Matrox DigiSuite Takes its Hardware to the MAX
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Matrox ripped the New Year wide open with its release of the DigiSuite MAX 7.0 real-time editing platforms.  Charged by the successes of the original flagship DigiSuite line (Full, LE, and DTV boards) the Matrox Video Products group explored the potential of raising the bar in NLE desktop systems.   By monitoring user forums, inviting editor input, and eliminating previous shortcomings of the software utilities, it seems the team up in Dorval, Quebec has truly MAXimized its hardware with the release of the DigiSuite LX, LE and DTV MAX board configurations.   

All three configurations share the same real-time editing and 3D effects architecture and enhanced productivity tools. All provide broadcast-quality analog video and audio I/O, as well as optional SDI I/O. They differ only in terms of the compression formats used for editing: DigiSuite LX MAX provides native-DV and MPEG-2 I-frame 50 Mbps editing; DigiSuite DTV MAX provides native-DV, DV50, and MPEG-2 I-frame 50 Mbps editing; and DigiSuite LE MAX offers M-JPEG image quality. I sprung for the LE MAX myself, being an ‘old-school’ fan of M-JPEG compression, and the unparalleled quality that Matrox manages to encode into data rates exceeding 15 MB/sec per stream, delivering a compression ratio of only 1.3:1. (500KB/frame in NTSC)

In case you were wondering, these systems come with more than just hardware horsepower, they also include a complete content creation software bundle that consists of Adobe Premiere, Inscriber CG, Boris FX, Ligos LSX MPEG, Pixélan Video Spice Rack Lite, Sonic Solutions DVDit! SE, and Sonic Solutions ReelDVD.  That’s enough to make sure you don’t see the light of day for months!  For those of you who might already have in your possession one of the non-MAX DTV, LX or LE boards – there is a simple hardware upgrade available.  That’s what I did last fall.

Being a proponent of self-pleasuring…I was good to myself this past Christmas.  With a little help from my pals at Dell, I configured a Precision 530, with dual Xeon 2GHz processors, a gig of RD RAM (said with a long “Mmmmmmmm” at the end) and 10K SCSI 73 GB Cheetahs in every nook and cranny I could stuff ‘em.  All this, skipping along happily like a little schoolgirl with Windows 2000 Professional. Oh…word to the wise: when configuring your own system, take a few minutes to study the optimal hardware layout requirements listed on the Matrox.com website.  The technical staff up in Canada have already gone through all the headaches of testing and validating ‘over-the-counter’ computer systems as well as specific mother-boards so you can be sure that they will be compatible with the MAX hardware – and you won’t be dealing with the headaches.  (Which gives you more time to enjoy the headaches you get from your clients.) Trust me here; you don’t want to stray too far from their recommendations.  Luckily, my Precision 530 rose to the occasion, with a little gentle prodding.

When configuring media drives for a DigiSuite MAX-equipped computer, it’s important to consider the most stringent throughput demands your system will put on your storage setup.  DigiSuite MAX allows you to export an MPEG-2 IBP file for DVD use in real time.  Big deal right?  What that means is that the file you're exporting in MPEG-2 IBP is actually being created at the same time that the AVI, TGA, and WAV files on your timeline are being read by your system. Beyond that, your DigiSuite MAX system's storage requirements depend greatly on the format you're using (Motion-JPEG or DV) and your capture data rate. You need a drive set with high enough throughput to support all the simultaneous operations. If you want to export your project to a DVD-compliant MPEG2-IBP file, your hard drives must be able to sustain at least 20 MB/sec, but also they must also be able to create a file at the same time.  And I thought brushing my teeth in the shower was an impressive example of multi-tasking.  Even though the file being created (MPEG-2 IBP) does not require a very high data rate, your hard drives need to provide speedy seek times, without breaking a sweat. A Windows 2000 stripe set consisting of three SCSI hard drives is able to sustain the data rate required for playback of two AVI files, plus TGA and WAV files, as well as IBP export.

Once my workstation was fed all of its favorite applications, and all the recent drivers and updates were installed…I found the 7.0 DigiSuite utilities to be, well…stable!  This is worth mentioning simply do to the fact that, not all self-configured NLE systems think your relationship with them should be 100% effortless.  Other systems I’ve worked on have lead me to consider the concept of “open” relationships with editing hardware. 

Running Adobe Premiere I discovered increased productivity and accelerated effects.  DigiSuite has two complete sets of FX hardware so it can independently apply these effects to two video streams. The DS has an additional Proc Amp and DVE that processes graphics. In order to guarantee realtime, the order of effects is critical. Effects on an image stream must be applied in this order: Crop Image, Proc Amp, DVE, and finally Paint. DigiSuite MAX also has a pair of luma- and chromakeyers. These keyers support chroma suppression and anti-aliased edges. Powered with the Matrox Flex 3D I found I could maintain a render-free timeline with three-channels (two AVI plus one TGA source key, or one AVI plus two TGA keys).  Matrox Flex 3D is a fully programmable architecture that applies 3D texture mapping to video in real time using a Matrox 3D graphics accelerator chip and graphics memory. Motion video or graphics are treated as source textures and mapped onto polygon-based 3D shapes such as page curls, perspectives, and distortions. Broadcast-quality effects are achieved using special features that are built into the 3D-accelerator chip and exploited through the Flex 3D architecture.

Finally, realtime DV print-to-tape, and MPEG-2 encoding for DVD authoring as well as other real-time broadcast-quality digital video effects including blur, YUV color correction, 2D and 3D DVE, slow motion, keying, and more.  And something that I asked for two years ago, live capturing of stills from tape…not that I’m claiming they did this for me, I am just happy it’s a working feature now and included in their Media Tools set!  The workaround was always a bit cumbersome, involving capturing an AVI clip, dragging it onto a timeline in Premiere and exporting and saving a TGA file.  Now, it is extremely automated, which makes using stills from video far more accessible, and provides me with many new creative approaches to my editing and compositing.

With so much improvement, in the hardware/utilities…I find it easier to forgive one of the blunders I discovered in the new version of utilities.  When using the mixer in Premiere (which has it’s own issues that I’ll have to save for another article) you get audio clicks or loss of A/V sync when the mixer window is open.  In lieu of any future updates, the only way to avoid this is to close the mixer when not making any adjustments.  Matrox claims this is a Premiere/system issue and questions of when it will be resolved should be directed to Adobe Product Support.  Apparently, those using other NLE software programs do not have similar complaints.

When it’s all said in done…I’m proud of our Northern neighbors for their ability to raise the bar in NLE hardware.  I would have happily upgraded to the MAX for the realtime 1394 output alone.  But additional features like real-time blur, DVE Mask, the new Media Tools capture utility and for you web video fans: the Media Export utility for getting your projects efficiently out to Windows Media and Real Media formats.  Maximize your creative potential and find out how editing was meant to be – without the limitations we’ve come to accept in desktop post-production.  

