THINKING TOGETHER:

MARSMOTEL

iQ FOR SWEDISH
FILM RESTORATION
POWERHOUSE



Let’s get the name out of the way first.
Mats and co-owner Bjorn Ahlbom struggled
to find a suitable moniker for the company
that wasn’t already trademarked when
they founded it in 1997 as a spin-off of the
long-established Stockholm post house
Videobolaget. Eventually they alighted on

a solution that will gratify crossword fans -
Marsmotel is an anagram of Ostermalm -
the region in the centre of Stockholm in
which their facility is located.

‘A system capable
of handling high
resolution material
efficiently was

the key to taking
the company into
a new market.’

With a name like Marsmotel, you half
expect to be greeted by Zaphod
Beeblebrox, Arthur Dent or Ford Prefect*
when you ring the doorbell. But Marsmotel
is definitely not the next-door neighbour of
the Restaurant at the End of the Universe*

From commercials to movies

In 1998, Mats and Bjorn took full control
of Marsmotel, and business grew rapidly
in what they refer to as ‘the commercials
heyday’, based around their Henry Infinity,
Flame and Fire. In 2000, though, the
commercials market in Sweden began

to decline as the economy turned
downwards. Mats and Bjorn sensed that
even when things picked up, the days of
the ‘cost no object’ commercial were over,
and began to think about how they could
carry their business forward in such an
environment. Their thoughts turned
towards film - digital film to be precise.
They already had experience in the film
business, having worked with AB Svensk
Filmindustri for a number of years,
producing re-formatted video dubs of

its extensive film library for both Swedish
and international use.

A ready-made market

Despite having a population of just nine
million people, Sweden is fiercely and
rightly proud of its major film tradition,
of which there is a rich archive of evidence,
including of course, Ingmar Bergman'’s
unique legacy. AB Svensk Filmindustri
owns the rights to much of this material,
and wanted to bring it back to life fora
new generation of Swedes and the wider
international audience.
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- it’s a leading edge facility house in the
heart of Stockholm, Sweden. And it is
co-owner and editor Mats Forsberg who
shakes your hand, and welcomes you into
a tastefully appointed, spacious reception
that has ‘successful post facility’ written
all over it.

The principal distribution medium was
seen as DVD, but with material mastered
at HD resolution for film and digital
projection, and of course a future HD

DVD release would also be possible.

Here was a potential ready-made market
for restoration if they could find a system
that allowed them to work at sufficient
speed at HD resolution. Alongside this,
Bjorn and Mats also saw the potential

of the digital intermediate process -

to take material, whether originated on
film or HD camera, through high resolution
post production in digital form in order to
make films for their relatively small home
market an economic proposition without
sacrificing production values. Sweden’s
film-making urge is very much alive today
- with Lasse Hallstrom (‘Cider House
Rules’, ‘Chocolat’) perhaps the best known
internationally, but also with much up-and-
coming talent behind him. Once again,

a system capable of handling high
resolution material efficiently was the key
to taking the company into a new market.
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Enter iQ

Mats and Bjorn tracked Quantel’s Monty
development programme through 1999
and 2000, and when iQ emerged their
interest was sharpened. This became a
mission when they landed their first pilot
restoration project for January 2002,

with a contract for twelve films to follow in
April, depending of course on the success
of the trial. They conducted extensive
evaluations of all the available non-linear
HD systems in the market, and chose iQ.
‘iQ’s speed is outstanding,” says Mats,
‘there’s nothing else that compares

with it. Also, with Quantel, we know from
direct experience that their products are
both reliable and fully supported, and that
really matters too. Also, having agreed a
rather ambitious schedule with AB Svensk
Filmindustri, we needed to be sure we
could keep to it!

The iQ was installed at Marsmotel in
December 2001 ready to take on the pilot
project in January. This was successfully
completed, the contract won, and work
on the restoration of the 12 films began in
April. So successful have the results been
that AB Svensk Filmindustri have already
asked Marsmotel to restore a further nine
titles.

‘iIQ’s speed is outstanding. There’s nothing
else that compares with it.’

