Blink of an Eye
-editing not so much a putting together as it is a discovery of a path
-a vast amount of preparation, really, to arrive at the innocuously brief moment of decisive action: the cut – the moment of transition from one shot to the next – something that appropriately enough, should look almost self-evidently simple and effortless, if it is even noticed at all
-film is actually being “cut” twenty-four times a second.  Each frame is a displacement from the previous one – it is just that in a continuous shot, the space/time displacement from frame to frame is small enough for the audience to see it as motion within a context rather than as twenty-four different contexts a second

-when the visual displacement is great enough (as at the moment of the cut) we are forced to re-evaluate the new image as a different context

-what we do seem to have difficulty accepting are the kind of displacements that are neither subtle nor total

-the displacement of the image is neither motion nor change of context and the collision of these two ideas produces a mental jarring – a jump – that is comparatively disturbing

-the greater the chances of a mistake
-apart from matters of convenience, discontinuity also allows us to choose the best camera angle for each emotion and story point, which we can edit together for a cumulatively greater impact

-each is going to make different choices about how to structure it, which is to say when and in what order to release those various pieces of information

-the underlying principle:  Always try to do the most with the least – with the emphasis on try

-attempt to produce the greatest effect in the viewer’s mind by the least number of things on the screen.  Why?  Because you want to do only what is necessary to engage the imagination of the audience – suggestion is always more effective than exposition.  

-past a certain point, the more effort you put into wealth of detail, the more you encourage the audience to become spectators rather than participants

-an overactive editor, who changes shots too frequently, is like a tour guide who can’t stop pointing things out
-if the guide – that is to say, the editor – doesn’t have the confidence to let people themselves occasionally choose what they want to look at, or to leave things to their imagination, then he is pursuing a goal (complete control) that in the end is self-defeating.  People will eventually feel constrained and then resentful from the constant pressure of his hands on the backs of their necks

-film is cut because cutting – that sudden disruption of reality – can be an effective tool itself

-How do you want the audience to feel?  If they are feeling what you want them to feel all the way through the film, you’ve done about as much as you can ever do

-an ideal cut is the one that satisfies all the following six criteria at once 1) it is true to the emotion of the moment 2) it advances the story 3) it occurs at a moment that is rhythmically interesting and “right”  4) it acknowledges what you might call “eye-trace” the concern with the location and movement of the audience’s focus of interest within the frame 5) it respects “planarity” – the grammar of three dimensions transposed by photography to two (the questions of stage –line, etc) 6) and it respects the three-dimensional continuity of the actual space

1) Emotion 2) Story 3) Rhythm 4) Eye-trace 5) Two-dimensional plane of screen 6) Three-dimensional space of action

-Emotion is the thing that you should try to preserve at all costs.  If you find you have to sacrifice certain of those six things to make a cut, sacrifice you way up, item by item, from the bottom

-the top two on the list (emotion and story) are worth far more than the bottom four and when you come right down to it, under most circumstances, the top of the list – emotion – is worth more than all five of the things underneath it

-there is a practical side to this, which is that if the emotion is right and the story is advanced in a unique, interesting way, in the right rhythm, the audience will tend to be unaware of (or unconcerned about) editorial problems with lower-order items.  The general principle seems to be that satisfying the criteria of items higher on the list tends to obscure problems with items lower on the list, but not vice-versa

-most of the time you will be able to satisfy all six criteria
-you should always aim for this, if possible – never accept less when more is available to you

-underlying these considerations is the central preoccupation of a film editor, which should be to put himself in place of the audience.  What is the audience going to be thinking at any particular moment?  Where are they going to be looking?  What do you want them to think about?  What do they need to think about?  And, of course, what do you want them to feel?

