A Ship for All Seas – Avid|DS6 HD v6.0

By George Avgerakis

Imagine you’re a sea captain, responsible for outfitting a ship for a long sail.  You check the winds.  They are blowing in all directions, at all speeds.  Conditions – unpredictable.  Yet you must sail.  Wisely, you choose sails that are good for calm weather and sails that are good for gales.  Sails that are good only when the wind is from behind, and sails that are good for wind from the side.  Fully loaded, you head to sea, confident that you’ll make headway regardless of the conditions.

Now consider that Avid is the captain and Avid|DS is the ship.  The long sail is into the future where the winds of formats, applications, and standards remain unpredictable.  Instead of sails, Avid has packed its ship’s hold with every conceivable tool to weather nearly any variation in the media industry’s barometer.  Like Columbus, Avid is hitting the high seas with three vessels, allowing customers to choose their preferred configuration and price.

Avid|DS version 6.0 comes in three configurations which are upgradable.  For those just entering the HD arena, the Avid|DS HD Editor offers conforming and finishing functions for the introductory price of $85,000.  Avid has been selling the 5.0 version of this model in Asia, where HD is more mature, for over a year, testing customer response and tuning the software for a US rollout.  HD Editor achieves its relatively low introductory price by serving principally as a finishing engine at the end of an SD Media Composer offline system.  If you don’t have the offline system, HD Editor will not serve your needs well.

Avid|DS SD, which strips out the HD capabilities of the Avid|DS HD and substitutes a full array of real time effects, multiple hours of storage and a Media Composer style interface hits the waves at $115,000.  Although lacking HD capability, this model significantly advances the real time capabilities of Avid systems, eliminating most of the wasted time heretofore required by rendering effects and composites.

The flagship of the line, Avid|DS HD ($161,000) comes with 40 minutes of uncompressed HD capacity and combines the Media Composer interface with a wide range of compositing tools.   The system allows editors who are already familiar with the Media Composer interface to work within a familiar editorial environment, including project bins and views.  In addition, more than 80% of the titles, effects and graphics commonly created in an offline session can be automatically transferred to the Avid|DS HD (as well as the Avid|DS) for high resolution finishing.  

Mark Allard, Product Marketing Manager for the DS line noted the maturation of HD had created a demand for editors who could straddle the boundary from SD, “We believe now is the time to equip trained Media Composer editors with the tools necessary to make the transition.”

DS Features

Avid|DS 6.0 conforms to AAF (Advanced Authoring Format) specifications that allow bins, clips and sequences from Media Composer, Symphony, Avid Xpress and non-Avid systems like Final Cut Pro to load into DS systems with many effects and keyframe settings intact.  Text from SD systems can be quickly loaded, recreated and vectorized into HD from many offline systems.  This feature allows for many producers to create dual purpose shows, shot in HD, and distributed in SD and HD with minimal added expense.

The video tracks in the DS systems are nearly identical to the Media Composer system, using a bottom-up hierarchy, track patching, track solos and mutes, sync lock and track resizing.  The new system offers complete source/record, JKL trimming, drag-and-drop of color-coded effects to the timeline, locators, Matchframe and scratch removal.

The principal advantage of the DS line’s 6.0 version is its complete compatibility with Media Composer routines, making it a transparent and very necessary addition to the highest rung of Avid’s vertical market.  This development makes it possible for all levels of Avid editors to feed work up the chain to multiformat distributors.  A project that is offline edited on an Avid laptop system can now easily migrate to an online, uncompressed HD release with the absolute minimum of reconfiguration labor.  

Underlying Hardware

The system is hosted on an off-the shelf, non-proprietary Compaq (now known as, “the new HP”) W8000 workstation equipped with two 2.2 GHz Pentium IV processors and 1.5 GB RAM.  Our test system was equipped with 1.2 Terrabytes of Seagate LVD SCSI hard drives.  Although the system worked faultlessly during our tenure, I noted that the video storage drives were a simple JBOD (just a bunch of drives) configuration without RAID failure protection.  One would think that the importance of some of the projects anticipated to run on such a system would warrant some level of drive crash protection.

