have the post-production and
exhibition resources of a studio. It is a problem for most
independent filmmakers. This past summer Mark Steele, the technical
director for the Tribeca Film Festival, set out to offer some
help.



Under Steele’s supervision the Tribeca Film Festival helped the
documentary Blue Blood (from this year's festival) produce their
DCI spec digital cinema master.



"What we did," says Steele, "was bring together a few sponsors of
the festival [Dolby Labs and Devlin Video], and produced the
D-Cinema master for the filmmaker. Dolby is supporting the
screenings by providing a server at [New York theatre] AMC Kips Bay
for these screenings, and will be working with the filmmaker to
find the right Dolby Digital Cinema server equipped venues for the
fall. The filmmaker worked directly with AMC to book these
screenings. AMC is also a festival sponsor."

 


In addition to forcing indie
filmmakers to add expensive post-production costs, the DCI spec
requirement also severely limits the number of available
exhibitors. Essentially, forcing out the smaller exhibitors and
requiring that filmmakers deal only with major exhibitors who can
afford the integration of DCI spec equipment.



Steele says, "My role in this was to bring the sponsors together,
get them to agree to this project and be the technical producer for
the mastering."



"One thing that is interesting about this," he says, "is how many
filmmakers have called recently who went the traditional route of
putting themselves $30,000 in debt to produce 35mm prints for their
Academy screenings because they and/or their post-production
facilities were daunted by the idea of coordinating digital cinema
screenings."



Initially Steele got involved with the digital cinema mastering and
exhibition process when Tribeca discussed the idea of creating a
road show in theatres across the country last summer that would
have featured half a dozen documentaries that screened at the 2006
festival but that didn’t secure distribution deals. Steele, as
technical director, was given the task of getting the movies ready
for digital screenings in theatres. In the end, for a variety of
reasons that had nothing to do with the concept, the original
project was put on hold.



"We had put all of the pieces (production and exhibition) in
place," Steele says, "but we had no show." “Blue Blood’s call for
advice on what to do with their Academy screenings had perfect
timing.”



Because the initial planning had been put in place, Tribeca was
able to bring Dolby Laboratories and Devlin Video sponsorship to
the Blue Blood project. Devlin Video provided the services needed
to generate the D5 master required for the mastering process. Dolby
then took the D5 master with 6-channel mix, and built the digital
cinema master with Dolby Digital sound. The film was then presented
on Dolby’s Digital Cinema System.



But Steele is convinced it need not be as costly as striking a 35mm
print. "With normal indie film deals the whole Blue Blood project
would have cost $7,500 to $9,000," he says,” and that includes
post-production work that a standard indie project would not have
to go through.”



Well, That’s Show
Business

November 15, 2006

 


Last month in this column I
reported the story of a man I called David who was trying to buy a
classic cinema and bring it back to life. The story seemed to have
a happy ending but as often happens in real life, when all was said
and done idealism lost out to greed.

 


To recap the story, David
telephoned me the first time in July and asked to stay anonymous.
He said it was because he was in what he felt were serious
negotiations to buy an abandoned movie house so that he could
restore it and show good films, including first run features, in
what he described as an urban/college community.

 


David said he was faced with
a deed restriction that he believes is common across the country.
The building is owned by the local cineplex. After they bought it
they changed the deed to prohibit any new owner from using 20th
century technology to present first run feature films for a paying
audience. In short, they wanted to eliminate the
competition.

 


When David finally spoke to
the owner of the cineplex – a man we called George – the initial
response was positive. At that time George said that he would not
only waive the restrictive covenant but that he might want to
invest in the venture as well. George currently controls 70 screens
in the community, none of which is digital as yet, and saw a
landmark cinema as an asset both to the community and to his own
business.

 


David went back to do his
due diligence. The building passed a physical inspection and
everything seemed in place to move ahead. “I’ve just got to run the
numbers,” he said. He said he’d decide by the end of
August.

 


Then George had a last
minute change of heart.

 


According to David, George
now says he is unwilling to modify the deed covenant in any way,
that he is involved in a conflict with the owners of a nearby
drive-in, and that he could not tolerate the competition of another
screen.

 


“There was a point last week
where the owner [of the classic cinema] could have accepted our
written offer and stipulations and we would have been on the hook
with a property we could not develop.

