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Introduction to the Sixth Edition

The sixth edition represents the largest number of new chapters and supplements to existing chap-
ters to date. I also welcome the return of four chapters on sound which had previously been exiled
from the fourth edition to online only. The return is valuable, given the innovative use of sound in
the work of directors such as Lenny Abrahamson and Damien Chazelle. I've expanded the earlier
chapter on technological innovations with a section on cell-phone cinema. According to Steven
Soderbergh who shot his most recent film using a cell phone, this technology will be the future of
filmmaking. I've also added sections on the long take and point of view to the chapter “The Appro-
priation of Style: Limitation and Innovation.” The startling use of long takes and point of view in
Laszl6 Nemes' Son of Saul, set in 1944 Auschwitz, brings a powerful visual to the nightmare of its
main character.

New chapters include a chapter on the experimental documentary. This is long overdue as filmmak-
ers such as Agneés Varda and Lynn Sachs expand the range and intention of the documentary.

A new chapter on the influence of other arts such as painting, the play, and the photograph illus-
trates a directional shift from the popular arts that influenced film in its earliest period. Films such
as Jobs and Incendies, the first based on a biography, the second upon a play, capture the crossover
between these forms of storytelling. Both films are consequently quite different from the source
material.

Another new chapter, following the model of the chapter on Alfred Hitchcock, takes up the work of
a very different director—Robert Altman. If Hitchcock works primarily in a single genre, the thriller,
Altman moves about. When he does work with established genres—the Western, the war film, the
detective genre—he is transgressive in undermining their major motifs. His treatment verges on
satiric. Not surprisingly, the satire is the genre he most readily embraces. Nashville, The Player, and
Short Cuts are each satires on dimensions of American culture and society. Editing choices contribute
mightily in supporting the satiric tone Altman creates in these films.

Finally, there is a chapter on editing for surprise. Surprise as an editing strategy is used to raise ten-
sion and consequently audience involvement either within a particular scene or in the narrative in a
more general sense. Surprise is important across genres but is particularly important in the thriller,
action-adventure, science fiction, and horror films. Who can forget the triumph of the Robot over
the human scientist in Ex Machina? The sniper scene that opens American Sniper concludes after the
flashback of the main character’s early life. The focus on his reluctance to execute shows the use of
surprise here to reveal character.

Another example of surprise takes place at the ending of Todd Haynes’ Carol. Here the main char-
acter commits to her relationship with Carol after considerable personal hesitation as well as the
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social attitudes of her peer group, professional journalists, about homosexual love. Here the surprise
is the main character’s strength to declare herself rather than succumb to the social mores of the
fifties.

Other examples of the use of surprise in editing are the fate of Saul in Son of Saul, the police and
gangster pursuit of the main character in the thriller Tell No One, and the fate of two siblings who
lose their parents in the melodrama Daniel.

INTRODUCTION

It has been more than half a century since Karel Reisz, working with a British Film Academy com-
mittee, wrote The Technique of Film Editing. Much has happened in those 65 years. Television is
pervasive in its presence and its influence, and cinema, no longer in decline because of television,
is more influential than ever. The videocassette recorder (VCR) made movies, old and new, acces-
sible, available, and ripe for rediscovery by another generation. The director is king, and film is more
international than ever.

In 1953, Reisz could not foresee these changes, but he did demonstrate that the process of film
editing is a seminal factor in the craft of filmmaking and in the evolution of film as an art form. If
anything, the technological changes and creative high points of the past 65 years have only deep-
ened that notion.

Reisz's strategic decision to sidestep the theoretical debate on the role of editing in the art of film
allowed him to explore creative achievements in different film genres. By doing so, he provided the
professional and the student with a vital guide to the creative options that editing offers. One of the
key reasons for the success of Reisz’s book is that it was written from the filmmaker’s point of view.
In this sense, the book was conceptual rather than technical. Just as it validated a career choice for
Reisz (within 10 years, he became an important director), the book affirmed the key creative role of
the director, a view that would soon be articulated in France and 10 years later in North America.
It is a widely held view today. The book, which was updated in 1968 by Gavin Millar (now also a
director), remains as widely read today as it was when first published.

It was my goal to write a book that is, in spirit, related to the Reisz-Millar classic but that is also up
to date with regard to films and film ideas. I also refer to the technical achievements in film, video,
and sound that have expanded the character of modern films and film ideas. This update illustrates
how the creative repertoire for filmmakers has broadened in the past 65 years.

POINT OF VIEW

A book on film and video editing can be written from a number of points of view. The most literal
point of view is, of course, that of the film editor, but even this option isn't as straightforward as it
appears. When the Shooting Stops . . ., by Ralph Rosenblum and Robert Karen, is perhaps the most
comprehensive approach to the topic by a film editor. The book is part autobiography, part editing
history, and part aesthetic statement. Other editing books by film editors are strictly technical; they
discuss cutting-room procedure, the language of the cutting room, or the mechanics of offline editing.
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With the growth of high-technology editing options, the variety of technical editing books will cer-
tainly grow as well.

This book is intended to be practical, in the sense that editing an action sequence requires an appre-
ciation of which filmic elements are necessary to make that sequence effective. Also needed is a
knowledge of the evolution of editing, so that the editor can make the most effective choices under
the circumstances. This is the goal of the book: to be practical, to be concerned about aesthetic
choices, but not to be overly absorbed with the mechanics of film editing. In this sense, the book is
written from the same perspective as Reisz's book—that of the film director. It is my hope, however,
that the book will be useful to more than just directors. I have enormous admiration for editors;
indeed, I agree with Ralph Rosenblum, who suggests that if editors had a different temperament and
more confidence, they would be directors. I also agree with his implication that editing is one of the
best possible types of training for future directors.

One final point: By adopting the director’s point of view, I imply, as Reisz did, that editing is central
in the creative evolution of film. This perspective allows me to examine the history of the theory and
the practice of film editing.

TERMS

In books about editing, many terms take on a variety of meanings. Technique, art, and craft are the
most obvious. I use these terms in the following sense.

Technique, or the technical aspect of editing, is the physical joining of two disparate pieces of film.
When joined, those two pieces of film become a sequence that has a particular meaning.

The craft of film editing is the joining of two pieces of film together to yield a meaning that is not
apparent from one or the other shot. The meaning that arises from the two shots might be a continu-
ity of a walk (exit right for shot one and enter left for shot two), or the meaning might be an expla-
nation or an exclamation. The viewer’s interpretation is clarified by the editor practicing her craft.

What about the art? I am indebted to Karel Reisz for his simple but elegant explanation. The art of edit-
ing occurs when the combination of two or more shots takes meaning to the next level —excitement,
insight, shock, or the epiphany of discovery.

Technique, craft, and art are equally useful and appropriate terms whether they are applied to visual
material on film or videotape, or are used to describe a visual or a sound edit or sequence. These
terms are used by different writers to characterize editing. I have tried to be precise and to concen-
trate on the artistic evolution of editing. In the chapters on types of sequences—action, dialog,
comedy, documentary—I am as concerned with the craft as with the art. Further, although the book
concentrates on visual editing, the art of sound editing is highlighted as much as possible.

Because film was for its first 30 years primarily a silent medium, the editing innovations of
D. W. Griffith, Sergei Eisenstein, and V. I. Pudovkin were visual. When sound was added, it was a
technical novelty rather than a creative addition. Not until the work of Basil Wright, Alberto Cav-
alcanti, Rouben Mamoulian, and Orson Welles did sound editing suggest its creative possibilities.
However, the medium continued to be identified with its visual character—films were, after all,
called “motion pictures.” In reality, though, each dimension and each technology added its own
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artistic contribution to the medium. That attitude and its implications are a basic assumption of
this book.

THE ROLE OF EXPERIMENTAL AND DOCUMENTARY FILMS

Although the early innovations in film occurred in mainstream commercial movies, many innova-
tions also took place in experimental and documentary films. The early work of Luis Bunuel, the
middle period of Humphrey Jennings, the cinéma vérité work of Unit B of the National Film Board
of Canada, and the free associations of Clement Perron and Arthur Lipsett (also at the National Film
Board) contributed immeasurably to the art of editing.

