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DATABASES

MOVIE

n the previous issue of
DATABASE we looked at movie
databazes from the content
point of view, This time we dis-

cuss the soltware issues, i.e., the
access and retrieval aspects of these
databases. To evaluate the software
aspects of these movie databases, we
thoroughly tested each of them and
used a scoresheet to record the inter-
face, aceess points, search and output
features of the software. Space does
not permit publishing the scoresheets
here, but a summary of

the findings is
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presented in Table 1. The software
evaluations should be considered with
the database content and price. A star
rating system of one to four stars was
used in Table 1 to denote poor, aver-
age, pood and excellent software, and
overall content, A short narrative eval-
uation of the software 1= also provided
with a recommendation. Our value-
for-price rating appears next to the
databaze summaries, ranging from
two thumbs up to two thumbs down.

INTERFACE
In the interface category we looked
at the overall design of the software
thow appealing, inviting, or intuitive is
the interface?); and at the type and
content of the help facility (is it
context-sensitive, are there illustrative
examples, is there an outline or an
index to the help file itself?). For the
overall design we evaluated the aes-
thetic aspects, the ease of navigation,
and the intuitiveness of the soft-
ware, Software that feature context-
sensitive help messages, visual aids,
illustrative examples, and outline

format with hyperlinks to the detailed
help information are rated the highest.
Software that offer flexable pull-down
menus to explore alternative paths of
proceeding and templates to orient the
uzers in formulating their searches are
preferred over systems that offer only
one-directional option lists or com-
mand mode. Software that allow navi-
gation through mouse clicks, function
keys, and directional keys are superior
to those that insist on using the mouse
even when the action could be faster
with the <Pglin> key.

ACCESS POINTS
One of the most important advan-
tages of making a print source available

-
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TABLE 1

Comparative Evaluation of SOFTWARE CONTENT

Software Features and Database
Content Summary
INTERFACE ACCESS POINTS SEARCH | OUTPUT
FEATURES CHOICE TYPE |BROWSING FEATURES

Blue Banner Maovie Guide % 3 o Wk ddokok  |dwokkok  |kkok * o
Cinemania * ok ok ok Wk ok ek | kokokok |k ok ok ok * e ok K ook ke
Ebert - CompuServe * * * W W * ok * *
Ebert - Quanta Press and Infobusiness |+ * I kA LR * ok * & * *
Film Index International L B k.2 LR = S NE S 2 E SNEE XS i e W ek
Home Movie Guide * k * * * W kw |x  0
Magill's - CompuServe * * LR R R R * * ok ok ok
Magill's - DIALOG * * ko ok * &k ok ok ok ok ok 'R R 'EEE
Magill's - EBSCO * ok * ok ok ok ok |k *HkkH  |kokwk | kkk
Magill's - Prodigy * e * ok ok |k * * * ok ok
Mallin's Movie and Video Guide R Evi L unacceplablel % unocceplabla | % o
Mad About Movies * * L2 R X NE S S * k k * k LR RS d* ¥
Mega Movie Guide LR * * * * h * %k * ok ok ok ok
Movie Select * ok * LR * W * * ok d
Movies on TV and Videocassette W * * * W * W
Video Hound | Eew ko k  hdwk [k ok oo ok ok * ok
Variety Video Directory a * ok ok LR R * ko ko k [k ok * ok ok ok **t-__
Video Movie Guide & & * * * ok ok ok * * W - &

*=poor **=average *“*=good " = excellent

as a database is the accessibility of A distinction was made between the  whether they can not only hbe

any data elements of the items and
their combinations. Print movie
directories do not index all the cast

top priority indexes (genre, category,
rating, words of the title, ete.); the use-
ful ones (country of origin, year of

searched but also browsed. Browsing
is essential in order to locate a
vaguely remembered title or & name

members, the crities’ ratings, the release, awards); and the ones that easily, and to learn the possible val-
MPAA ratings, the words in the only a select group of users may wish  ues in an indexed field, such as the
title, the review and synopsis, the to use, either az a primary access  genre, rating and award fields.

y—  Browsing is essential in order to locate a vaguely
remembered title or a name easily, and to leam

the possible values in an indexed field, such as

e ol
Er# the genre, rating and award fields,

availability in VHS or laserdisc for-
mat, the year of release, the lan-
guage, or the country of production.
Databases can easily do that if the
data are present, and the software
offers access to the data by appropri-
ate indexing.

point, or as a filter {clozed captioning,
color, cinematographer, ete.).

