
aristocrats were designed to be very rich, with lush, eye-popping 
color. Often these were shot with an antique filter that enhanced 
primary colors. Scenes with peasants are drained of color, with a 
more gritty, grainy look. 

“We shot a lot of the peasant scenes on tungsten film but 
in daylight to give it kind of a bluish cast,” says Shultz. “We 
processed that film with a bleach bypass, which blows out a lot of 
the whites, and makes the reds and purples very rich and gives it 
a highly textured grainy quality that suited the material.”

The director of photography on the European material was 
Alex Sterian, who usually used an ARRI camera. Schnall handled 
photography in New York, using his Aaton XTR camera. The 
filmmakers used Kodak Vision 200T 7274 film for exteriors and 
Kodak Vision 500T 7279 film for interiors. “If you want it to 
look like a movie, you shoot it like a movie,” says Shultz. “People 
respond, even if they’re not really cognizant of what the footage 
is shot on. If you ask the average person what the difference is, 
they wouldn’t know.  But when they see it, the images ease them 
into feeling as if they’re watching a drama.”

“There’s a richness and texture and detail that only film 
captures,” says Schnall. “The whites don’t get blown out. You can 
almost feel the texture of the textiles. We often used slow motion 
to exaggerate details. Slow motion in video is not the same. In 
one scene we wanted to bring a famous painting to life. The only 
way to bring the richness and beauty of that painting back to life 
was by shooting it on film.” 

P
artisan Pictures has a solid track record as a producer of 
television content for The History Channel. Two previous 
success stories were The Quest for King Arthur and 
Russia: Land of the Tsars, which is still the highest 

rated show ever on the channel. Their latest production The 
French Revolution introduces viewers to the key figures of the 
Revolution.

“The idea is to bring history to life through the use of feature-
like, cinematic stylized recreations,” says Peter Schnall, Partisan’s 
executive producer. 

  Schnall and director/producer Doug Shultz say Super 
16mm film helps provide that cinematic quality without breaking 
the bank. “When it comes to this kind of controlled shooting, 
where we know exactly what we need to get, the costs of 
shooting on HD and shooting on Super 16mm are pretty much 
even, all things considered,” says Schnall.

The Super 16mm format produces images in a wide, 15x9 
aspect ratio. “From the beginning, we wanted to make this 
program look and feel like you’re watching a feature film rather 
than a documentary,” says Shultz. “We wanted to shoot as much 
material as possible and create scenes that really sweep you up 
and make you feel like you’re watching a movie.”

Many of the re-creation scenes, especially interiors, were 
photographed in Romania, partly on sets built for another film set 
in medieval times. Some exterior scenes were done at recognizable 
locations in France, as well as a few wintry sequences done at a 
French Huguenot village in upstate New York. Two looks represent 
the basic dynamic of the Revolution. Scenes involving royalty and 

The French Revolution 
  will be televised...
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Above: Actor George Ivascu 
portrays Robespierre, seen here after 
an apparent suicide attempt in a 
scene from The French Revolution, 
photographed by DP Peter Schnall.

Opposite page top: A re-enactment 
of the execution of Marie Antoinette 
on a MediaPro backlot outside of 
Bucharest, Romania.

Opposite page bottom: (Front,left) 
DP Alex Sterian lenses a ponderous 
shot of King Louis XVI outside the 
national palace in Bucharest.

All photos:  Sandya Viswanathan

Documentary



W
riter/Director Don Roos’ 
latest effort, Happy 
Endings from Lions Gate 
Films, features a host of 

dysfunctional folk and their various 
travails. The film follows three groups of 
relationships in different settings. One 
storyline features characters portrayed 
by Tom Arnold, Maggie Gyllenhaal and 
Jason Ritter. The second group focuses 
on characters played by Lisa Kudrow and 
Jesse Bradford. The third has Laura Dern 
and Steve Coogan in main roles. All of 
the characters are involved in convoluted, 
confused relationships. 

The three separate storylines each 
required different looks with a common 
thread. To help create the visual 
sensibilities, Roos brought in director of 
photography Clark Mathis. 

“It’s sort of about original sins, so we 
wanted, essentially, a Garden of Eden, a 
very rich, colorful world,” explains Roos. 

 “There’s a broad encroachment of 
green and vegetation, whether we’re in a 
domestic or a work environment,” Mathis 
adds.

Mathis achieved the various looks using 
a combination of two Kodak stocks and 
careful use of a digital intermediate post-
production– a first for both him and for 
Lions Gate. 

Mathis chose Kodak VISION2 Expression 
500T 5229 film as the backbone. He 
overexposed the stock by 1/3 to 2/3 of 

a stop, depending on the situation. The 
emulsion combines a vastly improved 
grain structure and wide latitude with low 
contrast.

“Don and I both wanted the end 
product to have a lot of snap, contrast and 
color saturation,” Mathis says. “The 5229 
film doesn’t naturally have that, but what 
it does have is nominally, a stop more 
latitude than the higher-contrast stocks, 
so you can get more information stored. 
With a digital finish, you can take the 
lower-contrast original and add contrast 
and saturation. Those are things you can 
always add, but you can’t take out.”

The other film Mathis used was Kodak 
VISION2 500T 5218 film for scenes with 
low light levels, including night exteriors. 
“The 5218 has a generally finer grain 
structure, and a very pleasing dynamic 
range,” he says. “It tended to accept 
pushing, electronically, in the digital 
world, better than the other stocks. You 
can really open it up without doing 
it photochemically, and it resulted in 
less grain than if it had been done 
photochemically.”

To read more about the unique look 
Mathis and Roos created for Happy 
Endings, go www.kodak.com/go/motion. �
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The Partisan folks also note that the logistical aspects of 
shooting film on far-flung locations went smoothly. “Using 
film for us was very easy, because there are Kodak locations 
everywhere,” says Shultz. “In Romania, we were able to buy the 
film there and process it there. They were familiar with the bleach 
bypass process and were very helpful as we were testing various 
looks.”

The History Channel agrees that quality filmed content is 
one key to their success. “We are always looking for quality in 
everything we do,” says Beth Dietrich Segarra, executive producer 
of The French Revolution for The History Channel. “In terms 
of visuals, right now film has no equal. It brings a richness and 
texture that is well suited for epic, historical documentaries, 
which need to portray a different perspective and a sense of time 
and place. I trust Peter’s eye and I know he’s going to deliver that 
kind of quality.”

The History Channel is promoting The French Revolution with 
a trailer showing in theaters. More information is available at 
www.partisanpictures.com and www.historychannel.com.   �
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Quest by Roos and Mathis  
  has a

Happy Ending
Above: (Front, L to R) 1st Assistant Director and DP Clark Mathis on 
the set of Happy Endings.
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