These innovations in editing visuals and sound took place more freely in experimental and docu-
mentary filmmaking than in the commercial cinema. Experimental film, for example, was not pro-
duced under the scrutiny of commercial consideration. Documentary film, as long as it loosely
fulfilled a didactic agenda, continued to be funded by governments and corporations.

Because profit played a less central role for the experimental and documentary films, creative inno-
vation was the result. Those innovations were quickly recognized and absorbed by mainstream film-
making. The experimental film and the documentary have played an important role in the story of
the evolution of editing as an art; consequently, they have an important place in this book.

THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY

Film has always been the most technology-intensive of the popular arts. Recording an image and
playing it back requires cameras, lights, projectors, and chemicals to develop the film. Sound record-
ing has always relied on technology. So, too, has editing. Editors needed tape, a splicer, and eventually
a motorized process to view what they had spliced together. Moviolas, Steenbecks, and sophisticated
sound consoles have replaced the more basic equipment, and editroids, when they become more
cost effective, may replace Steenbecks. The list of technological changes is long and, with the high
technology of television and video, it is growing rapidly. Today, motion pictures are often recorded
on film but edited on video. This gives the editor more sophisticated choices.

Whether technological choice makes for a better film or television show is easily answered. The
career of Stanley Kubrick, from Paths of Glory (1957) to Full Metal Jacket (1987), is telling. Kubrick
always took advantage of the existing technology but, beginning with 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968),
he began to challenge convention and to make technology a central subject of each of his films. He
proved that technology and creativity were not mutually exclusive. Technology in and of itself need
not be used creatively, but, in the right hands, it can be. Technology plays a critical role in shaping
film, but it is only a tool in the human hands of the artists who ply their ideas in this medium.

THE ROLE OF THE EDITOR

It is an overstatement for any one person involved in filmmaking to claim that his or her role is
the exclusive source of creativity in the filmmaking process. Filmmaking requires collaboration; it
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requires the skills of an army of people. When filmmaking works best, each contribution adds to the
totality of our experience of the film. The corollary, of course, is that any deficit in performance can
be ruinous to the film. To put the roles into perspective, it's easiest to think of each role as creative
and of particular roles as more decisive—for example, the producer, the writer, the director, the
cinematographer, the actors, and the editor. Sound people, gaffers, art designers, costumers, and
special effects people all contribute, but the front-line roles are so pervasive in their influence that
they are the key roles.

The editor comes into the process once production has begun, making a rough assembly of shots
while the film is in production. In this way, adjustments or additional shots can be undertaken dur-
ing the production phase. If a needed shot must be pursued once the crew has been dispersed and
the set has been dismantled, the cost will be much greater.

The editor’s primary role, however, takes place in the postproduction phase. Once production has
been completed, sound and music are added during this phase, as are special effects. Aside from
shortening the film, the editor must find a rhythm for the film; working closely with the director and
sometimes the producer, the editor presents options, points out areas of confusion, and identifies
redundant scenes. The winnowing process is an intuitive search for clarity and dynamism. The film
must speak to as wide an audience as possible.

The degree of freedom that the editor has depends on the relationship with the director and the
producer. Particular directors are very interested in editing; others are more concerned with perfor-
mance and leave more to the editor. The power relationship between editor and director or editor
and producer is never the same; it always depends on the interests and strengths of each. In general
terms, however, editors defer to directors and producers. The goals of the editor are particular: to
find a narrative continuity for the visuals and the sound of the film, and to distill those visuals and
sound shots that will create the dramatic emphasis so that the film will be effective. By choosing
particular juxtapositions, editors also layer that narrative with metaphor and subtext. They can even
alter the original meaning by changing the juxtapositions of the shots.

An editor is successful when the audience enjoys the story and forgets about the juxtaposition of the
shots. If the audience is aware of the editing, the editor has failed. This characterization should also
describe the director’s criteria for success, but ironically, it does not. Particular styles or genres are asso-
ciated with particular directors. The audience knows an Alfred Hitchcock film or a Steven Spielberg
film or an Ernst Lubitsch film. The result is that the audience expects a sense of the director’s public
persona in the film. When these directors make a film in which the audience is not aware of the direct-
ing, they fail that audience. Individual directors can have a public persona not available to editors.

Having presented the limits of the editor’s role in a production, I would be remiss if I didn't acknowledge
the power of editors in a production and as a profession. The editor shares much with the director in this
respect.

Film and television are the most powerful and influential media of the century. Both have been used
for good and for less-than-good intentions. As a result, the editor is a very powerful person because
of his or her potential influence. Editing choices range from the straightforward presentation of
material to the alteration of the meaning of that material. Editors also have the opportunity to pres-
ent the material in as emotional a manner as possible. Emotion itself shapes meaning even more.
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The danger, then, is to abuse that power. A set of ethical standards or personal morality is the rud-
der for all who work in film and television. The rudder isn't always operable. Editors do not have
public personae that force them to exercise a personal code of ethics in their work. Consequently, a
personal code of ethics becomes even more important. Because ethics played a role in the evolution
of the art of editing and in the theoretical debate about what is art in film, the issue is raised in this
book.

ORGANIZATION OF THIS BOOK

This book is organized along similar lines to the Reisz-Millar book. However, the first section, the
history section, is more detailed not only because the post-1968 period had to be added, but also
because the earlier period can now be dealt with in a more comprehensive way. Research on the early
cinema and on the Russian cinema and translations of related documents allowed a more detailed
treatment than was available to Karel Reisz in 1953. Many scholars have also entered the theoretical
debate on editing as the source of film art. Their debate has enlivened the arguments, pro and con,
and they too contribute to the new context for the historical section of this book.

The third part of the book, on editing for the genre, uses a comparative approach. It examines how
particular types of scenes are cut today relative to how they were cut 60 years ago. Finally, the section
on the principles of editing details specific types of editing options in picture and sound.

A WORD ABOUT VIDEO

Much that has evolved in editing is applicable to both film and video. A cut from long shot to
close-up has a similar impact in both media. What differs is the technology employed to make the
physical cut. Steenbecks and tape splicers are different from the offline video players and monitors
deployed in an electronic edit. Because the aesthetic choices and impacts are similar, I assume that
those choices transcend differing technologies. What can be said in this context about film can also
be said about video. With the proviso that the technologies differ, I assume that what can be said
about the craft and art of film editing can also be said about video editing.

A WORD ABOUT FILM EXAMPLES

When Reisz’s book was published, it was difficult to view the films he used as examples.

Consequently, a considerable number of shot sequences from the films he discussed were included
in the book.

The most significant technological change affecting this book is the advent of the VCR and the grow-
ing availability of films on videotape, videodisc, DVD, and Blu-ray. Because the number of films
available on video is great, I have tried to select examples from these films. The reader may want to
refer to the stills reproduced in this book but can also view the sequence being described. Indeed,
the opportunity for detailed study of sequences on video makes the learning opportunities greater
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than ever. The availability of video material has influenced both my film choices and the degree of
detail used in various chapters.

Readers should not ignore the growing use of Blu-ray and DVDs. This technology is now accessible
for most homes, and more and more educational institutions are realizing the benefit of this tech-
nology. Most videodisc and DVD players come with a remote that can allow you to slow-forward a
film so that you can view sequences in a more detailed manner. The classics of international cinema
and a growing number of more recent films on videodisc can give the viewer a clearer picture and
better sound than ever before technologically possible.

