
Testing 
The waters 
In Britain 
A Spring Launch In The 
U.K. Was The Start Of A 
Slow Roll -Out For DVD 
BY SAM ANDREWS 

LONDON -U.K. video companies called it a 
"soft launch "; video retailers called it "an 
opportunity lost." However you describe it, the 
DVD format made its bow officially in Britain 
this spring without much fanfare. 

Retailers are highly enthusiastic about DVD 
but irritated by the will- they -won't -they nature 
of its launch in the U.K. First it was to be 
launched in the spring, then in time for 
Christmas and then back to spring again. 

The so- called "soft launch " -whereby a limited amount 
of mostly dated product was released in the spring before a 
much higher -profile release slate in the autumn -has been 
greeted with a high degree of both frustration and caution 
by British retailers. 

"I think it's an opportunity lost," says Garry Blackman, 
senior product manager for video at Virgin Our Price. 
"How can you launch a major new format with four titles ?" 

Columbia TriStar 
was first out of the 
gate with "Ju- 
manji," "A Few 
Good Men," `Jerry 
Maguire" and "Fly 
Away Home." All 
are priced at 19.99 
pounds ($33). 

"We have an 
opportunity to rev- 
olutionize home - 
entertainment prod- 
ucts, and we're not 

doing it," continues Blackman. "We are going off with dif- 
ferent messages -four types of packaging, no or little copy 
depth -which just throws out confusion to the potential 
customer." 

The situation was expected to ease with the arrival of 10 
titles from Warner in May, although predominantly older 
titles. Pricing is being set at the lower figure of 15.99 pounds 
to bring it into line with normal VHS cassettes. A further 10 
to 12 titles were due from PolyGram in May, including 
"Fargo" and "The Usual Suspects." 

"It's a sign of faith in the mass -market proposition we 
believe DVD to be," says Richard Burniston, Warner retail 
video manager. "We want to push it as hard as possible from 
the outset." 

Other U.K. retailers, such as Dixons, Woolworths and 
W.H. Smith, are barely dipping their toes in the water. W.H. 
Smith is trying the new format in only a few selected stores 
from July 1, before rolling out a larger range if it proves suc- 
cessful, according to Gary Kibble, a selector for feature film 
with the retail chain. 

Officially, the first DVD product went on sale in the U.K. 
on April 27, but some retailers, such as Tower Records, 
started stocking the first four releases two weeks earlier. 

For them, the early adopters have proved enthusiastic 
for the new format. Tara Gordon, video manager for 
Tower Records' flagship store at Picadilly Circus, says, "It's 
really doing well, especially considering that we've only got 
four titles in at the moment. It's really cleaning up; we've 
sold 40 to 50 units, and we've only had them in stock for a 
week." 

Gordon added that the retail price of 19.99 pounds was 
no barrier either. "We're sticking at the RRP," she says. "A 
lot of premium video prices are creeping up to that level, 
so if you throw in digital- quality pictures and sound, it is 
quite a reasonable price to the consumer -plus there are 
going to be a lot of extras later on, which you won't get with 
VHS." 

It's Quite a, Production p n 
4-Az Si- a..,o1 .-G,<.e co 

BY CATHERINE APPLEFELD OLSON 

The studios' determination of which titles to release on 
DVD is just the beginning of a highly complex process. The 
real wizards behind the curtain are the postproduction, 
authoring and replication facilities that collect and com- 
press the films' primary and secondary source components, 
map out their menus and navigation commands, author 
the titles using specialized computer software, and mass 
replicate and package them for retail. 

Currently, several of the largest studios -including 
Warner Home Video, Columbia TriStar Home Video and 
Universal Studios Home Video -keep these operations pri- 
marily in- house. But there is 
plenty of work to go around 
at the independent post and 
replication houses, some of 
which report they are churn- 
ing out up to 15 titles per 
week of both open DVD and 
Divx product. 

"We've used a lot of differ- 
ent facilities," says Corie Tap - 
pin, VP of marketing at 
MGM Home Entertainment. 
"We haven't made a deal for 
an exclusive facility yet. That 
would be the ideal situation, 
but that's not possible right 
now." 

GETTING OVER THE 
BUMPS 

For some of these facilities, 
which have been doing DVD 
for more than two years, the 

get a soundtrack for a [Dolby] 5.1 theater mix and, in the 
middle of the soundtrack, there'll be dropouts. There is 
always some kind of adjustment from the video world to 
the film world." 

Jeff Stabenau, president of Crush Digital Video in New 
York, points out that "not all DVD authoring is equal," not- 
ing that seemingly little differences during this process, 
when the film essentially is turned into a vast software data- 
base, can greatly affect the big picture. "It takes a lot more 
programming to make more intelligent menus and to make 
the whole thing feel smarter and more comfortable." he says. 

From left: Lyndon Faulkner, Nimbus CD International; Jeff Stabenau, Crush 
Digital Video; Mark Waldrep, AIX /Pacific Coast Soundworks 

"We've been through all of those horror stories of being on 
the front edge of DVD technology-machine interoperability 

issues, subtitling, captioning-where we were all trying 
to sort out all the bits nd pieces a nice smooth DVD production. ion. 

Now we can get down to real nitt - ritt of how .. y v f , to maximize the quality of the image an the sound. q yf g 
-Ron Burdett, Sunset Post 

road is not as bumpy as it once was. "We've been through 
all of those horror stories of being on the front edge of 
DVD technology- machine interoperability issues, subti- 
ding, captioning -where we were all trying to sort out all 
the bits and pieces of a nice, smooth DVD production," says 
Ron Burdett, CEO of Sunset Post. "Now we can get down 
to the real nitty -gritty of how to maximize the quality of the 
image and the sound." 

Jeff Klein, co- president of Complete Post, says it can take 
anywhere from a couple of days to a month to create a DLT. 
He notes that working in a computer environment for 
authoring always brings new challenges. "We are still sub- 
ject to the woes of the computer," he says. "The ideal situa- 
tion is having the proper soundtrack, clean masters from 
the start, basically having all of the proper original ele- 
ments upfront. But you never know when you are going to 

Crush currently is working on a film that includes 13 trailers 
in a row on a single page. `A viewer can select any trailer, and 
when he finishes and goes back a page, the trailer he just 
looked at should be highlighted. It doesn't seem like much, 
but that takes a lot of extra programming on DVD." 

Mark Waldrep, president and CEO of Pacific Coast 
Soundworks /AIX Entertainment, is focusing on pushing 
the limits of the DVD video spec. "We want to drive the 
DVD video spec up as high as it can be driven interactive- 
ly, with multiple -title sets and carefully crafted video seg- 
ments," he says. AIX recently added Morgan Creek and 
HBO to its DVD client roster and also added an additional 
3,000 square feet of space at its Southern California facility. 

"The tool sets have matured to a place where they are 
trustworthy, but they are not robust. They are not easy to 
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