Bevend the number of access
points, we also examined which of the
indexes are field-specific (in order to
distinguish Woody Allen as a director
versus an actor, for example), and
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Additional capabilities for browsing
and searching for pictures (portraits,
box covers, movie stills), sounds, and
video clips are important in the few
multimedia databases.

SEARCH FEATURES

Among the search features, the
Boolean AND, field qualification, and
numeric range operations were consid-
ered to be essential. These make it pos-
sible to find movies co-starring Paul
Newman and Robert Redford, to
retrieve all the variations of a word, to
reduce retrieving false records (such as
“King in New York” featuring Michael
Chaplin when looking for movies with
Michael York), and to search for movies
by ratings and release vears easily.




Hyperlink eapability to jump from a
biography record to a movie record,
then to the filmography of another
performer or to the synopsis of a title
mentioned in the review, iz highly
desirable. Showing the search history
log, the list of items displaved earlier,
search term highlighting, truncation,
and proximity and positional opera-
tors, particularly in databases with
long reviews, are useful.

OUTPUT FEATURES

In the output category, the ability
to choose among different predefined
formats or to improvise one, creating
a “to rent” list with comments, and,
in case of long synopses and reviews,
marking portions of the text for
printing and‘or downloading, were
the most important criteria. More
subtle and unigue features, such as
cross references in the index, distine-
tion between limited and variable
length truncation, and availability of
user-defined sorting, were also con-
sidered in the ratings.

DATABASE SUMMARIES

:“ﬁ' :’ﬁ' Blue Banner Movie Guide
(510-30)

Floppy-based databases may have a
low status image, but this database is
very pood, both in terms of content and
software features. It is now available
under the Memorex label for $10 in
supermarkets.

The interface is excellent. It is intu-
itive, convenient, easy and fast to
navigate, and well-designed even
without graphics capability in the
DOS pperating system. The strength
of this database is that the software
provides a plethora of field-specific
browsable and searchahle access
points that include such indexes as
box office megahits, foreign films,
classics, ete., all sorted by title, The
only weak point is the lack of trunca-
tion and downloading, Hyperlinking
is possible from any part of the record
[execept the review text). The whaole
database with the excellent indexes
takes only a tad over 1MB. Make
room for it on your hard disk!

n
:’:‘;%' —'5 Cinemania ($44-54)

This is by far the most powerful
soltware with the most intuitive inter-
- face and the best help system, not to
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The Perfect Interface Of Cinemania

The interface shines in action. A single snapshot can be enly a poor substitute to illus-
trate its dynamism, but let's give it a try. On the left side is the list of the titles of the
maovies, encyclopedia articles, or names of actors that meet the search criteria. On
startup it lists everything in alphabetical order as a phrase index. As you type a term, the
index scrolls dewn to the item matching or nearest to the character string you entered,
That item is highlighted by a scroll bar. Clicking on it {or the Go to Subject button)
retrieves the item.

fou may limit the domain of the search to movie reviews, biographies and videogra-
phies of artists. or articles in the encyclopedia by clicking on the Movies, People, or
Topics button. You may reset the domain to the entire database by clicking on the Al
Contents button,
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To limit the search to specific genres, performers, or directors, you click on the
Expand button (which then becomes a Collapse button to reverse the process). The fil-
ter panel on the right-hand side pops out. Tao limit the search to one or more specific
media, click an the Media button. Its own filter table pops up. Clicking on the Movie Stills
button will limit the search to these items that have a picture from the movie. Clicking
on more buttens creates an OR relationship.

Sirmilar filter panels pop out when clicking any of the buttons above the Media but-
ton. If the filter tables have more items that can be accommaodated on this part of the
screen, it bacomes scrollable like the one on the left-hand side.

The ranging operation is obvious—you click on the appropriate arrows to increase or
decrease the range of years, and the star rating scale. The check-box serves as a flip-flop
switch to include or exclude movies made for TV. A similar check-box could have been
offered for the color (or colorized) versus black & white choice. The filters can be
removed by a click on the Clear Filters button.