This book was written for individuals who want to understand film and television and who want
to make film and television programs. It will provide you with a context for your work. Whether
you are a student or a professional, this book will help you move forward in a more informed way
toward your goal. If this book is meaningful to even a percentage of the readers of the Reisz—Millar
book, it will have achieved its goal.
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CHAPTER1

The Silent Period

Film dates from 1895. When the first motion pictures were created, editing did not exist.
The novelty of seeing a moving image was such that not even a screen story was necessary.
The earliest films were less than a minute in length. They could be as simple as La Sortie
de I'Usine Lumiere (Workers Leaving the Lumiere Factory) (1895) or L'Arrivée d'un Train en
Gare (The Arrival of a Train at the Station) (1895). One of the more popular films in New
York was The Kiss (1896). Its success encouraged more films in a similar vein: A Boxing
Bout (1896) and Serpentine Dance (1896). Although George Mélies began producing more
exotic “created” stories in France, such as Cinderella (1899) and A Trip to the Moon (1902),
all of the early films shared certain characteristics.

Editing was nonexistent or, at best, minimal, in the case of Méliés. What is remarkable
about this period is that in 30 short years, the principles of classic editing were developed.
In the early years, however, continuity, screen direction, and dramatic emphasis through
editing were not even goals. Cameras were placed without thought to compositional or
emotional considerations. Lighting was notional (no dramatic intention meant), even for
interior scenes. William Dickson used a Black Maria.! Light, camera placement, and cam-
era movement were not variables in the filmic equation.

In the earliest Auguste and Louis Lumiére and Thomas Edison films, the camera recorded
an event, an act, or an incident. Many of these early films were a single shot.

Although Mélies’s films grew to a length of 14 minutes, they remained a series of single
shots: tableaus that recorded a performed scene. All of the shots were strung together. The
camera was stationary and distant from the action. The physical lengths of the shots were
not varied for impact. Performance, not pace, was the prevailing intention. The films were
edited to the extent that they consisted of more than one shot, but A Trip to the Moon is no
more than a series of amusing shots, each a scene unto itself. The shots tell a story, but not
in the manner to which we are accustomed. It was not until the work of Edwin S. Porter
that editing became more purposeful.

EDWIN S. PORTER: FILM CONTINUITY BEGINS

The pivotal year in Porter’s work was 1903. In that year, he began to use a visual continuity
that made his films more dynamic. Mélies had used theatrical devices and a playful sense
of the fantastic to make his films seem more dynamic. Porter, impressed by the length
and quality of Mélies’s work, discovered that the organization of shots in his films could
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make his screen stories seem more dynamic. He also discovered that the shot was the
basic building block of the film. As Karel Reisz suggests, “Porter had demonstrated that
the single shot, recording an incomplete piece of action, is the unit of which films must
be constructed and thereby established the basic principle of editing.”?

Porter’s The Life of an American Fireman (1903) is made up of 20 shots. The story is simple.
Firemen rescue a mother and child from a burning building. Using newsreel footage of
a real fire, together with performed interiors, Porter presents the six-minute story from
the view of the victims and their rescuers.

In six minutes, he shows how the mother and child are saved. Although there is some
contention about the original film, a version that circulated for 40 years presents the
rescue in the following way. The mother and daughter are trapped inside the burning
building. Outside, the firemen race to the rescue. In the version that circulated from
1944 to 1985, the interior scenes were intercut with the newsreel exteriors. This shot-
by-shot alternating of interior and exterior made the story of the rescue seem dynamic.

The heightened tension from the intercutting was complemented by the inclusion of a
close-up of a hand pulling the lever of a fire alarm box. The inclusion of the newsreel
footage lent a sense of authenticity to the film. It also suggested that two shots filmed
in different locations, with vastly different original objectives, could, when joined
together, mean something greater than the sum of the two parts. The juxtaposition
could create a new reality greater than that of each individual shot.

Porter did not pay attention to the physical length of the shots, and all of the shots,
excluding that of the hand, are long shots. The camera was placed to record the shot
rather than to editorialize on the narrative of the shot. Porter presented an even more
sophisticated narrative in late 1903 with The Great Train Robbery. The film, 12 minutes
in length, tells the story of a train robbery and the consequent fate of the robbers. In 14
shots, the film includes interiors of the robbery and exteriors of the attempted getaway
and chase. The film ends very dramatically with an outlaw in subjective midshot fir-
ing his gun directly toward the audience. There is no match-cutting between shots,
but there are location changes and time changes. How were those time and location
changes managed, given that the film relies on straight cuts rather than dissolves and
fades, which were developed later?

Every shot presents a scene: the robbery, the getaway, the pursuit, the capture. No single
shot in itself records an action from beginning to end. The audience enters or exits a shot
midway. Here lies the explanation for the time and location changes. For narrative pur-
poses, it is not necessary to see the shot in its entirety to understand the purpose of the
shot. Entering a shot in midstream suggests that time has passed. Exiting the shot before
the action is complete and viewing an entirely new shot suggest a change in location.

Time and place shifts thus occur, and the narrative remains clear. The overall meaning
of the story comes from the collectivity of the shots, with the shifts in time or place
implied by the juxtaposition of two shots. Although The Great Train Robbery is not
paced for dramatic impact, a dynamic narrative is clearly presented. Porter’s contribu-
tion to editing was the arrangement of shots to present a narrative continuity.
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D. W. GRIFFITH: DRAMATIC CONSTRUCTION

D. W. Griffith is the acknowledged father of film editing in its modern sense. His influence
on the Hollywood mainstream film and on the Russian revolutionary film was immediate.
His contributions cover the full range of dramatic construction: the variation of shots for
impact, including the extreme long shot, the close-up, the cutaway, and the tracking shot;
parallel editing; and variations in pace. All of these are ascribed to Griffith. Porter might
have clarified film narrative in his work, but Griffith learned how to make the juxtaposi-
tion of shots have a far greater dramatic impact than his predecessor.

Beginning in 1908, Griffith directed hundreds of one and two-reelers (10- to 20-minute
films). For a man who was an unemployed playwright and performer, Griffith was slow
to admit more than a temporary association with the new medium. Once he saw its
potential, however, he shed his embarrassment, began to use his own name (initially, he
directed as “Lawrence Griffith”), and zealously engaged in film production with a sense
of experimentation that was more a reflection of his self-confidence than of the poten-
tial he saw in the medium. In the melodramatic plot (the rescue of children or women
from evil perpetrators), Griffith found a narrative with strong visual potential on which
to experiment. Although at best naive in his choice of subject matter,” Griffith was a man
of his time, a nineteenth-century southern gentleman with romanticized attitudes about
societies and their peoples. To appreciate Griffith’s contribution to film, one must set
aside content considerations and look to those visual innovations that have made his
contribution a lasting one.

Beginning with his attempt to move the camera closer to the action in 1908, Griffith con-
tinually experimented with the fragmentation of scenes. In The Greaser’s Gauntlet (1908),
he cut from a long shot of a hanging tree (a woman has just saved a man from being
lynched) to a full body shot of the man thanking the woman. Through the match-cutting
of the two shots, the audience enters the scene at an instant of heightened emotion. Not
only do we feel what he must feel, but the whole tenor of the scene is more dynamic
because of the cut, and the audience is closer to the action taking place on the screen.

Griffith continued his experiments to enhance his audience’s emotional involvement
with his films. In After Many Years (1908), Griffith moved the camera even closer to the
action. A wife awaits the return of her husband. The film cuts to a close-up of her face as
she broods about his return. The apocryphal stories about Biograph executives panicking
that audiences would interpret the close-up as decapitation have displaced the histori-
cal importance of this shot. Griffith demonstrated that a scene could be fragmented into
long shots, medium shots, and close shots to allow the audience to move gradually into
the emotional heart of the scene. This dramatic orchestration has become the standard
editing procedure for scenes. In 1908, the effect was shocking and effective. As with all of
Griffith’s innovations, the close-up was immediately adopted for use by other filmmakers,
thus indicating its acceptance by other creators and by audiences.

In the same film, Griffith cut away from a shot of the wife to a shot of her husband far
away. Her thoughts then become visually manifest, and Griffith proceeds to a series of
intercut shots of wife and husband. The cutaway introduces a new dramatic element into
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the scene: the husband. This early example of parallel action also suggests Griffith's experi-
mentation with the ordering of shots for dramatic purposes.