I guess on the bright side,
we dodged a bullet on this one,” David says.

 


Barnstorming in Digital
4K

December 1, 2006

 


At the turn of the last
century pioneering aviators would tour the countryside putting on
aerial shows to local crowds. One Six Right, a new documentary
about a historic airport is wrapping up a barnstorming of its own
with help from digital 4K technology.

 


One Six Right is an
independent feature, produced and directed by Brian J. Terwilliger
that tells the history of Southern California’s famed Van Nuys
Airport.

 


According to Terwilliger,
Van Nuys Airport holds an important place in American popular and
historical culture. Amelia Earhart broke a world air-speed record
there, Marilyn Monroe was discovered while working in its hangars,
and scenes from the classic film Casablanca were filmed on its
grounds.

 


The film premiered in
September at the annual AirVenture festival in an airplane hangar
that was converted into a 1,000-seat movie theater. Then the movie
embarked on a cross-country barnstorming tour that included
theatres and other airplane hangars. The final screening was this
month at the Van Nuys Airport itself.

 


Most of the screening venues
featured a Sony 4K SXRD digital cinema projector, including several
Landmark Theatre properties where the Sony projector is already
installed.

 


According to the movies’
production principals, the Sony SXRD projection technology—in this
case the 10,000-lumen model SRX-R110—was able to add an extra
element of excitement to each presentation and tell the stories
more vividly than traditional film projection or other commercially
available digital technology.

 


Using the Sony projector was
Terwilliger’s idea.

 


“Combining a visually
captivating subject such as aviation with a factual story line is
what we tried to accomplish and we wanted to make sure that
audiences felt as if they were going back in time with us to the
heyday of this landmark airport,” he says. “This projector makes
that sort of ‘time travel’ possible because its incredible
resolution and contrast really give you the feeling of being
there.”

 


One Six Right was shot and
produced using Sony’s CineAlta line of digital 24P acquisition
products, including the HDW-F900 camcorder, the HDC-F950 camera,
the SRW-1 VTR and HDCam SR professional videotape.

 


With much of the documentary
shot in-flight and on the tarmac, Terwilliger was impressed with
the CineAlta technologies’ ability to ability to handle unusual
stresses such as extreme G-forces and variances in temperature. The
units were exposed to 49 days of grueling in-flight situations that
pushed their design specifications to the limit.

 


The use of Sony’s HDCam SR
series videotape, which enables longer load times than film,
allowed the crews to stay in the air longer. Terwilliger credits
this extra air time with making it possible to capture some of the
documentary’s most compelling footage, including shots of aircraft
approaching the airport during “golden hour,” the early and late
period of day just as the sun rises or sets on the
horizon.

 


“We used the HDC-F950
camera and SRW1 VTR for all of our aerial photography in the movie,
and the quality of the footage was nothing short of spectacular,”
Terwilliger says. “Neither the heat from the jet engines nor the
G-loads from the inverted flight patterns rattled the
system.”

 


Digital Bollywood

December 15, 2006

 


Over the years Hollywood and
Bollywood have worked together and enjoyed some success (think
Monsoon Wedding, Bride and Prejudice) but the relationship has
never blossomed to the degree that many people in both film
communities might like. Now comes Digital Bollywood, an initiative
designed to bolster Bollywood’s already formidable capabilities and
possibly enhance a more regular working relationship between the
world’s two dominant production centers.

 


The plan, which is the
brainchild of the graphics processing company Nvidia and several
partners is designed to take full advantage of the as yet largely
untapped Indian digital content creation community.

 


According to an Nvidia
spokesman, the initiative couples the company’s technologies with
industry expertise from around the world to help enable India as a
DCC powerhouse.

 


Digital Bollywood includes
the following components:

 


Technology: Nvidia Gelato
rendering software and Nvidia Quadro technology tailored for the
Indian market.



Education: The Digital
Production Curriculum, with the first two courses consisting of
Gelato certification classes and Advanced Digital Production
pipeline techniques.



Expertise: Access to DCC
experts from around the world, including the DCC Guru Lecture
series, a series of monthly lectures delivered in multiple Indian
cities, along with domain and product experts located in
India.



Community: Close working
relationships with ASIFA, TASI, ABAI, and other animation societies
to strengthen the local community.