The index table on the left immediately reflects the effect of the filtering process and
provides pesting information. In our example there are |21 items that won or were
nominated for an Acadermy Award, are rated by the MPAA as R, X, or NC-17, and have
a picture from the movie, The movies are listed alphabetically. It would be a nice touch
to have a button to specify a sorting preference, such as year of release.

fou may search by any words in the reviews or articles by pressing the Search by
Word button. The ellipsis indicates that additional options can be selected when you do
so. You may use truncation and Boolean and proximity operations, and a help screen is
always only a click away. The items that you highlight on the list can be displayed by
single-clicking or can be saved as a list by pressing the ListMaker button.

This interface is powerful and intuitive, fast and informative, and fun in itself. les onky
shertcoming is that it does not dial the nearby Blockbuster and order the movie along
with the popcorn!




If you do not have a CD-ROM
crive vet, Cinemania alone may
make it worth buying one.

mention the superb content that has
been improved in the 1995 edition. The
choice of browsable and searchahle
field-specific indexes is second to none,
coupled with all the advanced search
and output features, except for sorting,
The =idebar uses Cinemania to explain
and illustrate what makes software
excellent. If vou do not have a CD-
ROM drive vet, Cinemania alone may
make it worth buying one.

Ebert's Video Companion

Ebert’s reviews are availahle as part
of Cinemania, through CompuServe,
and as standalone CD-ROM and
tfloppy-based versions,

:’§' Ebert—CompuServe
ifree in $8.95 per month Basic
Subscription Plan)

Despite the Windows facelift of
CompuServe, the interface for this data-
base is extremely simplistic: an option
list to choose the access point, and a sin-
gle cell to enter the search term. The
software allows searching only by exact
title lead term(s), performer, and diree-
tor. Mot even these indexes are brows-
able. There are a few chronologically
sorted index lists of top ten movies by
year, interviews, and essays. Luckily,
the output capabilities at least offer the
possibility of downloading the records or
portions of them. It may be useful for
current reviews since it 15 free in
CompuBServe's $8.95/month Basic Sub.
seription Plan, but the software features
are disappointing for a full-text data-
base. The CD-ROM and floppy versions
have far more sophisticated software.

_“%' Ebert—Guanta Press and
Infobusiness ($30-40)

The two versions have identical
software (FolioViews), sharing a very
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cumbersome and unintuitive user
interface. To find Kathleen Turner's
movies you have to press the <TAB=>
key 20 times to get to the letter “T* in
the alphabet displayed as a type-
writer keyboard, then open the list of
stars whose names start with “T"
The zame applies to searches by
movie titles, so think twice before
looking up Woody Allen's Zelig. It
seems essential to let the user jump
to the first letter of the name or title,
Really good software scrolls the index
as the user types in the text. The help
file has a good index, how-to sections
and examples, and is well structured,

The choice of access points is good
(given the constraints of Ebert's
records), and the indexes are field-
specific (except for title and review
words, release year, and running
length, which are lumped in one
index). Term highlighting is sorely
mizsing with a database that has
quite lengthy reviews. Otherwise the
search engine has all the advanced
features, including proximity and
positional operators, as well as lim-
ited hyperlinking from artists and
whether Ebert had an interview with
or an essay or obituary about them.

Output features are standard fare.
After seeing Cinemania, there is no
reason to buy these versions.

=2 Film Index International
(51200)

This chillingly expensive database
runs on the DOS platform and, within
the limitation of the operating syvs-
tem, offers context-zensitive help, a
succinet help file, good function keys,
and an intuitive, if not particularly
inviting interface. The choice of access
points is frugal (no genre, category,
MPAA and critical ratings, awards,
and language—in this most interna-
tional database!l. The mode of index-
ing and the browsing and searching
capabilities, as well as the printing
and downloading options, are almost
perfect. Search term highlighting
is not essential as records are
short. Hyperlinking should not
be limited to performers and
directors but extended to
country, release vear, etc. A
fairly unique feature is
that the user can choose
among various output
formats. At thiz price

though, despite its excellent and
unigue coverage, the database cannot
be recommended.

‘\%‘% Home Movie Guide (price
varies)

Thiz databaze runs on one of the
maost celebrated online systems,
America Online, which has a good-
looking interface but a retrieval
engine with a low IQ. Once vou are
lured into this database, the interface
turns out to be unattractive at best,
offering a minimalist help file. It is
not difficult to be intuitive with such
low-caliber software.