In 1909, Griffith carried this idea of parallel action further in The Lonely Villa, a rescue
story. Griffith intercuts between a helpless family and the burglars who have invaded their
home and the husband who is hurrying home to rescue his family. In this film, Griffith
constructed the scenes using shorter and shorter shots to heighten the dramatic impact.
The resulting suspense is powerful, and the rescue is cathartic in a dramatically effective
way. Intercutting in this way also solved the problem of time. Complete actions needn’t
be shown to achieve realism. Because of the intercutting, scenes could be fragmented, and
only those parts of scenes that were most effective needed to be shown. Dramatic time
thus began to replace real time as a criterion for editing decisions.

Other innovations followed. In Ramona (1910), Griffith used an extreme long shot to high-
light the epic quality of the land and to show how it provided a heightened dimension
to the struggle of the movie’s inhabitants. In The Lonedale Operator (1911), he mounted
the camera on a moving train. The consequent excitement of these images intercut with
images of the captive awaiting rescue by the railroad men again raised the dramatic inten-
sity of the sequence. Finally, Griffith began to experiment with film length. Although
famous for his one-reelers, he was increasingly looking for more elaborate narratives.
Beginning in late 1911, he began to experiment with two-reelers (20 to 32 minutes), mak-
ing Enoch Arden in that format. After producing three two-reelers in 1912—and spurred on
by foreign epics such as the 53-minute La Reine Elizabeth (Queen Elizabeth) (1912) from
France and Quo Vadis (1913) from Italy—Griffith set out to produce his long film Judith
of Bethulia (1914). With its complex biblical story and its mix of epic baffles and personal
drama, Griffith achieved a level of editing sophistication never before seen on screen.

Griffith’s greatest contributions followed. The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Intolerance
(1916) are both epic productions: each screen story lasts more than two hours. Not only
was Griffith moving rapidly beyond his two-reelers, but he was also now making films
more than twice the length of Judith of Bethulia. The achievements of these two films are
well documented, but it is worth reiterating some of the qualities that make the films
memorable in the history of editing.

Not only was The Birth of a Nation an epic story of the Civil War, but it also attempted in
two and a half hours to tell in melodramatic form the stories of two families: one from
the South, and the other from the North. Their fate is the fate of the nation. Historical
events such as the assassination of Lincoln are intertwined with the personal stories, cul-
minating in the infamous ride of the Klan to rescue the young southern woman from the
freed slaves. Originally conceived of as a 12-reel film with 1544 separate shots, The Birth
of a Nation was a monumental undertaking. In terms of both narrative and emotional
quality, the film is astonishing in its complexity and range. Only its racism dates the film.
The Birth of a Nation displays all of the editing devices Griffith had developed in his short
films. Much has been written about his set sequences, particularly about the assassination
of Lincoln® and the ride of the Klan. Also notable are the battle scenes and the personal
scenes. The Cameron and Stoneman family scenes early in the film are warm and personal
in contrast to the formal epic quality of the battle scenes. These disparate elements relate
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to one another in a narrative sense as a result of Griffith’s editing. In the personal scenes,
for example, the film cuts away to two cats fighting—one is dark and the other is light gray.
Their fight foreshadows the larger battles that loom between the Yankees (the Blues) and
the Confederates (the Grays). The shot is simple, but it is this type of detail that relates
one sequence to another.

In Intolerance, Griffith posed for himself an even greater narrative challenge. In the film,
four stories of intolerance are interwoven to present a historical perspective. Belshazzar’s
Babylon, Christ’s Jerusalem, Huguenot France, and modern America are the settings for
the four tales. Transition between the time periods is provided by a woman, Lillian Gish,
who rocks a cradle. The transition implies the passage of time and its constancy. The
cradle implies birth and the growth of a person. Cutting back to the cradle reminds us
that all four stories are part of the generational history of our species. Time and character
transactions abound. Each story has its own dramatic structure leading to the moment of
crisis when human behavior will be tested, challenged, and questioned. All of Griffith’s
tools—the close-ups, the extreme long shots, the moving camera—are used together
with pacing.

The film is remarkably ambitious and, for the most part, effective. More complex, more
conceptual, and more speculative than his former work, Intolerance was not as successful
with audiences. However, it provides a mature insight into the strengths and limitations of
editing. The effectiveness of all four stories is undermined in the juxtaposition. The Baby-
lonian story and the modern American story are more fully developed than the others and
seem to overwhelm them, particularly the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in Huguenot
France. At times the audience is confused by so many stories and so many characters serv-
ing a metaphorical theme. The film, nevertheless, remains Griffith’s greatest achievement
in the eyes of many film historians. Because The Birth of a Nation and Intolerance are so
often subjects of analysis in film literature, rather than refer to the excellent work of others,
the balance of this section focuses on another of Griffith’s works, Broken Blossoms (1919).

Broken Blossoms is a simple love story set in London. A gentle Chinese man falls in love
with a young Caucasian woman. The woman, portrayed by Lillian Gish, is victimized by
her brutal father (Donald Crisp), who is aptly named Battler. When he learns that his
daughter is seeing an Oriental (Richard Barthelness), his anger explodes, and he kills her.
The suitor shoots Battler and then commits suicide. This tragedy of idealized love and
familial brutality captures Griffith's bittersweet view of modern life. There is no place for
gentleness and purity of spirit, mind, and body in an aggressive, cruel world.

The two cultures—China and Great Britain—meet on the London waterfront and in the
opium dens (Figures 1.1 and 1.2). On the waterfront, the suitor has set up his shop,
and here he brings the young woman (Figures 1.3 and 1.4). Meanwhile, Battler fights
in the ring (Figure 1.5). Griffith intercuts the idyllic scene of the suitor attending to the
young woman (Figure 1.6) with Battler beating his opponent. The parallel action juxta-
poses Griffith’s view of two cultures: gentleness and brutality. When Battler finishes off his
opponent, he rushes to the suitor’s shop. He is led there by a spy who has informed him
about the whereabouts of the young woman. Battler destroys the bedroom, dragging the
daughter away. The suitor is not present.
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FIGURE 1.1 FIGURE 1.2
Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest. Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.3 FIGURE 1.4
Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest. Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.5 FIGURE 1.6
Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest. Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest.
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FIGURE 1.7 FIGURE 1.8
Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest. Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest.

At home, Battler menaces his daughter,
who hides in a closet. Battler takes an
ax to the door. Here, Griffith intercuts
between three locations: the closet (where
the fearful, trapped young woman is hid-
ing), the living room (where the belliger-
ent Battler is attacking his daughter), and
the suitor’'s bedroom (where he has found
the room destroyed). The suitor grabs a
gun and leaves to try to rescue the young
woman. Finally, Battler breaks through
the door. The woman's fear is unbear-
able. Griffith cuts to two subjective close-
ups: one of the young woman, and one of
Battler (Figures 1.7 and 1.8). Battler pulls
his daughter through the shattered door
(Figure 1.9). The scene is terrifying in
its intensity and in its inevitability. Bat-
tler beats his daughter to death. When the
FIGURE 1.9 suitor arrives, he finds the young woman
Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest. dead and confronts Battler (Figure 1.10),

killing him. The story now rapidly reaches
its denouement: the suicide of the suitor. He drapes the body of the young woman in silk
and then peacefully accepts death.
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FIGURE 1.10
Broken Blossoms, 1919. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.11
Dos Cabinet des Dr. Caligari, 1920. Still provided by Photofest.

Horror and beauty in Broken Blossoms are
transmitted carefully to articulate every
emotion. All of Griffith’s editing skills
came into play. He used close-ups, cut-
aways, and subjective camera placement
to articulate specific emotions and to
move us through a personal story with
a depth of feeling rare in film. This was
Griffith’s gift, and through his work,
editing and dramatic film construction
became one.