Restoring faithfully

The workflow at Marsmotel is built
around the iQ, which acts as the central
store for the entire movie. Scanning to
1920 x 1080P is carried out at Fritihof
Film to Video on a Philips Spirit datacine,
and delivered on non-compressed D6
tape to Marsmotel. ‘Being a relatively
small market, there are currently only
two HD scanners in the country,” says
Mats. ‘In the longer term, if we see

the growth we expect in our digital film
operations, we may well acquire our
own scanner, but we have an excellent
relationship with Fritihof and they
understand our needs well’

Scanned material on tape is loaded into
the iQ via Marsmotel’s Philips Voodoo

D6 deck, and is also available across
Marsmotel’s gigabit Ethernet network

to a store-and-forward file server, from
whence it is also available on their Inferno
and Softimage XSl under control from

a standard PC network management
application.

The vast majority of the restoration work
is then carried out on the iQ, making
extensive use of its built-in Paintbox
facilities. Speed is of the essence in this
operation. ‘Frames aren’t restored in
isolation, they’re done in context,” explains
Mats. ‘iQ’s ability to review and paint-
through to before- and after-frames in
realtime is vital in keeping the work
interactive and the result invisible. And of
course iQ always works with and displays
material at full resolution at all times.

The iQ suite

This is vital to the quality of the result;
you simply can’t work with proxies in a
restoration environment. The tracking and
stabilisation tools are also excellent - and
once again, very fast.’

Marsmotel’s average restoration speed

is 1500 frames per hour (i.e. about

one minute per hour), but this depends
heavily upon the condition of the film.
The restoration artists rotate on three

six hour shifts a day on the iQ; this means
that a complete film will take between

10 days and around three weeks.

First job on each shift is to review the
work completed during the previous one,
providing on-going quality control as part
of the restoration process. Experience has
taught the iQ artists that imperfections
show up more easily when luma and
contrast are increased, so they work

with their monitors adjusted accordingly.
They have undertaken both colour and
black and white movie restoration -

and have found that both take around
the same time, for the simple reason
that the black and white films are usually
older, and therefore have suffered
greater damage, so require more work!



‘There will be
around 20 new
films produced in
Sweden next year
with a typical
budget of $1million
- we can really

add value to the
budget with ouriQ.’

Right: co-owner and editor, Mats Forsberg

Human automation

Marsmotel are well aware of the various
automated restoration packages that are
available, and evaluated these carefully
alongside the iQ and other non-linear
HD system alternatives. Their conclusion
was that the amount of time it takes to
set up the automation software to the
differing needs and qualities of each film,
and of course the processing time taken
and the need then to go through the

film ‘manually’ anyway at the end of the
automation process, is overall less time-
efficient than a retoucher working directly
with the images on iQ. Mats calls their
technique ‘human automation’ - the
‘automation’ supplied by the speed that
iQ can shuttle backwards and forwards
between frames, and its realtime, full-
resolution toolset; the ‘human’ element
guarantees the quality of the result.

When they’re happy with the finished film,
it’'s output back to D6 tape and either
finds its way directly to the DVD authoring
house oris shipped to Chimney Pot, a
nearby post facility in Stockholm that is
equipped with an ArriLaser recorder to put
the result back out onto film for theatrical
distribution.

The past informs the future

So what of the future at Marsmotel?
‘Restoration is now over 50% of our
business, says Bjorn. ‘We have to a
large extent insulated ourselves from
the general downturn in commercials
business that many other facilities are
still experiencing, and we see many new
possibilities opening for us as we gain
digital film expertise. Since we are only
dealing with restoring pictures, not sound,
there is no limitation to us growing the
restoration business by attracting work
from all over Europe - in fact, potentially
worldwide,’ Bjorn continues.

.Quantel
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‘In addition, we have begun talking with
Swedish producers and directors about
working with them on new films, providing
a digital intermediate post environment.
There will be around 20 new films
produced in Sweden next year with a
typical budget of $ 1million - we can
really add value to the budget with ouriQ,
and | think we will attract a significant
proportion of those projects. We will
probably add full 2k capability to ouriQ
when we land one,” Bjorn concludes,
sipping his pan-galactic gargle-blaster*.

*For the uninitiated, these references
come from the inimitable ‘Hitchhikers
Guide to the Galaxy’ by Douglas Adams.
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