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Introduction

It is a well-known axiom that editing is the only cinematic discipline that did not precede the cinema itself. For centuries, writers, directors, actors, dancers, composers and production designers had a natural outlet for their talents in the theater, while still photography existed long before the key innovation of movement that gave rise to cinema. Even then, the act of filming required merely a camera and an object of the camera’s attention. But the act of filmmaking suddenly required an editor, a creative technician who could step in after the performance had been captured and complete the illusion by arranging it into a form worthy of projection.

Editing is not only unique to cinema but a uniquely difficult discipline to comprehend, let alone discuss—a state of affairs to which this book is intended as some small corrective. Yet even some of the film editors interviewed here have difficulty articulating the precise nature of their work and the strategies they apply in the cutting room. “I can’t explain how I do what I do,” Michael Kahn admits, while Anne V. Coates offers, “I just cut the way I feel.” One has only to witness the famous match cut from Lawrence of Arabia (1962) or the D-Day sequence that opens Saving Private Ryan (1998), to single out but two examples from these remarkable careers, to know that on the level that matters most, they know exactly what they’re doing.

For more concrete language on the subject, both Kahn and Coates directed me to their colleague Walter Murch, who has done more than anyone else inside or outside his profession to illuminate the public understanding of his discipline. Murch has described film editing as synonymous with film construction—the careful assembly of a motion picture, scene by scene, shot by shot, frame by frame. Yet in his book In the Blink of an Eye, he also addresses a seemingly contradictory idea, which is the old adage that film editing is just “where you cut out the bad bits.” And he concedes that this shopworn notion, annoyingly reductive though it may be, nonetheless holds a kernel of truth.

Editing, after all, is an art achieved largely by subtraction, by a negation of those elements that do not serve the final product. Assembly, one of the most frequently used terms in the editor’s lexicon, can only take place after a significant amount of disassembly. Whatever tools the editor may be using, it is his or her job to comb through the footage, isolate the desired elements, and arrange them into a coherent and entertaining shape. More often than not, that shape is determined as much by what is taken out as by what is left in.

In any given film, then, the actors may impress us with the intensity and focus of their performances, and the cinematography may dazzle us with its sweep and beauty, but it is the film editor who maximizes the impact of these elements, sometimes by limiting rather than extending their duration. It is the film editor who, by dropping a few frames, can make the crucial difference between a joke that kills and one that overstays its welcome. Everything you see in a film is there because the editor decided to show it to you, and you can be assured that there is plenty more that the editor opted to withhold.

Thus, even the finest editing job, however elegant or economical, may be impossible to fully appreciate unless the viewer has seen the raw materials and thus has some sense of what has been discarded in the first place. As you read this book, from time to time you may catch a glimpse of those unseen, unheard moments: the snippets of song that Virginia Katz had to leave on the cutting-room floor of Dreamgirls (2006), the hilarious Robin Williams scene that Lee Smith saw scrapped from Dead Poets Society (1989), the extended Mexican wedding sequence that Stephen Mirrione ended up trimming for Babel (2006), or the lengthy dialogue passages that Valdís Óskarsdóttir had to excise, to her anguish, from Julien Donkey-Boy (1999).

This book is not a technical treatise but a series of conversations (from which my own voice has been excised) with 17 of the world’s leading practitioners of film editing, sharing their personal and professional insights into the movies they’ve cut, the directors they’ve collaborated with and the ever-changing nature of their specific medium. While the bulk of the interviews were conducted with editors based in the US, they also include contributions from Asia and Europe, hopefully providing a counter-perspective on the dominant mode of editing practiced within the Hollywood studio system. And just as a film editor may construct a picture with an eye toward establishing echoes, parallels and contrapuntal rhythms between individual scenes, so these chapters were assembled with the hope of placing these contributors in conversation with one another, creating an implicit dialogue between their respective views and methodologies.

It is delightful, if not downright perverse, to imagine a direct conversation between Walter Murch, with his precise hierarchy of priorities of when and where to cut based on the emotional effect and visual continuity of a scene, and William Chang Suk-ping, for whom the joy of editing lies in his ability to flout every rule and convention in pursuit of a restless cinematic poetry. Certainly the two of them would disagree on the advisability of having an editor present on set: Chang, who typically serves as both production designer and editor on the same film, sees these dual duties as a way of informing the total look of a film, whereas Murch considers the editor as a stand-in for the audience and rigorously avoids visiting the set whenever possible, so as to ensure that his first impressions will come from the dailies alone.