International Perspectives
There is little question that D. W. Griffith
was the first great international film-
maker and that the drop in European
production during World War I helped
American production assume a far greater
international position than it might have
otherwise. It should not be surprising,
then, that in 1918 Griffith and his edit-
ing innovations were the prime influence
on filmmakers around the world. In the
Soviet Union, Griffith’s Intolerance was
the subject of intense study for its techni-
cal achievements as well as for its ideas
about society. In the 10 years that fol-
lowed its release, Sergei Eisenstein wrote
about Griffith,” V. 1. Pudovkin studied
Griffith and tried to perfect the theory
and practice of communicating ideas
through film narrative, and Dziga Vertov
reacted against the type of cinema Griffith
exemplified.

In France and Germany, filmmakers

seemed to be as influenced by the other arts as they were by the work of other filmmak-
ers. The influence of Max Reinhardt’s theatrical experiments in staging and expressionist
painting are evidenced in Robert Wiene's The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920) (Figure 1.11).
Sigmund Freud’s ideas about psychoanalysis join together with Griffith’s ideas about the
power of camera movement in FE. W. Murnau'’s The Last Laugh (1924). Griffith’s ideas about
camera placement, moving the camera closer to the action, are supplemented by ideas of
distortion and subjectivity in E. A. Dupont’s Variety (1925). In France, Carl Dreyer worked
almost exclusively with Griffith’s ideas about close-ups in The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928),
and produced one of the most intense films ever made. Griffith accomplished a great deal.
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However, it was others in this silent period who refined and built upon his ideas about
film editing.

VSEVOLOD I. PUDOVKIN: CONSTRUCTIVE EDITING AND
HEIGHTENED REALISM

Although all of the Soviet filmmakers were deeply influenced by Griffith, they were also
concerned about the role of their films in the revolutionary struggle. Lenin himself had
endorsed the importance of film in supporting the revolution. The young Soviet filmmak-
ers were zealots for that revolution. Idealistic, energetic, and committed, they struggled for
filmic solutions to political problems.

Perhaps none of the Soviet filmmakers was as critical of Griffith as V. I. Pudovkin.® As Reisz
suggests, “Where Griffith was content to tell his stories by means of the kind of editing
construction we have already seen in the excerpt from The Birth of a Nation, the young Rus-
sian directors felt that they could take the film director’s control over his material a stage
further. They planned, by means of new editing methods, not only to tell stories but to
interpret and draw intellectual conclusions from them.”®

Pudovkin attempted to develop a theory of editing that would allow filmmakers to pro-
ceed beyond the intuitive classic editing of Griffith to a more formalized process that
could yield greater success in translating ideas into narratives. That theory was based on
Griffith’s perception that the fragmentation of a scene into shots could create a power far
beyond the character of a scene filmed without this type of construction. Pudovkin took
this idea one step further. As he states in his book:

The film director [as compared to the theater director], on the other hand, has as his
material, the finished, recorded celluloid. This material from which his final work is
composed consists not of living men or real landscapes, not of real, actual stage-sets,
but only of their images, recorded on separate strips that can be shortened, altered, and
assembled according to his will. The elements of reality are fixed on these pieces; by
combining them in his selected sequence, shortening and lengthening them according
to his desire, the director builds up his own “filmic” time and “filmic” space. He does
not adapt reality, but uses it for the creation of a new reality, and the most characteris-
tic and important aspect of this process is that, in it, laws of space and time invariable
and inescapable in work with actuality become tractable and obedient. The film as-
sembles from them a new reality proper only to itself.'®

Pudovkin thereby takes the position that the shot is the building block of film and that
is the raw material of which the ordering can generate any desired result. Just as the poet
uses words to create a new perception of reality, the film director uses shots as his raw
material.

Pudovkin experimented considerably with this premise. His early work with Lev Kule-
shov suggested that the same shot juxtaposed with different following shots could yield
widely different results with an audience. In their famous experiment with the actor Ivan
Mosjukhin, they used the same shot of the actor juxtaposed with three different follow-up
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shots: a plate of soup standing on a table, a shot of a coffin containing a dead woman,
and a little girl playing with a toy. Audience responses to the three sequences suggested a
hungry person, a sad husband, and a joyful adult, yet the first shot was always the same.

Encouraged by this type of experiment, Pudovkin went further. In his film version of
Mother (1926), he wanted to suggest the joy of a prisoner about to be set free. These are
Pudovkin’s comments about the construction of the scene:

I tried to affect the spectators, not by the psychological performances of an actor, but by
the plastic synthesis through editing. The son sits in prison. Suddenly, passed in to him
surreptitiously, he receives a note that the next day he is to be set free. The problem
was the expression, filmically, of his joy. The photographing of a face lighting up with
joy would have been flat and void of effect. I show, therefore, the nervous play of his
hands and a big close-up of the lower half of his face, the corners of the smile. These
shots I cut in with other and varied material-—shots of a brook, swollen with the rapid
flow of spring, of the play of sunlight broken on the water, birds splashing in the village
pond, and finally a laughing child. By the junction of these components our expression
of “prisoner’s joy” takes shape.!?

In this story of a mother who is politicized by the persecution of her son for his political
beliefs, a personal approach is intermingled with a political story. In this sense, Pudovkin
was similar in his narrative strategy to Griffith, but in purpose he was more political than
Griffith. He also experimented freely with scene construction to convey his political ideas.
When workers strike, their fate is clear (Figure 1.12); when fathers and sons take differing
sides in a political battle, the family (in this case, the mother) will suffer (Figure 1.13);
and family tragedy is the sacrifice necessary if political change is to occur (Figure 1.14).

Pudovkin firstinvolves us in the personal story and the narrative, and then he communicates
the political message. Although criticized for adopting bourgeois narrative techniques,
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FIGURE 1.12 FIGURE 1.13
Mother, 1926. Still provided by Photofest. Mother, 1926. Still provided by Photofest.
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Pudovkin carried those techniques further
than Griffith, but not as far as his contempo-
rary Sergei Eisenstein.

SERGEI EISENSTEIN: THE
THEORY OF MONTAGE

Eisenstein was the second of the key Russian
filmmakers. As a director, he was perhaps the
greatest. He also wrote extensively about film
ideas and eventually taught a generation of
Russian directors. In the early 1920s, how-
ever, he was a young, committed filmmaker.

FIGURE 1.14
Mother, 1926. Still provided by Photofest.

With a background in theatre and design,
Eisenstein attempted to translate the lessons of Griffith and the lessons of Karl Marx into a
singular audience experience. Beginning with Strike (1925), Eisenstein attempted to theorize
about film editing as a clash of images and ideas. The principle of the dialectic was particu-
larly suitable for subjects related to prerevolutionary and revolutionary issues and events.
Strikes, the 1905 revolution, and the 1917 revolution were Eisenstein’s earliest subjects.

Eisenstein achieved so much in the field of editing that it would be most useful to present
his theory first and then look at how he put theory into practice. His theory of editing has
five components: metric montage, rhythmic montage, tonal montage, overtonal montage,
and intellectual montage. The clearest exposition of his theory has been presented by
Andrew Tudor in his book Theories on Film.'?

Metric Montage

Metric montage refers to the length of the shots relative to one another. Regardless of their
content, shortening the shots abbreviates the time the audience has to absorb the infor-
mation in each shot. This increases the tension resulting from the scene. The use of close-
ups with shorter shots creates a more intense sequence (Figures 1.15 and 1.16).

Rhythmic Montage

Rhythmic montage refers to continuity arising from the visual pattern within the shots. Con-
tinuity based on matching action and screen direction are examples of rhythmic montage.
This type of montage has considerable potential for portraying conflict because oppos-
ing forces can be presented in terms of opposing screen directions as well as parts of the
frame. For example, in the Odessa Steps sequence of Battleship Potemkin (1925), soldiers
march down the steps from one quadrant of the frame, followed by people attempting to
escape from the opposite side of the frame (Figures 1.17 to 1.21).

Tonal Montage

Tonal montage refers to editing decisions made to establish the emotional character of a
scene, which may change in the course of the scene. Tone or mood is used as a guideline
for interpreting tonal montage, and although the theory begins to sound intellectual, it is
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FIGURE 1.15 FIGURE 1.16

Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still
Company. Still provided by Photofest. provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.17 FIGURE 1.18
Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still
Still provided by Photofest. provided by Photofest.

no different from Ingmar Bergman'’s suggestion that editing is akin to music, the playing
of the emotions of the different scenes.'* Emotions change, and so too can the tone of
the scene. In the Odessa Steps sequence, the death of the young mother on the steps and
the following baby carriage sequence highlight the depth of the tragedy of the massacre
(Figures 1.22 to 1.27).