Avid does offer a remote processor option, the DS RP ($6000), which emulates the duties of a render farm to which an editor may delegate work while continuing to edit.  Avid strongly recommends the inclusion of a DS RP in all of its configurations, but I would think that it would be absolutely necessary for the HD system, since no full resolution HD effects can be created on the Avid|DS HD without rendering.  The DS RP minimized the wait for these renderings during my test, although sitting and watching them click across the screen evokes our days as editors in the dawn of nonlinear SD technology.    But then, so much of HD production is technically nostalgic.  With proper workflow management, online, full resolution HD rendering on the DS RP can be kept fairly well in the background of a normal session, perhaps even to the level of being invisible to a supervising client.

The typical Avid|DS deskstation includes 2 large monitors (one for source, the other for record).  Improvements in Avid’s underlying machine code have resulted in an approximately 30% increase in processing speed, independent of hardware.

Unfortunately, Avid has not developed hardware that exploits Sony’s new EVTR or IMX codecs, obviating one of the most exciting camera-to-editing solutions yet developed in our industry.  I believe the idea of an editor in New York, editing on a VTR in Los Angeles is a viable concept.  Is Avid going to wait until an editor in Banladesh is taking my Manhattan business before the right meetings of engineers take place?  A third party vendor, Elastic Gasket, supplies plug-ins for AVX compatibility.

Workflow

The trick of skippering Avid’s DS ship is the ability to hop aboard and get somewhere with minimal learning curve.  Most of us have already paid our dues (both in time and money) learning the Avid interface and don’t want to spend more time learning the upgrades.  DS users will be happy to learn that the hold (bins), helm (operating controls) and sails (interfaces) haven’t changed much at all from the familiar Avid vessels we’ve come to love.

Bin organization is highly text supported, allowing for searches on any parameter of field category.  Clips may be lassoed and dragged to the timeline.  The look and feel of bins closely resembles that of Microsoft Explorer with similar shortcuts for cutting and pasting batches of clips and organizing reels of media.  Having worked in lower cost systems where the movement of one clip from Project A to Project B can wreak havoc, this feature adds subtle value to Avid’s design.

The keyboard and all interface functions are easily customized.  Most editors eventually fall into a keyboard-cursor pattern that can remain unchanged for an entire career, tempting software designers to avoid offering the flexibility that Avid considers standard.  However, new types of programming demand new routines.  A reality show might be cut twice as fast if its editor, switching from a compositing background, could reconfigure the interfaces to substitute fast B-roll manipulation for fast version iteration.  Surviving this market, like sailing in changing winds, means being able to quickly reconfigure your machine.  

Complex effects, once created, appear as color-coded ribbons above a clip.  The effect itself, where practical, is independent of the clip and may be moved, duplicated, and pasted.  This is a highly useful function when an effect itself becomes part of the identity of a show (see Blind Date’s “thought bubbles” for an example).  Once a useful effect has been assembled, the effect can be named, stored in a logical location and recalled forever more.  I love this feature.  In lesser priced systems, unique effects tend to get buried with a dumped project and simply lost.

Editors can view their projects in any one of four visual paradigms; Timeline, Tree, Track and Layer.  Timeline is most familiar to traditional editors.  Tree view emulates a compositing system like discreet’s Flame.  Track view will be most familiar to Adobe After Effects users (ah, those twirlies will never die).  Layer view is most like Adobe Photoshop.  I imagine most editors will pick one view and live with it, but at times, like when you are in the middle of an unusually large composite effect, the ability to look at things in an entirely different light is quite useful.  Incidentally, Avid|DS SD and HD have the abililty of combining four independent, uncompressed SD streams in real time.

