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UPDATE FROM THE STANDARDS VICE PRESIDENT

Bruce Devlin

Next-Generation Imaging

 M 
  ore pixels, better pixels, 
met adat a  for  p i xe l s , 
repeat every few years 
and you end up with a 

history of TV and cinema over 
the decades. From  low-resolution 
black-and-white cinema and 
TV, we improved resolution, 
added colors, improved resolu-
tion again, made the colors better  
(again), improved the resolu-
tion (again), and started to add 
metadata about the shoot or the 
film stock to improve the imag-
ery. Today, we live in a world 
where top-end content is captured 
with more information that can 
be displayed on any screen, but 
post-processing means the con-
tent can be targeted at the right 
screen at the right time for the  
right price.

At the display side of the val-
ue chain, we have just seen a 
relaunch of 8K resolution super-
bright screens at the Consumer 
Electronics Show (CES) 2019. 
Some of them even roll away 
into a box so they don’t make 
your room feel too small. These 
screens have smart upconvert-
ers and color space converters 
that once upon a time were the 
technologies that could only be 
afforded by the very top-end TV 
stations and distribution facili-
ties. These consumer screens 
have more pixels, more contrast 
ratio, and more brightness than 
almost any professional screen 
or cinema screen being used to  
master the content.

To get the content from cam-
era to screen, there is never 

enough bandwidth, and the world 
continues to look for interest-
ing and novel compression tech-
niques. SMPTE’s VC-5 and 
VC-6 are currently used in the 
standardization process, along 
with updates to VC-2 and VC-3 
to incorporate high dynamic  
range operation.

Are any of these truly next-
generation imaging though? 
Surely by now, we should have 3D 
imaging. Well, that seems to have 
gone back into hibernation for 
another few years. Maybe virtual 
reality (VR) has met its claim of 
being the new killer app? I would 
state that the low profile of VR 
at CES 2019 might suggest  that 
VR and augmented reality (AR) 
are heading for hibernation, 
unless you’re in the gaming 
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market. However, it seems to 
me that one of the big topics is 
really about the metadata that 
can be generated and is required 
by all these systems. It might be 
metadata that allows preview of 
computer-generated imagery or 
metadata that enables tracking 
of objects that are not physically 
present, or maybe metadata that  
captures the optical characteris-
tics of the scene for later display 
on a device with completely dif-
ferent optical characteristics. By 
the way, I wonder what geoloca-
tion metadata was used to de-
scribe the source location of the 
content from the International 
Space Station described else-
where in this Journal! SMPTE 
does not yet have an extrater-
restrial register. I wonder if  
we should.

Regardless of the type of 
next- generation system, SMPTE 
continues its liaison activities 
with organizations involved in 
VR, cinematography, displays, 
consumer technology, and all 
aspects of professional media to 
ensure that we can create stan-
dards, specif ications, and guide-
lines for the industry. If you 
have a project where SMPTE 
can help with imaging technol-
ogy, then please get in touch! If 
you have never attended a Tech-
nology Committee meeting and 
would like to see what goes on, 
then you can attend one meeting 
as a guest. The next meetings 
are scheduled at our SMPTE 
headquarters in White Plains, 
New York, in March and then 
at IMAGICA in Tokyo, Japan,  
in June.  
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