Overtonal Montage

Overtonal montage is the interplay of metric, rhythmic, and tonal montages. That interplay
mixes pace, ideas, and emotions to induce the desired effect from the audience. In the
Odessa Steps sequence, the outcome of the massacre should be the outrage of the audience.
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FIGURE 1.19 FIGURE 1.20
Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still  Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company.
provided by Photofest. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.21 FIGURE 1.22
Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still  Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company.
provided by Photofest. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.23 FIGURE 1.24

Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company.
Company. Still provided by Photofest. Still provided by Photofest.
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FIGURE 1.25 FIGURE 1.26
Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company.  Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company.
Still provided by Photofest. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.27 FIGURE 1.28
Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company.  Battleship Potemkin, 1925. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still
Still provided by Photofest. provided by Photofest.

Shots that emphasize the abuse of the army’s overwhelming power and the exploitation
of the citizens’ powerlessness punctuate the message (Figure 1.28).

Intellectual Montage

Intellectual montage refers to the introduction of ideas into a highly charged and emo-
tionalized sequence. An example of intellectual montage is a sequence in October (1928).
George Kerensky, the Menshevik leader of the first Russian Revolution, climbs the steps
just as quickly as he ascended to power after the czar’s fall. Intercut with his ascent are
shots of a mechanical peacock preening itself. Eisenstein is making a point about Keren-
sky as politician. This is one of many examples in October (1928).

Eisenstein: Theoretician and Aesthete
Eisenstein was a cerebral filmmaker, an intellectual with a great respect for ideas. Many of
his later critics in the Soviet Union believed that he was too academic and his respect for
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ideas would supersede his respect for Soviet realism, that his politics were too aesthetic,
and that his aesthetics were too individualistic.

It is difficult for modern viewers to see Eisenstein as anything but a committed Marxist.
His films are almost as naive as those of Griffith in their simple devotion to their own
view of life. In the 1920s, regardless of whether he was aware of it, Eisenstein discovered
the visceral power of editing and of visual composition, and he was a master of both. He
was dangerous in the same sense that every artist is dangerous: He was his own person,
a unique individual. Today, Eisenstein is greatly appreciated as a theoretician, but, like
Griffith, he was also a great director. That is the extent of his crime.

DZIGA VERTOV: THE EXPERIMENT OF REALISM

If Eisenstein illustrated an editing theory devoted to reshaping reality to incite the popula-
tion to support the revolution, Dziga Vertov was as vehement that only the documented
truth could be honest enough to bring about true revolution.

Vertov described his goals in the film Man with a Movie Camera (1929) as follows: “The
Man with a Movie Camera constitutes an experiment in the cinematic transmission of
visual phenomena without the aid of intertitles (a film with no intertitles), script (a film
with no script), theater (a film with neither actors nor sets). Kino-Eye’s new experimental
work aims to create a truly international film—language, absolute writing in film, and the
complete separation of cinema from theater and literature.”*”

Pudovkin remained interested in bourgeois cinema, and Eisenstein was too much the intel-
lectual. Neither was sufficiently radical for Vertov, whose devotion to the truth is exempli-
fied by his documentary Man with a Movie Camera. Because the film was the story of one
day in the life of a film cameraman, Vertov repeatedly reminds the viewer of the artificial-
ity and nonrealism of cinema. Consequently, nonrealism, manipulation, and all of the
technical elements of film become part of this self-reflexive (looking on the director’s own
intentions and using film to explore those
intentions and make them overt) film. Spe-
cial effects and fantasy were part of those
technical elements (Figures 1.29 to 1.32).

Although on paper Vertov seems doc-
trinaire and dry, on film he is quite the
opposite. He edits in a playful spirit that
suggests filmmaking is pleasurable as
well as manipulative. This sense of fun
is freer than the work of Pudovkin or
Eisenstein. In attitude, Vertov's work is
more experimental and freeform than the
work of his contemporaries. This sense
of freedom and free association becomes
particularly important in the work of Alex-
FIGURE 1.29 ander Dovzhenko in the Ukraine and Luis
Man with a Movie Camera, 1929. Still provided by Photofest. Bunuel in France.
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FIGURE 1.30
Man with a Movie Camera, 1929. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.31 FIGURE 1.32
Man with a Movie Camera, 1929. Still provided by Photofest. ~ Man with a Movie Camera, 1929. Still provided by Photofest.

In terms of editing, Vertov is more closely aligned with the history of the experimental film
than with the history of the documentary. In terms of his ideas, however, he is a forerun-
ner of the cinéma véité movement in documentary film, a movement that awaited the technical
achievements of World War II to facilitate its development.

ALEXANDER DOVZHENKO: EDITING BY VISUAL ASSOCIATION

In his concept of intellectual montage, Eisenstein was free to associate any two images to
communicate an idea about a person, a class, or a historical event. This freedom was simi-
lar to Vertov's freedom to be playful about the clash of reality and illusion, as illustrated by
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the duality of the filmmaking process in Man with a Movie Camera. Alexander Dovzhenko,
a Ukranian filmmaker, viewed as his goal neither straight narrative nor documentary. His
film Earth (1930) is best characterized as a visual poem. Although it has as its background
the class struggle between the well-to-do peasants (in the era of private farms) and the
poorer farmers, Earth is really about the continuity of life and death. The story is unclear
because of its visual indirectness, and it leads us away from the literal meaning of the
images to a quite different interpretation.

The opening is revealing. It begins with a series of still images—tranquil, beautiful com-
positions of rural life: a young woman and a wild flower, a farmer and his ox, an old man
in an apple orchard, a young woman cutting wheat, a young man filled with the joy of
life. All of these images are presented independently, and there is no apparent continuity
(Figures 1.33 to 1.37). Gradually, however, this visual association forms a pattern of pas-
toral strength and tranquility. The narrative finally begins to suggest a family in which the
grandfather is preparing to die, but dying surrounded by apples is not quite naturalistic.

FIGURE 1.33 FIGURE 1.34
Earth, 1930. Still provided by Photofest. Earth, 1930. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.35 FIGURE 1.36
Earth, 1930. Still provided by Photofest. Earth, 1930. Still provided by Photofest.



m CHAPTER 1: The Silent Period

The cutting is not direct about the narrative
intention, which is to illustrate the death of the
grandfather while suggesting this event is the
natural order of things—that is, life goes on.
The presence of the apples surrounding him
in the images takes away from the sense of loss
and introduces a poetic notion about death. The
poetic sense is life goes on in spite of death. The
old man returns to the earth willingly, knowing
that he is part of the earth and it is part of him.

FIGURE 1.37 The editing is dictated by visual association
Earth, 1930. Still provided by Photofest. rather than by classic continuity. Just as the

words of a poem don't form logical sentences,
the visual pattern in Earth doesn’t conform to a direct narrative logic. Initially, the absence
of continuity is confusing, but the pattern gradually emerges, and a different editing pat-
tern replaces the classic approach. It is effective in its own way, but Dovzhenko’s work is
quite different from the innovations of Griffith. It does, however, offer a vastly different
option to filmmakers, an option taken up by Luis Bunuel.

LUIS BUNUEL: VISUAL DISCONTINUITY

Surrealism, expressionism, and psychoanalysis were intellectual currents that affected all
of the arts in the 1920s. In Germany, expressionism was the most influential, but among
the artistic community in Paris, surrealism had an even greater influence. Salvador Dali
and Luis Bunuel, Spanish artists, were particularly attracted to the possibility of making
surrealist film. Like Vertov in the Soviet Union, Buniuel and Dali reacted first against clas-
sic film narrative, the type of storytelling and editing represented by Griffith. Like Eisen-
stein, Bunuel particularly viewed the use of dialectic editing and counterpoint, setting one
image off in reaction to another, as a strong operating principle.

