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1.
CONTEXT – Peter Packer, Seminar Organiser

When the UK Film Council was set up, the Department for Culture, Media and Sport had tasked it with promoting and encouraging the use of digital technologies.  There have already been a considerable number of initiatives, most notably the development of the Digital Screen Network by the Distribution and Exhibition Fund which aims to create some 250 digital screens throughout the UK; the work of First Light which has enabled some 4,000 young people to make over 250 films; and the New Cinema Fund which, for example, recently premiered the film This is not a Love Song both digitally in cinemas and on the worldwide web.  These initiatives are complemented by the publication of major strategic reports such as A Bigger Future: The UK Film Skills Strategy, Post-production in the UK and a Digital Interim Position Paper on the UK Film Council’s website. 
The Digital Futures seminars, of which this is the second, were conceived as a way of enabling Senior Managers at the UK Film Council, together with outside industry and other experts, to be informed about and to discuss future digital developments and their implications.  The report of the first seminar can also be found on the UK Film Council’s website
2.
INTRODUCTION – Terry Ilott, Chair
It was explained by Terry Ilott that this seminar was an opportunity to build on the last Digital Futures seminar held in June 2003 which had looked at how digital technologies would provide a radically different future leading to a succession of technology-driven changes in cinema, radio, multi-channel television, the internet, and games.  
The last seminar concentrated on the impact of new technologies upon training and skills but ranged widely – perhaps inevitable for the first in the series.  This seminar focused down on the implications of new technologies for exhibition and distribution and how the way in which the manipulation of the image, new ways of combining different formats and new possibilities for sharing work were leading to new patterns of consumption and experimentation.
Terry introduced the two speakers for the day, Martin Russ from British Telecom’s Future Content Group, BT Exact, and Eddie Berg from FACT.
3.
Main issues from presentation given by Martin Russ of BT Exact

Martin explained that the Future Content Group at BT was looking at ways in which content and communications are increasingly linked together and so was developing tools and network services to help people work with multimedia content in new and exciting ways.  The Future Content Group currently did both short-term and long-term research.  He outlined key current work and to explain further what the Future Content Group did, he said that in effect it played with current communications equipment to see what was possible. 
For example it had developed ways of analysing images which highlighted the elements which stimulated emotion in the viewer.  
Smart realisation
One example of new technology that BT Exact had been developing was ‘smart realisation’.  This technology incorporated small, essential elements in a large, coherent and complete solution across the entire communications and multimedia space.   This media delivery solution strongly bound content, communications and the network together into a flexible end-to-end process.

Smart realisation was a radical solution to this challenge.  The word ‘smart’ referred to the use of computing technology, while ‘realisation’ referred to the way that media is put together for presentation to the end-user.  Research was continuing into developing ways of making the media content ‘smart’ by using middleware [this word needs explaining] that provides a simple way of dealing with sophisticated multimedia content and allows the creation of content-aware network services that make writing powerful multimedia applications much easier.  

Virtual cameras
Other research was looking at virtual cameras which can summarise the entire content of an image of a single frame and then reconstruct it by removing or altering the background.  This was linked to the study of ‘image analysis’ which reads what it is in an image that stimulates an emotion – what grabs a viewer’s ‘visual attention’. 

Martin showed an example slide of a boat on water with a background of mountains, clouds, trees, etc.  He explained that whilst the viewer’s eye saw the regular detail in the clouds, the trees, the shoreline and the movement of the water, it was possible to analyse the image in terms of what was similar and what was different.  With this particular image the viewer’s eye was drawn to the boat which was the one object that stood out.  Toy Story 2  was produced entirely by ‘emotional profiling’, that is constructing the narrative in relation to analysis-based extrapolation of what gets the viewer’s attention.  This was one of the reasons for its success because it ‘programmed’ the viewer’s emotional highs and lows in to the narrative. 