The search options of HMG are
similarly disillusioning. There is one
global index of single words taken
trom every field in the records, and it
cannot be browsed. Searching for
movies with Michael York retrieves
all the records that include the first
name Michael and New York any-
where in the record. Thiz is aggra-
vated by the lack of search-term
highlighting. The only data ele-
ments that can be searched unam-
biguously are the erities' ratings and
the MPAA ratings, only because
they were converted into weird-look-
ing keywords. For example, NC-17
rated movies have to be searched as
MPAANCI1Y, and three- and three
and a half-star rated movies as
35TARS. There are no truncation,
field gualification, proximity, or posi-
tional operators, let alone hyperlink
facilities. The software has standard
output options. This is not a search
engine for the 1990s, The shal-
low coverage and the
low IQ software
should  deter
EVETVOME,




Magill's Survey of Cinema

This database iz available both on
CD-ROM and online (from Compu-
Serve, DIALOG, and Prodigy). The
CD-ROM version (for merely 399) 15
the best alternative with DIALOG az a
FUNNEr up.

:'%5 ::%5 Magill's—CompuServe
(price varies)

CompuServe uses the version
mounted on DIALOG, but through the
[Quest interface. While vou may access
CompuServe itself through Windows,
the interface is undeniably DOS, with
sequential prompting for options and
an unstructured help file. Lack of
browsing of any of the indexes is a seri-
ous limitation, especially with the prie-
ing policy. In additon to the connect
time, you pay 32 for the display of the
title of the first ten records, even if they
are totally irrelevant. An additional $2
is charged for each batch of up to ten
records, until vou find what you are
looking for—if it is in the set. There is
a §1 charge for each search, even it no
records are retrieved. Displaying a full
record is $2.

The richness of Magill's records is
greatly overlooked hecause of the lack
of access to words in the reviews and
excellent synopses, the ratings, the
awards, country of origin, releasze year,
ete, At least the few indexes (artist,
title word, character name, and subject
word} are field specific. For those who
are somewhat familiar with searching
DIALOG and who need the relative
currency of the online version, using
the Enowledge Index System

through CompuServe or

DIALOG directly is
: a much better
choice,

Grab Your FSO

and Run.

YOu MEED A COPY OF AN ARTICLE from a cer-
tain periodical, and you need it before the
meeting starts. Which vendors have it
anling in fulltext? Grab FULLTEXT SOURCES
OnLiMe and look up the periodical you need.
Then, you'll be online and running to
retrigve the article just in time.

The FULLTEXT SOURCES ONLINE directary
lists over 5000 journals, newspapers,
newsletters, newswires and TV/radio tran-
seripts available online in fulltext. You'll find
which vendors and exact databases cover
each title. Included are coverage dates,
database codes or file numbers, lag times,
title changes, selected vs, complete cover-
age, subject and geographic indexes.

Published every January and July. Send
far free sample page or order today.

MNew Editions January
and July 1995

FULLTEXT

SOURCES ONLINE

BigLioData P.O. Box 61, Dept. DD, Neadhamn Heights, M& 02184
Phane [B17) 444-1154, FAR (617) 4494684, Contact us on CompuServe at; T0323,3562

:@ :f)_-% Magill's—EBSCO ($99)

The DOS-hased software has a well-
designed template-driven interface
with good function kevs and a help file.
There is also a tutorial to get a novice
user acquainted with the svstem. The

:/g' Magill's—DIALOG
{price varies)

DIALOG s software needs no intro-
duction to the readers of DATABASE,
The choice of browsable access points
is very rich, though the title and

This CD-ROM version is the best solution for

“E those who will use the directory at least an
e hour per month.

deszcriptor fields deserve their own
field-specific browsable index instead
of the basic index. Except for hyper-
linking and marking text seg-
ments for printing or down-
loading, DIALOG has first class
search and output capahili-
ties, including user-defined
output content and sorting.
This is & much better alter-
native than any of the
other online options—at
least if you are slightly
familiar with DIALOG.

choice of access points is good, though
the awards and country of origin are
not searchable in this international
database. The predominantly field-
specific indexing (except for the
descriptor field) is very good, but the
lack of browsing by performers, diree-
tors and descriptors is a weakness.
The search capabilities are excellent
fexxcept for the lack of hyperlinking),
and the cutput options are good. This
CD-ROM version is the best solution
for those who will use the directory
at least an hour per month, such as