It would be similarly instructive to draw comparisons between the work of Christopher Rouse, who structures the action movies of Paul Greengrass in hyperkinetic fragments, and that of the Taiwanese editor Liao Ching-sung whose assembly on Hou Hsiao-hsien’s Flowers of Shanghai (1998) contains fewer cuts in its entirety than any five minutes of The Bourne Ultimatum (2007). That pulse-quickening action picture won Rouse the Academy Award for best editing, a significant institutional endorsement of a cutting-edge style, so to speak, that has admirers and detractors alike.

If Rouse’s and Greengrass’s style seems emblematic of an overall, arguably generational shift toward ever more rapid cutting in modern cinema, so does another film that recently won the Oscar for best editing: David Fincher’s The Social Network (2010), the architecture of which is discussed here at some length by Fincher’s editors, Angus Wall and Kirk Baxter. Together with Fincher, Baxter and Wall are also at the fore of an even more pervasive trend: the industry’s seemingly inexorable shift toward the digitization of filmmaking across the board. It’s a transformation that has already swept through cutting rooms the world over, where flatbed machines like the KEM and the Steenbeck have long been replaced by non-linear systems such as Avid and Final Cut Pro.

Many of the editors interviewed here, among them Anne Voase Coates, Joel Cox, Hervé de Luze, Tim Squyres and Dylan Tichenor, first learned how to cut on film, and several of them concede that they would not have survived and thrived had they not gone with the electronic flow—a transition that some of their less remembered colleagues were not willing to make. As Richard Marks opines, “If you aren’t willing to change, you shouldn’t be editing.” Still, no less an editorial giant than Michael Kahn managed to hold out for longer than any of his contemporaries; only this past year, when editing Steven Spielberg’s The Adventures of Tintin: The Secret of the Unicorn (2011) and War Horse (2011), did Kahn switch to an Avid, setting his Moviola aside.

Both Kahn and Dylan Tichenor observe that among less experienced editors, digital editing—with its ability to store infinite versions of a scene and thus eliminate the fear of making “the wrong cut”—may encourage a certain mindlessness in post-production, a lack of focus and forethought that would never have been tolerated in the days of editing on film. They are not wrong. Nor would they necessarily disagree with their fellow contributors here that in the right hands, the non-linear system can be a powerful, even indispensable tool.

But a tool it remains and no less than the hot splicers once used by editors such as the late Dede Allen, the digital apparatus requires a skilled, focused editor at the helm in order to maximize its efficiency. This is the glory of film editing: Final Cut Pro may have rendered trim bins and grease pencils obsolete, but it has no more eliminated the need for an editor than Microsoft Word has eliminated the need for a writer. As every editor interviewed here will tell you, their work requires a hundred creative decisions each day that a computer can merely enable them to make. These decisions directly involve not merely rhythm and tempo, music and sound, but also the quality and range of a performance, and thus the emotional content of the entire film.

One of the most important decisions the editor can make concerns the degree to which his or her hand will be visible to the viewer. It is worth bearing in mind that every cut, whether it is intended to heighten the reality of a moment or point out its artificiality, represents a disruption, a rip in the film’s fabric, and perhaps the cinema’s most irrational gesture. As Murch notes in In the Blink of an Eye, “The instantaneous displacement achieved by the cut is not anything that we experience in ordinary life”—a more reasoned phrasing of Jean-Luc Godard’s famous maxim that “Cinema is truth 24 times a second, and every cut is a lie.”

Viewed through this prism, it took only six years for the purity of the Lumière Brothers’ single-shot Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat (1896) to be corrupted by the influence of cross-cutting in Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train Robbery (1903), and in the many years since those twin railway-themed milestones, audiences have long become inured to the cut as a staple of cinematic grammar. It may represent a lie, but a century’s worth of cinema shows that it is capable of enabling a deeper kind of truth.

The rules of traditional Hollywood filmmaking exalt editing that is seamless to the point of invisibility, deepening the viewer’s immersion in the story without callin g attention to itself. Joel Cox, who has edited nearly 30 films in this vein for Clint Eastwood, is one of the staunchest proponents of this classical method. For him, a great cut is “a cut you didn’t see,” and indeed, the slow, devastating accrual of emotions in pictures like Million Dollar Baby (2004) and Letters from Iwo Jima (2006) requires a subdued touch, a willingness to let images breathe and speak for themselves.

And yet there is no shortage of editors who break this rule all the time, superbly: One thinks of Lee Smith, juxtaposing multiple lines of action in The Dark Knight (2008) and Inception (2010); or Stephen Mirrione, in 21 Grams (2003) and Babel, spanning time as well as space in a single cut; Valdís Óskarsdóttir, dodging in and out of Jim Carrey’s consciousness in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004); or Richard Marks, who spent months perfecting those long, luxuriant dissolves between past and present in The Godfather: Part II (1974). One is never unconscious of the editing when watching these films, and yet awareness is no hindrance to engaging with the stories they’re telling.