{ \]

I

The filmic outcome was Un Chien d’Andalou
(An Andalusian Dog) (1929). Bunuel par-
ticularly was interested in making a film that
destroyed meaning, interspersed with the
occasional shock. Suddenly, a woman’s eye is
being slashed, two donkeys are draped across
two pianos, a hand exudes ants or caresses a
shoulder (Figures 1.38 to 1.41).

The fact that the film has become as famous as
it has is a result of what the film represents: a
satirical set of shocks intended to speak to the

.= audience’s unconscious. Whether the images
FIGURE 1.38 are dreamlike and surreal or satiric remains
Un Chien d’Andalou, 1929. Still provided by Photofest. open to debate. The importance of the film is

-
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FIGURE 1.39 FIGURE 1.40
Un Chien d’Andalou, 1929. Still provided by Photofest. Un Chien d’Andalou, 1929. Still provided by Photofest.

that it represents the height of asynchro-
nism: It is based on visual disassociation
rather than on the classical rules of con-
tinuity. Consequently, the film broadens
the filmmaker’s options: to make sense,
to move, to disturb, to rob of meaning, to
undermine the security of knowing.

To frame Buiuel’s contribution to film
editing in another way, consider classic
narrative storytelling as a linear progres-
sion. The plot begins with the character’s
achievement or final failure of achieving
that goal. The plot follows the progress of
FIGURE 1.41 the character in a linear fashion.

Un Chien d’Andalou, 1929. Still provided by Photofest.

Bunuel, in undermining narrative expec-
tations, creates in essence a nonlinear
plot. A character may be replaced by a new character or by a new goal for the old character.
This nonlinearity can be frustrating for the viewer. But it also can open up the story to a
new series of story options and consequent experiences for the audience.

In this sense, Bunuel creates at least philosophically a nonlinear experience for his audi-
ence. And he uses editing to do so. Buiiuel and Dali followed up Un Chien d’Andalou with
a film that is a surreal narrative, LAge d’Or (The Golden Age) (1930). In this film, a couple
is overwhelmed by their passion for one another, but society, family, and church stand
against them and prevent them from being together. This is a film about great passion and
great resistance to that passion. Again, the satiric, exaggerated imagery of surrealism inter-
poses a nonrealistic commentary on the behavior of all. Passion, anger, and resistance can
lead only to death. The film's images portray each state (Figures 1.42 to 1.46).
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FIGURE 1.42 FIGURE 1.43
L’Age d’Or, 1930. Still provided by Photofest. L’Age d’Or, 1930. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.44 FIGURE 1.45
L’Age d’Or, 1930. Still provided by Photofest. L’Age d’Or, 1930. Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 1.46
L’Age d’Or, 1930. Still provided by Photofest.
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CONCLUSION

The silent period, 1885-1930, was an age of great creation and experimentation. It was the
period when editing, unfettered by sound, came to maturity and provided a full range of
options for the filmmaker. They included considerations of visual continuity, the decon-
struction of scenes into shots, the development of parallel editing, the replacement of real
time by a dramatic sense of time, poetic editing styles, the assertive editing theories of
Eisenstein, and the asynchronous editing styles of Vertov and Bunuel. All of these became
part of the editing repertoire.

One of the best examples of a filmmaker who combined the style of Griffith with the
innovations of the Soviets was King Vidor. In his silent work, The Big Parade (1925) and
The Crowd (1928), and then in his early sound work, Billy the Kid (1930) and Our Daily
Bread (1934), he presented sequences that were narrative-driven, like Griffith’s work, and
idea- or concept-driven, like Eisenstein’s. Both Griffith and Eisenstein were influential on
the mainstream cinema, and their influence extended far beyond the silent period.
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CHAPTER 2

The Early Sound Film

A great many innovations in picture editing were compromised with the coming of sound.
The early sound films have often been called filmed plays or radio plays with pictures as a
result of the technological characteristics of early sound. In this period, however, there was
an attempt to come to grips with the theoretical meaning of sound as well as an attempt
to find creative solutions to overcome its technological limitations and to return to a more
dynamic style of editing. It is to these early experiments in sound and picture editing that
we now turn our attention.

TECHNOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS

Although experiments in sound technology had been conducted since 1895, it was pri-
marily in radio and telephone transmission technology that advances were made. By
1927, when Warner Brothers produced the first sound (voice) feature film, The Jazz Singer
with Al Jolson, at least two studios were committed to producing sound films. The Warner
Brothers system, Vitaphone, was a sound-on-disk system. The Fox Corporation invested
in a sound-on-film system, Movietone. Photophone, an optical system produced by RCA,
eventually became the industry standard. In 1927, though, Photophone had not yet been
tested in an actual production, whereas Warner Brothers had used Vitaphone in The Jazz
Singer and Fox had produced the popular Movietone news.

To use sound on film, several technological barriers had to be overcome. The prob-
lems revolved around the recording system, the microphone quality and characteris-
tics, the synchronization of camera and sound disk playback, and the issue of sound
amplification.

In the production process, the microphones used to record sound had to be sufficiently
directional so that the desired voices and music were not drowned out by ambient noise.

A synchronization process was also needed. The camera recording the image and the disk
recording the voice or music had to be in continuous synchronization so that, on play-
back, picture and sound would have a direct and constant relationship to one another.
This system had to be carried through so that during projection the sound disk and the
picture were synchronized. In sound-on-film systems, the sound reader had to be located
on the projector so that it was read precisely at the instant when the corresponding image
was passing under the light of the projector.

25
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Finally, because film was projected in an auditorium or theatre, the amplification system
had to be such that the sound playback was clear and, to the extent possible, undistorted.

The recording of sound was so daunting a task that picture editing took second place. Dia-
log scenes on disk could not be edited without losing synchronization. A similar problem
existed with the Movietone sound-on-film movies. A cut meant the loss of sound and
image. Until rerecording and multiple camera use became common, editing was restricted
to silent sequences. Consequently, the coming of sound meant a serious inhibition for
editing and the loss of many of the creative gains made in the silent period.

This did not mean that film and film production did not undergo drastic changes in the
early sound period. Suddenly, musicals and their stars became very important in film pro-
duction. Stage performers and playwrights were suddenly needed. Journalists, novelists,
critics, and columnists were in demand to write for the new dimension of speech on film.
Those who had never spoken, the actors and their writers, fell from favor. The careers of
the greatest silent stars—John Gilbert, Pola Negri, Emil Jannings, Norma Talmadge—all
ended with the coming of sound. Many of the great silent comedians—Buster Keaton, Fatty
Arbuckle, Harry Langdon—were replaced by verbal comedians and teams. W. C. Fields and
the Marx Brothers were among the more successful. It was as if 30 years of visual progress
were dismissed to celebrate speech, its power, and its influence.

Returning to the editing gains of the silent period, it is useful to understand why sound
and picture editing today provides so many choices. The key is technological development.
Today, sound is recorded with sophisticated unidirectional microphones that transmit
sound to quarter-inch magnetic tape. Recording machines can mix sounds from different
sources or record sound from a single source. The tape is transferred to magnetic film,
which has the same dimensions as camera film and can be edge-numbered to coincide with
the camera film's edge numbers. Original sound on tape is recorded in sync with the camera
film so that camera film and magnetic film can be easily synchronized. Editing machines
can run picture and sound in sync so that if synchronization is lost during editing it can be
retrieved. Finally, numerous sound tracks are available for voice, sound effects, and music,
and each is synchronized to the picture. Consequently, when those sound tracks are mixed,
they remain in sync with the edited picture. When the picture negative is conformed to the
working copy so the prints can be struck, an optical print of the sound is married to those
prints from the negative. The married print, which is in sync, is used for projection.

The modern situation allows sound and picture to be disassembled so that editing choices
in both sound and picture can proceed freely. Synchronization in picture and sound
recording is fundamental to later synchronization. In the interim phases, the develop-
ment of separate tracks can proceed because a synchronized relationship is maintained via
the picture edit. Projection devices in which the sound head is located ahead of the picture
allow the optical reading of sound to proceed in harmony with the image projection.