Partnership: MAAC and
Whistling Woods to teach the Digital Production Curriculum in their
respective schools, in addition to close working technical
collaboration with: Acris, Anibrain, Anirights, Crest, EFX, IIT,
Maya Entertainment, NID, Prana, Prime Focus, and VCL, among
others.

 


"Nvidia 's Digital Bollywood
initiative will unlock the creative potential in India and
accelerate its emergence onto the world stage," says Govind
Nihalani, filmmaker and director.

 


"India is poised to become
the center of the DCC universe and we share India's passion and
excitement for graphics and video processing," says Dan Vivoli,
senior vice president at Nvidia. "We consider ourselves fortunate
that we can play a significant role in catalyzing Bollywood and
view this initiative as a continuing long term
investment."

 


Volker Engel, the Oscar and
Emmy Award winning producer and visual effects supervisor, says,
"Indian talent is waiting to be unlocked and I believe that Nvidia
is the only company that can play a neutral role in bringing all
the Indian players together to create world class content. Nvidia's
investment and commitment to Digital Bollywood is real and I look
forward to seeing its results."

 


2007

 


4K Resolution in Production
and Exhibition

February 1, 2007

 


Last month a panel hosted by
the Tribeca Screening Rooms and Abel Cine Tech discussed 4K
resolution issues for theatrical production, post-production and
projection. I was pleased to serve as co-moderator with James
Mathers, president of the Digital Cinema Society.

 


Sony’s SXRD 4K projector was
used to present a variety of materials including 65mm and 35mm film
origination, and footage acquired in 4K with the Dalsa Origin
Camera. Sony and Dalsa sponsored the discussion and the reception
that preceded the screenings.

 


The panel discussion
included digital projection expert Nathaniel Bonini, who recently
joined Abel Cine Tech, Jesse Rosen also of Abel Cine Tech, Dalsa
Digital Cinema president, Rob Hummel, Gary Mandle from Sony, Grady
Sellards from Asia Media Products, and Maurice Schechter from DuArt
Labs.

 


The focus of the
wide-ranging conversation was to explore the value of 4K for
production, post, and projection. A key side issue that also was
discussed was the importance of screening digitally acquired
footage while still in production and prep, instead of waiting
until post (or even later) to discover potentially hidden
problems.

 


There was a glitch with the
screening. I have personally seen the Sony SXRD 4K projector
demonstrated a dozen or more times and I have seen it deliver
stunning images. That night at Tribeca was an exception. Sony’s
Gary Mandle and others worked feverishly to isolate the problem but
could not. Because of tight scheduling they did not have enough
time to resolve the issue. With more time they undoubtedly could
have. The result from that particular unit was a beautiful picture
on two halves of the screen that was cut down the middle by a line
caused by an unexplained loss of picture information. The audience
of engineers, filmmakers and other professionals accepted Mandle’s
explanation graciously (and admired him for it) and the
conversation moved on.

 


Two themes emerged. The
first was that 4K resolution definitely has a role to play in
production, post and exhibition and that role promises to grow as
the technology matures. The second was that any producer, director
or DP who trusts what he or she views on anything but a very
high-end reference monitor runs the risk of being extremely
disappointed when that footage is viewed on a big screen. Many
people that evening spoke highly of Cine-tal’s Cinemage monitor for
production and post work.

 


Here are some highlights
from the panelist’s remarks. The entire event was videotaped and
will be streamed on the Digital Cinema Society Web site once it has
been edited.

 


Dalsa’s Rob Hummel started
the evening by noting that in any conversation about motion
pictures we should always keep one truism in mind. “We’re in the
entertainment business,” he said. “Story trumps resolution.” He
gave the IMAX example. IMAX does good business when it runs great
movies, said Hummel, but people don’t buy tickets just because the
image is so big.

 


Hummel said that 35mm film
and 4K resolution are equivalent. Where 4K has inherent advantages,
he said, is in the fact that there is significant degradation that
happens to film as it moves through the production,
post-production, exhibition pipeline. That doesn’t happen in
digital. He said that the Dalsa Origin camera is 4K but can be used
to create awesome 2K images thanks to oversampling. And, he added,
probably with a nod to the NAB convention in April: “The camera
might be getting smaller in a few months.”

 


 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/15978
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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