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The cinema as customer

This text was created in the aftermath of two consecutive exhibitions held in the late summer of 2005: the IFA consumer electronics show in Berlin and the International Broadcast Convention (IBC) in Amsterdam. Experiencing two consumer and producer electronics shows in swift succession can be both stressful and stimulating. Regardless of how different the target groups and offers of these two fairs may have been, they are mutually dependent. 

Neither industry can survive without the other. Even in the future it is unlikely that either the “Puschenkino” (German slang term for television) and increasing use of push technologies on the domestic front or the art-house cinema and multiplexes outside the home will be able to oust each other. But they will begin to resemble each other: analogue media are destined to disappear, surviving only as cult collectors’ objects. The crackle of an LP has already become synonymous with nostalgia, by tomorrow so will the clatter of a projector in the projection room.

“Tomorrow” is already here. “The move towards digital cinema will start in Europe and Asia.” Star Wars producer Rick McCallum knows his stuff. In Germany well over 50 art-house cinemas have already set the ball rolling with their fully digital “Delicatessen Programm”, and India with its 16 national languages already numbers over 500 cinemas that certainly don’t rely on the six lagging US majors for their films.

In an interview with ZEIT-WISSEN in 02/2005, McCallum, born in Heidelberg in 1952, maintained that Hollywood is “a very conservative place” that isn’t ruled by culture but by “the fear of what is new and unknown. Digital [media] is just as dramatic as the introduction of talkies.” And that goes for the entire film industry from production to post-production, to sales and presentation. 

And what about audiences? The exciting thing about this quiet revolution is that all parties involved hope that the viewers will hardly be aware of it. And those that do will only note a further improvement in quality. Although in every other sphere of the so-called “consumer industry” changes in user habits are accompanied by changes in the relative tools, virtually a premise for new user habits, after converting everything from servers to projectors to the new technology, things will apparently remain unchanged in the cinemas. Then as now, even after the departure of a hundred-year-old standard, only one thing really counts: the audiovisual experience. Then, as now. And yet, no more, but also no less?

Not quite: not only is a Belgian family-owned cinema chain advertising its digital films, but it is also asking for an extra Euro per ticket whenever these films are screened alongside 35-mm copies. And believe it or not, almost all of its digital cinemas still fill up faster than those equipped with the 35-mm projectors!

A number of similar cases are also being reported in Germany. And they will continue to increase as more and more films are digitally produced from beginning to end. The pioneering digital screenings of Star Wars Episode III will become the norm in the future. Today, after the costly, year-long and still inconclusive proceedings undertaken by the American production companies to lay down the most important standards, the rest of the world will gradually adapt to these guidelines, the so-called DCI Specs. In the meantime, the first commercial consortiums, with the involvement of private investors, have started taking steps to turn cinemas into customers: they include the American “Access IT” and the European “XDC”. 

In the future, cinema owners will be even more spoiled for choice when deciding with whom to build up their new infrastructures. And many of them will quite deliberately disregard these newly defined standards for quite some time. That is until acquisition, running, maintenance and renewal costs become more accessible. However, in the long run no one will be able to avoid digitalisation altogether.  

Like the production industries, end-users are only at the start of a long, deep-reaching transformation where the new flat-screens at home and THX audio systems in cinemas provide the mere foretaste of a far more radical change. In the future, innovations being sold as the future today will be the norm: interactive television and individually tailored all-day programming in picture palaces, TV projectors in the living room and 3D pictures at the cinema, avatars as interlocutors at home and game characters as tomorrow’s movie stars. And it was all here for you to see this summer at the 2005 IFA and IBC.
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