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“IT MEANS WATCHING 
A NEW FILM WITHOUT 
SHARING A CINEMA 
WITH PEOPLE WHO 
EAT LIKE HALF-
STARVED ANIMALS”

HOME BOX 
OFFICE
Why your home could be the 
future of cinema 

B Y  M AT T  P O M R O Y

The rare exceptions when it’s 
worth buying the DVD for the 

audio extras

THIS IS SPINAL TAP 
(MGM HOME 

ENTERTAINMENT RELEASE)

The band do the entire thing 
in character, complaining 
throughout that the 1984 

mockumentary was a 
“hatchet job” perpetrated 
by documentarian Marty 

DiBergi (Rob Reiner). It’s like 
having another whole Tap 

mockumentary to sit though. 

CITIZEN KANE
(60TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION)

Film critic Roger Ebert’s 
feature-length commentary 
track is brilliantly informed 

and takes you though the 
various ways the film was 

groundbreaking and why it’s 
considered by many as the 

greatest of all time. You’ll see 
the piece in a whole new way. 

FEAR AND LOATHING 
IN LAS VEGAS 

(CRITERION EDITION)

Hunter S. Thompson is on 
form as he rants and grumbles 
his way through, reminiscing 
about the time he really did 

those things and finding 
faults in his friend Johnny 
Depp’s performance: “The 

unconscionable rudeness to 
the dwarf, I felt, was a horrible 

insult to me.” 

TRUE ROMANCE
(TWO-DISC SPECIAL EDITION)

Few talk film better than 
Quentin Tarantino (this was 
his first script) and he gives 
some great insight into this 

autobiographical/wish-
fulfilment tale in one of several 
audio commentaries. This DVD 

also contains the alternative 
ending that Tarantino had 

originally written. 

T
he move had been predicted 
for some time, but the first to 
announce it officially was Time 
Warner. CEO Jeff Bewkes 
announced in February that, from 

this summer, films still showing in cinemas 
will soon be available in American living rooms 
via a pay-per-view service. Time Warner is 
reportedly “near agreement with distributors” 
and although the price – between $30 and $50 
– is around the same as a Blu-ray, the studio 
thinks people would rather watch films at 
home around the cinema release date than wait 
four to six months for it to come out on disc. 

Some have balked at the quoted price, but 
it makes sense for many others. The average 
price of a cinema ticket in America is $7.50, so 
two people going halves on a $30 PPV home 
screening is double the cost. But there’s no 
need to get a babysitter, pay for transport or 
parking and no time wasted driving to a cinema. 
It also means they’ll be able to watch new films 
without sharing a sticky-floored cinema with 
people who talk, use their phones or eat loudly 
like half-starved animals. That $15 each is 
suddenly looking a whole lot more appealing.

The system is already in place in Saudi 
Arabia where a pay-per-view service that 
coincides with international cinema releases 
launched last month. The logic is commercially 
sound given that Saudi hasn’t had cinemas since 
the late 1970s. There is a belief that this may 
change in the next few years (albeit with huge 
impractical restrictions) but nothing official has 
been announced. So in the meantime, the move 
by OSN to launch this service via their Showbox 
HD service is near-revolutionary. 

As usual there is a financial imperative 
driving these developments. Although box 
office revenues worldwide have been holding 
up – largely because 3D movies have given them 
an excuse to charge more – attendance overall 
has gone down. More worrying is the trend with 
DVDs. In 2008 box office returns from major 
studios were about $10 billion in the U.S., while 
the home video market was worth $24 billion. 
But the following year DVD sales dropped 
nine percent. Although studios attribute this 
to several factors (the recession, competing 
entertainment, people being more quality 
conscious) there are many who are downloading 
films instead – legally or otherwise.

On the non-legal side, Kick-Ass was unlawfully 
downloaded 11.4 million times in 2010, according 
to TorrentFreak.com. Given that the film made 
a fairly modest $96m worldwide, this will have 
seriously cut into its profits. Of course not 
everyone who took it illegally would have paid 
had the free option not existed. But the feeling in 
the industry is that many would have shelled out 
to watch a new release via PPV. 

The move is likely to start off with home 
screenings coming a month before the DVD 
release, but if other studios adopt the system and 
it works then the time frame could be reduced. 
Ironically, this could prove popular with pirates 
— the very people who are contributing to the 
collapse of the DVD market in the first place. 
The way pirating over the Internet works (nearly 
always via torrent sites) is generally as follows: 
when a film is released at the cinema someone 
records it with a camcorder and uploads that, 
but most people ignore it because the quality 
is so poor. Soon after comes a telesynced 
version, which is the camcorder version but 
this time with near perfect audio dubbed on, 
often captured from an FM radio transmission 
intended for hearing-impaired customers. This 

version is downloaded 
by more people, but 
increasingly downloaders 
wait for a leaked screener 
– the version for review 
purposes – or more 
commonly the R5. The 
R5 is the Region 5 DVD 

release (Russia, South Asia, etc) that is usually 
the first official DVD to go on sale, so the quality 
is fine and they can get hold of it before the 
official DVD release date in most other countries. 
Should there be a move to show films early on 
pay-per-view, however, then we’ll likely see an 
increase in people ripping and uploading the 
PPV. These already exist – usually taken from 
hotels – but are currently uncommon. 

It remains to be seen how studios will deal 
with this new set of problems. It’s likely that 
they are banking on there being enough people 
who want to see current releases, but who 
wouldn’t resort to illegal torrent sites to do so. 
It’s a bold move that shows how, once again, the 
pirates have forced the industry to innovate. 
If it works others will join in and prices will fall. 
More choice has never been a bad thing.  
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