-
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FIGURE 1
Results Of “Searching” Without An Index In Maltin’s Movie And Video Guide

Apache Warrior (1957)
Apache War Smoke (1352)
At War with the Army (1950)
Babette Goes to War (1959)
Baron's African War, The (1941)
Best Foot Forward (1943)
Beware. My Lovely (1952)
Beware of Blondie (1950)
Beware of Children (1961)
Beware of Pity (1346)
Beware, Spooks! (1939
Bewaral The Blob (1972)
Blondie's Reward (1948)

| Maxinum Matches [0 | [GoToMowe]

Search Screen
20 matches found. Title lwar I
\Air Raid Wardens (1943) Directar |
All This and World War Il (1976) f
Amazing Howard Hughes, The (197 Actor | |
Andy Warhol's Bad (1971)
Andy Warhol's Dracula (1974) Actor | |
Andy Warhol's Frankenstein (1974)
Andy Warhol Superstar (1900) ST

T

esaina [ovy | ] 7o [ (3

MPAA

w8 o [ ]

Awards a0 | E
Format (Al B

Ay Text [ |

I~ Exclude TV Movies

|m1§5mthllm!

public librariez or academic libraries
with a liberal arts program.

~3 Magill's—Prodigy
{price varies)

This version is in the same class
as CompuServe—expensive, limited
choice of access points (though they
are field-specific), no browsing capabil-
ities, frugal search and output fea-
tures, and an annoying interface that
sports distracting advertisements at
the hottom of the screen. Choose
DIALOG if you need the currency of
online systems,

“k_%"' :'j%" Maltin's Movie and Video
Guide ($30 with book version)
This popular movie directory is also
part of Cinemania, and the only reason
to publish it on floppy diskettes hy
Signet/Onyx (a subsidiary of Penguin)
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may have been to make it available
for those who have a computer but no
CD-ROM drive. A minor deficiency is
that the software does not offer any
help for searching, let alone context-
sensitive help that would alert the
user to the most appalling characteris-
tic of the software. There is a far more
serious issue—this database seems to
have no indexes. Everything is an
access point, but the software does not
search; rather it scans all the records
of the database to match the character
string entered by the user in the corre-
sponding field(s). Thiz i= not only a

This product has software that tumed
from a frog into a prince. The database
is published with new software
“ (Multimedia Toolbook) that sports the '
most attractive design in this group.

horribly slow process, even running
from a decent hard drive, but it also
produces pathetically false results.
Searching for the word “war”™ in the
title retrieves movies with such words
as award, coward, Howard, warden
{Figure 1). You may put a space

before and after the word to avoeid
this, but few users might think of
that, and matching words that are fol-
lowed by a comma in the record would
then be filtered out. To add insult to
injury, the search terms are not high-
lighted in the records. In a search for
reviews that include the word “love,”
yvou may wonder what love has to do
with a movie until you find the eulprit
(“iron gloved™),

After discovering this “feature.” it
did not shake us too much to find that
the release year filter allows only a sin-
gle vear, i.e., no ranging, and even that
does not work properly. You may mark
your personal favorites and create a
shopping list. You cannot review or
edit it, but vou can save it onto a disk.
This database—without any index—
demands 11MB of precious hard disk
space. We found it undeserving of even
a single byte.

:ﬁ' Mad About Movies ($40)

A user testimonial praises the
graphic interface of this database,
but it reminded us of the educational
and game programs that ran on
Commodores and Timex-Sinclairs in
the 70s. The overall design is some-
what clumsy and the graphics become
not only boring, but also slow you
down. Pull-down menus, as in Banner
Blue Movie Guide, would be much bet-
ter. The densely displayed and unin-
spiring help texts provide all that vou
need to know,

The choice of access points is very
good, and so is the mode of indexing
{except for the awards and trivia fields,
which are lump-indexed with key-
words from the review part of the
recordz). All the field specific indexes
can also be browsed to pick a term. The
search capabilities are limited, There
are no truncation, search history dis-
play, or search term highlighting capa-
bilities, Though as a nice extra feature
you can add a very short note to the
records, the output facilities are
marred by the lack of downloading
search results to disk. For those who
do not yet have a CD-ROM drive,
Banner Blue Movie Guide, with more
records, a much niftier interface, and
one guarter of the price (under the
Memaorex label), is a hetter choice,

'fé Mega Movie Guide ($40-50)
This product has software that