And as Tim Squyres observes, editing is the rare job in filmmaking “where you’re involved in telling the whole story,” nailing one of the few ideas that perhaps every person interviewed here can agree upon. Indeed, these 17 editors were chosen because of their unusually deep investment in the art of storytelling, and their concern for the quality of any film that bears their name. This commitment is apparent not only in the discrimination with which they choose their projects, but also their willingness to follow their directors wherever they go, sometimes at the risk of foregoing greater commercial success.

One should never assume that this is universally the case. As Hervé de Luze points out, while editors and directors are all but joined at the hip in France, Hollywood does not always command the same loyalty or the same longevity of collaboration. The 17 editors you will meet here are happy exceptions to the rule, and it is with no small measure of awe that I thank them for entrusting me with their own stories, and for giving so generously of their expertise and time.

I am also enormously grateful to the many who made this book possible, not least my own editor, Mike Goodridge, for entrusting me with this project on a tight deadline and showing endless patience with my questions, concerns, and the occasional late copy. Deep thanks and appreciation as well to Zara Larcombe, Natalia Price-Cabrera, and Tara Gallagher of Ilex Press for their enthusiasm and commitment to the FilmCraft series; to Katie Greenwood and the Ivy Group team for providing me access to the invaluable Kobal Collection image archives; and to Jenni McCormick for her incredible generosity on behalf of the American Film Editors.

I am grateful to all my colleagues at Variety for putting up with my unusually mercurial work schedule over the past few months. In particular, my warmest thanks to Timothy Gray, for being ever supportive and understanding during a stressful time, and Peter Debruge, for being a reliable and receptive sounding board for the numerous ideas and possibilities that shaped this book.

I would not have been able to secure the participation of my 17 contributors without the kind assistance of Jennifer Chamberlain, Arvin Chen, Hillary Corinne Cook, Chris Day, Harlan Gulko, Paul Hook, Michael Leow, Michael Kupferberg, Jordan Mintzer, Larry Mirisch, Nikolas Palchikoff, David Pollack, Michelle Rasic, Mike Rau, Jeff Sanderson, Brian Skouras, Ariana Swan, Kari Tejerian, Ryan Tracey and Chrissy Woo.

I will never be able to properly express my gratitude to my friend Eugene Suen for giving so generously of his time and knowledge to serve the needs of this project. In addition to conducting, translating and transcribing the interview with Liao Ching-sung, Eugene helped put me in touch with both Mr. Liao and William Chang Suk-ping, whose presence in this book is a special source of satisfaction and pride.

Thank you to my mother, for your love and support in all things great and small, not least your steadfast conviction that your children need not conform to narrow and unimaginative pathways in life. Thank you to my sister, Stephanie, for always looking out for me, and for teaching me not only to pursue my passions, but to temper them with an ever-deeper knowledge and understanding of the world.

To my amazing girlfriend, Lameese, who has given especially generously of her time, energy and boundless patience during these difficult past few months: In walking alongside me you have comforted, delighted and replenished me when I needed it most. If you are reading this, it means you can have me back now.

Justin Chang


Walter Murch
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“I love working with other people and sometimes achieving that miraculous collision of ideas, which makes the finished film something greater than the sum of its parts.”
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Born in 1943 in New York City, Walter Murch is widely recognized as one of the leading authorities in the field of film editing, as well as one of the few editors equally active in both picture and sound. A graduate of the University of Southern California’s School of Cinema-Television, he received his early sound credits mixing and sound-supervising Francis Ford Coppola’s The Rain People (1969) and The Godfather (1972), and George Lucas’ THX 1138 (1971) and American Graffiti (1973), before picture-editing his first feature, Coppola’s The Conversation (1974), which he also sound-designed and mixed. He also wore dual hats on Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979), for which he and his collaborators devised the now-standard 5.1 sound format.

Murch has edited picture and mixed sound on films including Coppola’s The Godfather: Part III (1990), Youth Without Youth (2007) and Tetro (2009); Jerry Zucker’s Ghost (1990) and First Knight (1995); Anthony Minghella’s The English Patient (1996), The Talented Mr. Ripley (1999) and Cold Mountain (2003); Kathryn Bigelow’s K-19: The Widowmaker (2002); and Sam Mendes’ Jarhead (2005). He has been nominated for nine Academy Awards and won three, for best sound on Apocalypse Now, and best sound and best film editing on The English Patient. Murch’s contributions to film reconstruction include 2001’s Apocalypse Now Redux and the 1998 re-edit of Orson Welles’ Touch of Evil. He is the director and co-writer of Return to Oz (1985).
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