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BBC High Defininiton Day Report 

On 28th September, approximately 150 invited Directors of Photography, Directors and Producers gathered at BBC Television Centre to hear the BBC’s ‘Road map for HD’.

The morning began with an introduction from Alan Yentob, Creative Director of the BBC. He began by saying he didn’t know too much about the subject of High Definition. This might explain why he struggled somewhat to repeat accurately the information he had been given by the ‘white coats’ at the BBC’s research facility, Kingswood Warren.

The bombshell was dropped early though, and this at least was clear. Here it is:

“Drama on film has got to stop”

Jane Tranter, Controller, BBC Fiction, was next and admitted she didn’t know much about the subject either. This was confirmed by the following two comments meant to be in defence of HD against film:

“With HD you can move more quickly and less encumbered”. Multiple strands of cables running to a plethora of HD record decks and HD monitors that take two people to lift; blacked out tents for the much enlarged video village; waveform and vector scopes; Digital Information Technologists; constantly re-collimating lenses…. Less encumbered. We don’t think so.

“With HD cameras we can do anything we want them to”. Well try to ramping from 25 to 150fps at the touch of a button with no loss in resolution or need for expensive post processing (as you can on film) or try to pull back limited highlight detail that has clipped into oblivion (as you can’t on HD). Indeed her very arguments for HD were the exact arguments one would use in support of film. 

The main villain of the piece (if you represent Kodak or Fuji) or evangelist (if you make HD cameras) was Andy Quested, BBC’s Principal Technologist. 

He aimed his bombshell right on top of Alan Yentob’s with laser guided precision: “There will be no Super 16mm on the HD channel” Now we were to learn why. It is not because Super 16 is an inferior capture medium, far from it, as anyone who has done a Spirit HD scan on film can attest. Indeed the American Company HBO apparently still requests HD material shot on Super 16. The problem lies with the MPEG 4 compressors the BBC uses to squeeze HD into a limited broadcast spectrum. These compressors have difficulty handling the random grain pattern of film, particularly on high speed, pushed and/or underexposed material. This results in blocky artefacts and a general softening of the image that the BBC ‘white coats’ think the audience at home will find unacceptable.  Mr Quested then showed an example of Super 16mm projected in HD before and after compression. Of course he had found the grainiest material he could to demonstrate this. Actually, after the eyeball-searingly bright, hard, and ultra sharp HD originated images we had seen at the start of the presentation, you could sense a lot of the DoP’s in the audience thinking: “Well it looks pretty good to me!” And here is the nub of the matter, the engineers think that the audience only want to watch super shiny bright and ultra sharp images on their new flat screen TV’s. It’s a numbers game. ‘Look how many hairs you can see on the actress’s moustache! See the black heads in her pores; look you can see the writing on the back of the set that says ‘DHS hire’! I was reminded of the geeks in the early days of CD music waxing lyrical about hearing the creak of the 1st violinist’s chair, or the rumble of the pianist’s stomach, rather than whether it made listening to the music any better.
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So there it is, you can no longer shoot on Super 16, because the BBC’s MPEG 4 compressors aren’t good enough, and then only in the event of high speed under-exposed stock. This is true, I’m not making this up. This is the only technical reason. A member of the audience suggested that MPEG 4 compression will invariably improve and will soon have no problem with film grain. Yes, that’s correct admitted Mr. Quested, but the intention is to use better compression to squeeze even more channels into the available spectrum, rather than to improve the technical quality of what is broadcast. 

“What about the BBC buying in HD programs from abroad that were originated on film such as a lot of HBO’s product?” came another question. “No, we won’t even buy it if it was originated on film in another country” came the reply from Mr. Quested.

During the tea break, one of the BBC engineers was asked about electronic gain on HD cameras. What if you switched in maximum gain, doesn’t that produce a lot of noise that would trouble the compressors? 

“Yes it would” came the reply. 

“So does that mean we can’t shoot HD?” 

“Well, er, no, not exactly.” came the reply of a man sensing a trap. 

“So are you going to tell us we can’t use gain in HD?” 

“Possibly yes” came the reply. “Yes, we’ll do that” 

“So”, we asked, “If the director asks for a scene to have a grainy, gritty look (a not uncommon request) what then?” 

“Oh, you won’t be able to do that” was his response. 

“So, we’ll only be allowed to shoot non grainy images, whatever the aesthetic requirements?” 

“Yes.”

Later on, DoP Matt Grey commented that it was a shame the BBC were ditching Super 16 just at the time it had reached a peak, with great advances in stock and new cameras on the market. Martin Hammond of Kodak also made the point that 22 drama productions were shooting on 16mm this year. Interestingly, Susanna White, director of the excellent ‘Bleak House’ who had been invited to talk of her positive experiences of shooting HD admitted she had shot her subsequent production ‘Jane Eyre’ on Super 16mm because she didn’t think HD could handle the bright daylight exteriors so well.

No one was being a die-hard film ‘flat earthist’ Most of the DoP's present had shot on HD with generally very good results. Amongst the clips shown were some excellent examples, and many of us are happy to embrace this new technology - when it works. But there is a distinct sense of throwing the baby out with the bath water. If you can’t use gain on HD but you can still use HD, why not say you can’t push 500asa film, but you can use anything up to 250asa for instance?   No one had an answer for this, except that all the advice given to the BBC bosses seems to have come from electronics engineers who only understand and feel comfortable with their own subject. ‘We don’t know film, so let’s get rid of this messy organic process and spend lots and lots of money on shiny new kit’. The reliability of which is such that, as one delegate said, “ If it were an aeroplane, I wouldn’t get on board!”  Even Mr. Quested said “Do not buy an HD camera, let the rental companies take the risk”!

In many ways, the BBC is to be applauded for making this an open event and for seeking a response from the invitees. The day was well organised and the afternoon session in a studio with lit sets and a wide range of new cameras, presented a tremendous opportunity to learn about some of the new technology emerging that many cinematographers will soon be using. But this was no consultation process, they had already made up their minds, and they and us and the audience will be the poorer for it.
Report issued by the BSC Office on 28th September 2006
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