Commercial uses would include the capacity for advertisers to analyse what the viewer would look at and how they might manipulate the image to concentrate the viewer’s attention on the product.

In film production this form of analysis could be used to develop an emotional profile of the film, based on the reaction of audiences, and so to refine the original concept, or indeed, the final product before release.  

It was thought that in the future, film and programme-makers would conceive of moving imagery not as large linear chains but rather as small components or fragments of content. These could be marked up, not only with the information of the individual components themselves, but the way in which each individual piece fitted into the narrative and intention of the film.  Once broken down the components could be changed and remodelled and realised into a finished piece of media.  This was called flexible media.  

In discussion it was questioned whether the everyday consumer actually wanted or needed this kind of technology at home and whether people in the future would want to create their own movies at home. 
Eddie Berg responded that ten years ago no one would have expected the consumer to download music from the internet. Change in consumer needs and expectations should not be underestimated.
It was noted that since the digital manipulation and distribution of media had changed the range of possibilities for using the moving image, the industry would need to have sophisticated solutions in place in order to be truly ready for the demands of users of these initiatives, and others which would inevitably follow.
The Julie Myers Project
Martin Russ then gave another example of the use of smart media – the Julie Myers Conceptual Project.  Julie's Weekend was a film shot in seven sections by seven different directors.  It was originally commissioned by the Arts Council of England's New Media project fund.  The directors were selected in response to an advert for participants placed on a website in March 2000.  Each director shot his or her section of the script, sent their footage back to London to be edited and then this footage was posted on to the next location and director.  The end result was then assembled into a narrative and edited together to form a complete whole.  With the partnership of BT Exact this allowed individuals to find multiple ways to tell a story and to edit it into a coherent whole.

In discussion the question was raised whether it was expected that film was going to follow the same route as music had in the last twenty years, that is whether the future was going to see people sampling old classics and making new films out of them as was done commonly within the music industry now.
Another question was whether this was just a nice toy or if this new technology would have a potentially wider impact on film.


Martin Russ answered that the process of traditional filmmaking would always exist but that the future was going to be more diverse in terms of the possible processes of production.

In discussion another attendee mentioned that the average consumer would want to come home from work, sit down to watch a movie and the only options or choices he or she would realistically want would be something along the lines of the TV show Big Brother, where interactive viewers were given a choice of various cameras to view each contestant wherever he or she was in the house.  It was not thought that the average person would be concerned with altering the artistic or creative process of what he or she was watching.  In other words the consumer  would still want the story written for them.    

The point was made that, today, everybody creates.  Children play with games with interactivity already built in.  They are constantly online and on the phone playing games in real-time with friends.  This was a creative way of playing with new media and the emerging leisure paradigm would give people more options in this direction.

It was then asked what this meant for the integrity of a piece of creative work.  The response was that there would no longer be a final version of a piece of work – it would always be capable of change in a theoretically never-ending cycle. 
Interactivity
Martin Russ then gave an example showing that media users wanted interactivity and were already making use of it.  This was the use of BT’s audio-conferencing service whilst Who Wants to be a Millionaire was being aired.  BT noticed that at this time there were large peaks of customers requesting and using this rarely used service.  When investigated it was found that groups of friends were watching the programme in their homes and would all be on the phone together using BT’s audio-conferencing service in order that they could ridicule the stupidity of that evening’s contestants.
Normally these would be a difficult group of people to target; professional middle-aged women, people from ethnic backgrounds and people who had a high disposable income.  These people had discovered a new, interesting and compelling experience of television.
Another example of the way in which everyday users of media were interacting was given by someone from the television industry.  It was said that all make-over television programmes have the same format: they start with the ‘before’ image, show the make-over being done before ending the show with the ‘reveal’.  It was found that people would video the show, watch the beginning then fast-forward through the middle of the programme to see the end-product.  It was clear that people were, even now, starting to re-purpose media.  They were altering programmes that were originally carefully crafted into half hour slots and compressing them down.  
One attendee noted that the only controls on the DVD remote that his young daughter knew were the ‘play’ and ‘fast-forward’ buttons.  She fast-forwarded through what she regarded as the boring bits.