Desktop Convergence

Everyone is aware that the role of “editor” is expanding as the capabilities of desktop systems increase.  Look forward to heavily using the Avid|DS realtime paint features.  These offer vector based painting on screen objects that is motion trackable.  Does a bus poster in your commercial feature a competitive product.  Spray some urban graffiti on it in one frame and watch the system move the sprayed paint faultlessly as the bus tracks.  EPS files from Photoshop and Illustrator may easily be imported for these tasks.  Adobe After Effects projects can also be imported to the DS, where the track view mode can facilitate updating.

The issue of transporting a project from an earlier or offline Avid system to DS is always an issue, but one which Avid engineers have been addressing diligently.  Using an open AEF standard, multi-layer effects, nesting, effects (like key-framed dissolves), DVEs and chromakeys all transport nicely to DS.  Some adjustments may be required however, for complex effects where mathematical interpolations by the host computer were employed.  Such adjustments on the DS are relatively easy to do and if any effect is not recognized by DS it is flagged for the editor’s attention.

The expansion of Avid|DS into the heretofore specialized functions of visual artists continues with the inclusion of 3D DVE utilities that employ the Avid hardware’s Open GL, realtime video playback.  Users can easily flip a video panel back into Z-space and create a wide range of lighting and atmospheric effects that, previously, were a discreet monopoly.  A clever spherical rotation tool allows all attributes in a scene to be easily manipulated in XYZ increments.  Unfortunately, this tool only allows one anchor point, which means if you want to spin an object, you only get to put the axis in one place during the event.  Not convenient if you want to quickly create a door that opens on one hinge and then closes on another.

With the rapid acceptance of the Dolby 5.1 audio format for both DVD and broadcast, users of Avid|DS will be pleased to note that the DS systems are configured for 5.1 although users will have to install their own set of amplifiers and speakers. 

Rapid Acceptance

The advantages of Avid|DS 6 are quickly being accepted by industry and educational leaders.  The USC Film School has acquired systems for its bullpen.  The Discover Channel is using an HD system for broadcast.  Avid’s marketing staff recently oversaw a test of the DS system during the production of recent episodes of Crossing Jordan and The Guardian, where shows that typically took 4 days to edit, came in at 2½ days on the DS system and this included 4 hours of digitizing.  Avid reports that Rhinoceros Post has recently purchased an Avid|DS HD system.  Comedy Central’s production facilities have acquired four DS systems and the Food Network has purchased three.

The Market for DS

As an owner of an independent production facility, I have to admit that the Avid line is way out of my price range.  Prior to my immersion in the brand for this review, I had felt smugly content to work on systems which offered the same degree of real time capabilities, but which cost a fraction of the Avid sticker.  Today, I’m not so smug.  Tonight, I will dream of editing on a DS|HD.    And yet, tomorrow morning, I will trudge back into work and know that it will be a very long time before the economy of independent studio production can equate to an Avid purchase.

I have sailed a very tight, profitable ship for more than 20 years from a helm that overlooks midtown Manhattan.  If a potential client calls me and asks if I have an Avid, I don’t bother to explain why I don’t.  But frankly, those calls have dropped to zero in the current economy.  Clients just want to see their jobs get done.  If you can’t move the light across the DVE face in every quadrant, they don’t mind.  Often, they aren’t even there and don’t care.  Just get it done.

Episodic television?  National TV commercials?  Global/satellite cable production?  Big-screen Detroit trade shows? Re-edits for DVD?  Perhaps independent feature films?  That’s quite a different thing.  These vehicles are produced by large, well capitalized factory operations, either in-house or by long-term, bank-factorable contracted vendors.  These entities will be the purchasers of Avid|DS 6.  They are the level of the industry we once called, “broadcast quality.”  It is toward these new giants that all editors, either working for themselves or for the “man,” will look.  Will they see their own future workstation, or another over mortgaged fantasy?  I think DS is the future – or a good part of it anyhow.

Bio:  George Avgerakis is author of “Desktop Video Studio Bible – Producing Vide, DVD, and Websites for Profit” from McGraw-Hill.  Explore the book at www.bizbible.biz or buy it on amazon.com.

