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1 Introduction

There has been a lot of discussion of the format of the MPD, and it is hard to see how we will define an interoperable service without agreeing on a concrete format.  This document offers some observations and a recommendation, as a way forward.

The choices for the MPD format are basically 3:

a) plain text, possibly based on a playlist format such as m3u;

b) ‘plain’ XML;

c) based on an existing XML format such as SMIL.

Through it all, it is worth noting what we seek:

a) a simple format, easily parsed, clear in its expression;

b) an extensible format, so that our customers, and others trade associations, can base their services on our specifications.

A text format meets the first requirement, but rather inelegantly the second. We use plain text files in the Apple service, but they lack grouping constructs, have no clear extensibility rules, and so on.  They have the advantage that one cannot be tempted to do complex things, because complex things are not possible.

So, really the choice is between our own XML format and SMIL.  It’s worth examining ‘what if we were wrong’, two questions:

a) we chose XML, but we could have chosen SMIL, as it was suitable.

b) we chose SMIL, but that was a mistake as it as not suitable.

The first is harmless.  Indeed, if a client has a SMIL parser and engine, then under these circumstances it might be able to use XSLT or some other XML transform to make a SMIL file from the XML.  Even if that is not possible, it would be able to re-use the engine behind its SMIL implementation.

The second, however, has problems.  SMIL comes with a lot of syntax, and (crucially) semantics, and if any of that is unsuitable, we have a problem.  It’s possible that we won’t notice for a while.

Then there is the concern that we will need to define extensions, to declare what we need, and base those extensions on a subset (hopefully, a profile) of SMIL.  To what extent does an ‘extended subset’ of SMIL help us?

Although the sequence of segments is most naturally expressed as, well, a <seq>uence , we have already seen in discussion how the slight mis-alignment of the track fragments means that we have to use a <par>allel construct with explicit time offsets.  Those time offsets are not really desirable in the MPD, and we have to define what we mean by them (i.e. how they related to the track start times – is it the earliest or the latest, for example?).

It’s true that there is a commercial service using SMIL, but that service has chosen to separate audio from video, and use SMIL <par>allel, effectively, to put them back together.  It therefore doesn’t have a track mis-alignment problem, as there is only one track in any given movie fragment, and it uses parallel media. We have chosen to simplify differently (for now) and use composite files for audio and video.

For these reasons, it seems that we should:

a) adopt XML;

b) document the relationship to SMIL, if possible, in an informative Annex;

c) discuss the use of SMIL to integrate separate audio and video presentations into a single media presentation (i.e. a SMIL file <par>allel construction of two HTTP streaming sessions).
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