A further example was given of how media users were altering content.  This was called ‘fan-dubbing’.  This was where a group of friends hire a video, turn down the sound and watch a scene.  They would then assign the characters in the scene to people in the room and play the scene through, without the sound, to get an idea of what they thought was going on.  They would then re-record the soundtrack onto a cassette recorder, or copy the scene to video and then dub on the audio, acting the parts of the various characters.  They could mirror the original story or make up something completely new and different. 
People were already starting to experiment with different uses of various media in new configurations and juxtapositions.  The people in these examples were not unusual, it was suggested.  There were many people who wanted to do things differently.  

4.
General discussion
There then followed various comments and questions as to the effects and importance of these types of developments in audiences’ use of new technologies.

The point was made that once media became available in digital form everyone had the option to use it outside of its original format.  Nonetheless, it was likely that in the future there would still be a small number of creative people and the vast majority who would ‘merely’ consume.  It was commented that this personal use of media was already happening in a simple way with DVD where it was possible to select which scenes to watch.

Defence of traditional filmmaking:  A strong defence was then made for the integrity of the film text as authored by the film director.  The counter-argument was put that film was now, in effect, taking a high culture position which was similar to that which, in the past, had been used to defend the integrity of the literary text.  As with literature, so now with film, any reading or re-working of it could be argued to be as valid as that of the original text – though maybe only for the group or individual who re-worked the text.  It was thought that this could be seen as a form of democratisation of consumption-production.
Changing awareness of film production techniques:  Martin Russ made the point that interaction with film was a truly mass phenomenon with the likes of film reviews online, etc.  Many people, today, were aware of the technical production of a film, for example the way it was edited, the narrative flow and the technical representation of content.  He also added that the tools that BT Exact was developing were still very much at the research stage and that it would be quite a big step to turn them into marketable tools.
What can the UK Film Council learn from this debate?:  The question was asked as to what relevance these technologies had to the UK Film Council if this was just technology which individuals or users might explore at home.  One attendee responded that the important thing was to take note that boundaries between home production and studio production were blurring.  What used to be something that happened in only one media, such as a film, was now becoming an interactive event.  Some films, as in the case of The Matrix Reloaded, were complemented by computer games using shots filmed at the same time as the movie was being filmed, and audiences were increasingly becoming used to multi-modal ways of working and experiencing moving image material.  
It was commented that it was a great pity Peter Weibel had not been present at this seminar.  ZKM was completely open to new content providers whereas in the UK the responsibility for film and new media was partly split between the Arts Council of England and the UK Film Council.  
The relationship between artists and filmmakers:  Eddie Berg commented that it was very important for there to be a more effective dialogue about the way the moving image was developing and the various new possibilities available, not to mention the strengthening relationships between artists and filmmakers.  He claimed that the kind of cinema we know is coming to an end and that it was important to find ways of developing new cinematic experiences.  He argued that it was easy just to look at historic models to get a comforting sense of how the future might be and that in fact, the most interesting developments were taking place at the margins of an industry that is colossally powerful.   
Some examples of new formats:  Mike Figgis’s film, Timecode, was seen as revolutionary by the mainstream, but in the wider digital world artists had been making multi-narrative films for over forty years.  In fact, Eddie Berg said that Mike Figgis was now doing much more interesting work with live remixes of the film which were live interactions with specific audiences.

Another interesting way of this type of working, both for the director and the consumer, was that pioneered by Swiss artist, Beat Brogle (see: www.onewordmovie.ch).  His One Word Movie is an extraordinary online project which organises the flood of images using the Google Image Search on the Internet into a flickering film based on a word provided by the user.  A specially programmed search engine, built on top of popular image search available on the internet, was set up as a programme whereby one word could be typed in, for example ‘toe’, and then a ‘toe movie’ would be created.  It was then possible to change the frame speed, colour balance and so forth and the film was constantly updated for as long as users continue to input the word ‘toe’.  This very simple idea could create a film which lasted for ten seconds or for a much longer time.     

