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Letter to the Editor Re: A Reevaluation of the SMPTE Universal Leader 
for In-Field Motion-Picture Projection 
Dear Sir: 

At a time when projection practices are severely criticiped 
for causing print damage, any aspect of theater projection that 
could lessen careless film handling should be examined. The 
following critique explores the importance of the present 
thread-up and sync leader system or SMPTE Universal Lead- 
er, as it is now called. 

At the outset of this paper, the writer acknowledges the ded- 
icated work done by the Subcommittee in designing and re- 
searching the many differcnt areas which the Universal Leadcr 
attempted to correlate. The leader has been in use for nearly 
ten ycars and some important inadequacies have become ap- 
parent in  the application of this leader in the theatcr projection 
area. 

Some of the major complaints heard in the field from veter- 
an projcctionists are as follows: 

( I )  Count-down numbers are not easily visible as they 
“count down” through the projector gate. Projcctionists are 
helped considerably by being able to see the “flash” as num- 
bers pass through the projection head. This is most important 
when starting a machine “cold,” i.e. without being cued by an 
outgoing projector. The projectionist counts the flashes caused 
by a large transparent area of the single number frame which 
passes much more light than the opaque, black area betwcen 
the number frames. No such flash occurs with the SMPTE 
Universal Leader because of its neutral dcnsity. 

(2) The neutral density of the Universal Leader may be cm- 
inently suitable for maintaining vidicon camcra stability in  a 
TV multiplex chain, but for the theatrical projectionist, it pre- 
sents a hazard. As explained above, when the projectionist 
must start a machine cold, as after an intermission, with the 
old or Standard Leader, when the flashes stop he knows that 
the leader has passed No. 3 and is in black. He can now open 
the dowser and the screen will be black until the first frame of 
the picture. With the Universal Leadcr, the frames after No. 2 
are not black, but a neutral gray, blue or any number of other 
unattractive colors. I f  he opens the dowser, this color will bc 
projected onto the screen. So even if  hc is able to determine 
when the clock stops at  No. 2, he is not clear to opcn the dow- 
ser since the leader still has not gone to black. 

The Universal Leader inhibits his performance and for this 
reason most projectionists in theater operations have very neg- 
ative feelings about the leader. Many, in fact, remove it as soon 
as it appears on a print. It is replaced with the old Academy or 
Standard Leader. 

A more important aspect of leader function in theatrical sit- 
uations is the very real aid it presents to the projectionists in 
thrcading up the machine. Here is wherc a great deal of “up 
front” damage occurs and can bc eliminated. The prcsent 
SMPTE Leader does not function as wcll as it might in  encour- 
aging thread-up a good distance away from the sync section. 

The further away from the sync count-down and body of the 
print proper the projectionist threads up, the less likely print 
damage will occur when the machine is misthreadcd. Many 
times labs leave a large quantity of raw footage ahead of the 

leader. This is either black or clear. Rarely is it of any help to a 
projectionist to have large lengths of I’cader if  thcrc are no 
frame lines for him to thread up on. If a leader could contain a 
specific “Projectionist Thread Here” section, projcctionists 
could bc coaxed into using this section to framc and thread 
with the sync section a safe distance away on the upper reel. 
Hc could then run his machine to the proper sync numbcr, 
cuing up and checking the threading in one step. 

The threading section should consist of the words PROJEC- 
TIONIST THREAD HERE with one frame for cach lctter of 
the wording. This should be followed with a section consisting 
of heavy, highly visibly frame lines on clear frames, showing a 
small diamond in the center of each framc along with dotted 
“rack” lines for 1.85/ 1 aperture framing. This section should 
be of sufficicnt length (at least threc feet) and placed between 
the identification section and the synchronization count-down 
section. 

The other fine features introduced in thc SMPTE Leader in 
1965 arc excellent changes and should be continued in the new 
Theatrical Leader: 

( I )  The adjustment of real-time spacing of the count-down 
numbers to seconds is logical and should be maintained. 

(2) The problems of oldcr projcctors with slower starting 
sound stabilizers should warrant a count-down of at least 10 
seconds. (Nos. 10 through 3.) 

(3) The provisions for sound cues and printing punches as 
describcd in the original Universal Lcader paper in  the Joitrnal 
o f the  SMPTE for January 1965, pp. 34, 35, should bc main- 
taincd. 

It should bc emphasized that it is obvious from the industry 
responsc to the SMPTE Universal Leader in the past 10 years, 
that a practical, more dircctly tailored lcader is needed for thc- 
atrical projection. Ninety-eight per ccnt of all releases in thea- 
ter projection still use thc old Academy Leadcr. I t  is suggested 
that the Society abandon the unworkable idea that onc leadcr 
can be practical for both TV requircments and motion-picture 
cxhibition requirements. I f  “univcrsality” means unworkablc 
compromise to any area of the industry, then it makes sense to 
forgo the convcniencc of such “universality” for the sake of 
practicality. The fact is that most major studios havc ignored 
the Society’s Universal Leader in  favor of their “standard” 
leaders, which arc based principally on the old Academy Lead- 
er. There is no shame in providing two SMPTE lee ‘I d ers - one 
for TV and one for theatrical prints. Recogni7ing the fact that 
one leader cannot fulfill the necds of both projection areas does 
not admit to some sort of engineering failure. Compromiscs 
will always exist with one leader; there is no nccd to compro- 
mise when two distinct leaders could solve thc uniquc problem 
of each area with no compromise. 
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