-the editor should try to see only what’s on the screen, as the audience will.  Only this way can the images be freed from the context of their creation.  By focusing on the screen, the editor will, hopefully use the moments that should be used, even if they may have been shot under duress, and reject moments that should be rejected, even though they cost a terrible amount of money and pain

-it is difficult, but it is necessary to create a barrier, a cellular wall between shooting and editing

-and so you try as hard as you can to separate out what you wish from what is actually there, never abandoning your ultimate dreams for the film, but trying as hard as you can to see what is actually on the screen

-the film editor performs the same role for the director as the text editor does for the writer of a book – to encourage certain courses of action, to counsel against others, to discuss whether to include specific material in the finished work or whether new material needs to be added
-the main advantage to collaborative editing is speed, the main risk is lack of coherence

-in choosing a representative frame, what you’re looking for is an image that distills the essence of the thousand of frames that make up the shot in question

-you try to remain fresh and see the wonderful things and make records of those as well as the things that may not be so wonderful

-when you look at dailies the first time, you have a relatively fixed idea – based on the script – of what you are looking for

-many times in the re-editing, what you thought was originally unusable may come to be your salvation

-I would always review the material twice: once at the beginning, the day after the material was shot, noting down my first impressions and including any notes the director cares to give me.  And then when I was ready to cut a particular scene, I would collect all the relevant material and review it again, making notes in more detail than the first time

-in an ideal world, what I would like to do is assemble a first cut and then stop and just look at all the dailies again, fresh

-test screenings are just a way to find out where you are

-the audience will never tell you that directly.  They will simply tell you where the pain is, not the source of the pain

-at the instant of the cut, there is a total and instantaneous discontinuity of the field of vision

-we accept the cut because it resembles the way images are juxtaposed in our dreams

-“To me, the perfect film is as though it were unwinding behind your eyes, and your eyes were projecting it themselves, so that you were seeing what you wished to see.  Film is like thought.  It’s the closest to thought process of any art”

-the blink is either something that helps an internal separation of thought to take place, or it is an involuntary reflex accompanying the mental separation that is taking place anyway

-in film a shot presents us with an idea, or a sequence of ideas, and the cut is a “blink” that separates and punctuates those ideas.  At the moment you decide to cut, what you are saying in effect “I am going to bring this idea to an end and start something new”

-one of the things about unsuccessful acting is that the actor’s blinks seem to come at the “wrong” times
-another one of your tasks as an editor is this “sensitizing” of yourself to the rhythms that the (good) actor gives you, and then finding ways to extend these rhythms into territory not covered by the actor himself, so that the pacing of the film as a whole is an elaboration of those patterns of thinking and feeling.  And one of the many ways you assume those rhythms is by noticing – consciously or unconsciously – where the actor blinks

-every shot has potential “cut points” the way a tree has branches, and once you have identified them, you will choose different points depending on what the audience has been thinking up to that moment and what you want them to think next

-the branch points are fixed organically by the rhythm of the shot itself and by what the audience has been thinking up to that moment in the film

-you should be able to cut from the speaker to the listener and vice versa in psychologically interesting, complex, and “correct” patterns that reflect the kinds of shifts of attention and realization that go on in real life

-there are really three problems wrapped up together


1) identifying a series of potential cut points (and comparisons with the blink that can help you do this)


2) determining what effect each cut point will have on the audience


3) choosing which one of those effects is the correct one for the film

-a convincing action sequence might have around twenty-five cuts a minute, whereas a dialogue scene would still feel “normal” averaging six cuts per minute or less

-in a sense, by cutting, by this sudden displacement of the visual field, you are blinking for the audience: You achieve the immediate juxtaposition of two concepts for them – what they achieve in the real world by blinking

-your job is partly to anticipate, partly to control the thought processes of the audience.  To give them what they want and/or what they need just before they have to “ask” for it – to be surprising yet self evident at the same time.  If you are too far behind or ahead of them, you create problems, but if you are right with them, leading them ever so slightly, the flow of events feels natural and exciting at the same time

-one of the central responsibilities of the editor, which is to establish an interesting, coherent rhythm of emotion and thought – on the tiniest and largest levels – that allows the audience to trust, to give themselves to the film
-a good film that is well-edited seems like an exciting extension and elaboration of the audience’s own feelings and thoughts, and they will therefore give themselves to it, as it gives itself to them

-electronic editing is able to recall every attempted version of a scene and then file these for future reference