Another example of a possible future way of working was William Gibson’s book Pattern Recognition.  It relates to a phenomenon called ‘the footage’ where material appears on people’s computer screens like a virus, a banner or something more sinister.  In the book, users are able to download this material and manipulate it although no one knows exactly where it was coming from.  It is thus very different from cinema as we know it now. 

The industrial landscape:  The question was then asked whether these innovations had the capacity or potential to cause a change in the industrial landscape equivalent to the arrival of sound or television.  It was also questioned whether a country’s manufacturing sector, skills base and economy would be affected.
Digital photography:  The example of the progress of digital in the area of stills photography was cited in response in that digital cameras were now immensely popular.  This was a very sudden technological change which had become a mass-market phenomenon with the majority of consumers replacing their old cameras. It was backed up by the fact that Kodak had recently stopped making conventional cameras due to lack of demand.  Consequently workers in the affected industries had begun to move to digital work.  

Education:  Another question was how these new technologies would affect young people’s engagement with the moving image.  CD Rom for example was expected to change education all over the world but had been rendered redundant by the internet.

Distribution:  It was questioned whether this new technology would have a significant impact on access and distribution, and what the next steps would be once a person had made a film in the bedroom and friends had watched it.  The democratisation process would not be achieved until people could make a film at home and get it to an audience without spending millions.  It was pointed out that the UK Film Council’s Digital Screen Network was a possible solution.  

The DVD phenomenon:  Similarly, in relation to the growth of DVD market, it was pointed out that there were now lots of companies who were looking to develop digital cinema.  The new possibilities of the technology of DVD had changed the way businesses looked at the field and the ways content was distributed.  This had also led to a change in the way people watched media, worked with media and the different ways of distributing digital moving-image material.

An experience of short film exhibition was then recounted.  This was an experiment in Berwick-upon-Tweed which had a privately owned cinema whose audience was loyal, but small.  A programme of short films, Bird’s Eye View, however, had drawn packed houses. Such screenings could also now be done at home with a DVD player and projector screen.  It was thought that whilst this might not be the future of cinema it was certainly an important addition.

It was emphasised that in order to democratise film, encourage talent and make a more creative film industry, it would have to be made possible to get people’s films in front of audiences.  Technology could be the enabler.  It was cited that 5% of the US DVD market related to a genre of film that was specialised and never shown on broadcast television.  It was advertised on the internet and may well be unknown to the general audience.  This was Japanese animation, a good example of specialised film which made enormous amounts of money through DVD sales.

Current possibilities:  A distributor pointed out that most people did not realise that there were currently 150 networked screens running all the time in multiplexes and cinemas.  However, these were not presently being used for films, but for advertising.  It was said that, in theory, this network could play film and that it had already been used for football matches.  It was pointed out that in South Africa there was a similar network, of 55 cinema screens,  which had been used for simultaneous film festivals in five cities showing the same films.
Technology in transition:  It was suggested that, as with the beginnings of the movies themselves, technology was now enabling experimentation with various visual and audio possibilities.  It was from these, often very low key, experiments that major changes and new formats were being developed and technology could be approaching one of the transition points in the film business.  The example of the series of short films 405 was an interesting example.  A five minute short of a Boeing 747 landing on a freeway in the States had been produced and distributed entirely on the worldwide web on a very low budget.  Its success was such that the makers moved into mainstream filmmaking afterwards.
The debate concluded with comments concerning the importance of skills training and development, and the barrier to experimentation and innovation presented by current copyright and ownership laws.
5.
Conclusion
Terry Illot concluded the seminar and thanked the two speakers and participants for a most lively and informative afternoon.
PAGE  
9