TECHNOLOGICAL IMPROVEMENTS

This freedom did not exist in 1930. It awaited a wide variety of technological improve-
ments in addition to the decision to run sound and film at 24 frames per second (constant
sound speed) rather than the silent speed of 16 frames per second (silent speed of film).



Theoretical Issues Concerning Sound

By 1929, camera blimps were developed to rescue the camera from being housed in
the “ice box,” a sound-proofed room that isolated camera noise from the action being
recorded. As camera blimps became lighter, the camera itself became more mobile, and
the option of shooting sound sequences with a moving camera became realistic.

Set construction materials were altered to avoid materials that were prone to loud, crack-
ling noises from contact. Sound stages for production were built to exclude exterior noise
and to minimize interior noise.

Carbon arc lights, with their constant hum, were initially changed to incandescent lights.
More sophisticated circuitry eventually allowed a return to quieter arc light systems.

By 1930, a sound and picture editing machine, the Moviola, was introduced. In 1932,
“edge numbering” allowed sound and picture to be edited in synchronization. By 1933,
advances in microphones and mixing allowed sound tracks to use music and dialog simul-
taneously without loss of quality.

By 1936, the use of optical sound tracks was enhanced by new developments in optical
light printers, which now provided distortionless sound. Quality was further enhanced by
the development of unidirectional microphones in 1939.

Between 1945 and 1950, the use of magnetic recording over optical improved quality and
permitted greater editing flexibility. Magnetic film began to replace optical film for sound
editing.

Larger film formats, such as CinemaScope and TODD-AO, provided space on film for
more than one optical track. Stored sound offered greater sound directionality and the
sense of being surrounded by sound.

THEORETICAL ISSUES CONCERNING SOUND

The theoretical debate about the use of sound was a deliberate effort to counter the obser-
vation that the sound film was nothing more than a filmed play complete with dialog. It
was an attempt to view the new technology of sound as a gain for the evolution of film as
an art. Consequently, it was not surprising that the first expression of this impulse came
from Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Grigori Alexandrov. Their statement was published in a
Leningrad magazine in 1928.!

Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Alexandrov were concerned that the combination of sound and
image would give the single shot a credibility it previously did not have. They worried that
the addition of sound would counter the use of the shot as a building block that gains
meaning when edited with other shots. They therefore argued that sound should not be
used to enhance naturalism, but rather that it be used in a unsynchronized or asynchro-
nous fashion. This contrapuntal use of sound would allow montage to continue to be
used creatively.

The next year, Pudovkin argued in his book Film Technique and Film Acting for an asyn-
chronous use of sound. He believed that sound has far greater potential and that new
layers of meaning can be achieved through the use of asynchronous sound. Just as he saw
visual editing as a way of building up meaning, he viewed sound as an additional element
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to enrich meaning. In the early work of Alfred Hitchcock, Pudovkin’s ideas are put into
practice. We will return to Hitchcock later in this chapter.

Later, directors Basil Wright and Alberto Cavalcanti experimented with the use of sound
in film. In the early 1930s, each argued that sound could be used not only to counteract
the realistic character of dialog, but also to orchestrate a wide variety of sound sources—
effects, narration, and music—to create a new reality. They viewed sound as an element
that could liberate new meanings and interpretations of reality. Because both worked in
documentary film, they were particularly sensitive to the “realism” affected by the visuals.

For the most part, these directors were attempting to find a way around the perceived
tyranny of technology that resulted in the distortion of the sound film into filmed theatre.
In their theoretical speculations, they pointed out the direction that enabled filmmakers
to use sound creatively and to resume their attempts to find editing solutions for new
narratives.

EARLY EXPERIMENT IN SOUND—ALFRED HITCHCOCK'S
BLACKMAIL

Alfred Hitchcock’s Blackmail (1929) has many of the characteristics of the earliest sound
films. It was shot in part as a silent film and in part as a sound film. The silent sequences
have music and occasional sound effects. These sequences are dynamic—the opening
sequence, which shows the apprehension and booking of a criminal by the police, is a
good example. Camera movement is fluid, images are textured, and the editing is fast-
paced. The sound sequences, on the other hand, are dominated by dialog. The camera is
static, as are the performers. The mix of silent and sound sequences of this sort typifies the
earliest sound films. Hitchcock didn't let sound hamper him more than necessary, how-
ever. This story of a young woman, Alice (Anny Ondra), who kills an overzealous admirer
(Cyril Ritchard) and is protected from capture by her Scotland Yard beau is simple on the
surface, but Hitchcock treated it as a tale of desire and guilt. Consequently, these very sub-
jective states are what he attempted to create through a mix of visuals and sound.

After the murder (Figures 2.1 to 2.3), Alice wanders the streets of London. A neon sign
advertises Gordon’s Gin cocktail mix, but instead of a cocktail shaker, Alice sees the stab-
bing motion of a knife. Later, this subjective suggestion is carried even further. She arrives
home and pretends that she has spent the night there.

Her mother wakes her for breakfast, mentioning the murder. She changes and goes to
the confectioner’s store, where a customer begins to gossip about the murder. The cus-
tomer follows her into the breakfast room behind the store, continuing to talk about the
murder instrument. The dialog begins to focus on the word knife. The image we see is of
Alice trying to contain herself. The dialog over the visual of Alice is as follows: “Never use
a knife . . . now mind you a knife is a difficult thing to handle . . . I mean any knife . . .
knife . . . knife . . . knife. .. .” The word knife is now all that we (and Alice) hear, until
she takes the knife to slice the bread. As she picks up the knife, the pitch and tone of
the word changes from conversational to a scream of the word knife, and suddenly, she
drops the knife.
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FIGURE 2.1
Blackmail, 1929. Still provided by Photofest.

This very subjective use of dialog, allowing the
audience to hear only what the character hears,
intensifies the sense of subjectivity. As we iden-
tify more strongly with Alice, we begin to feel
what she feels. The shock of the scream seems
to wake us to the fact that there is an objec-
tive reality here also. Alice’s parents are here for
breakfast, and the customer is here for some
gossip. Only Alice is deeply immersed in the
memory of the murder the night before, and
her guilt seems to envelop her.

Hitchcock used sound as Pudovkin had envi-
sioned, to build up an idea just as one would
with a series of images. In Blackmail, sound is
used as another bit of information to develop a
narrative point: Alice’s guilt over the murder. This
early creative use of sound was achieved despite
the technological limitations of dialog scenes and
despite silent sequences presented with music
and simple sound effects. It was a hindrance
FIGURE 2.3 because the static results of sound recording—
Blackmail, 1929. Still provided by Photofest. no camera movement, no interference with the




CHAPTER 2: The Early Sound Film

literal recording of that sound—means literal rather than creative use of sound. In Blackmail,
Hitchcock transcends those limitations.

SOUND, TIME, ANDPLACE: FRITZLANG'S M

Fritz Lang’s M (1931), although made only two years after Hitchcock’s Blackmail, seems
much more advanced in its use of sound, even though Lang faced many of the same
technological limitations that Hitchcock did. Like Blackmail, Lang’s film contains both
dialog sequences and silent sequences with music or sound effects. How did Lang pro-
ceed? In brief, he edited the sound as if he were editing the visuals.

M is the story of a child murderer, of how he paralyzes a German city, and of how the
underworld finally decides that if the police can’t capture him, it will. The criminals and
the police are presented as parallel organizations that are interested primarily in self-
perpetuation. Only the capture of the child murderer will allow both organizations to
proceed with business as usual. We are introduced to the murderer in shadow (Figure 2.4)
when he speaks to a young girl, Elsie Beckmann. We hear the conversation he makes with
her, but we see only his shadow, which is ironically shown on a reward poster for his
capture.

Lang then sets up a parallel action sequence by intercutting shots of the murderer (Peter
Lorre) with the young girl and shots of the young girl’s mother. The culmination of this

scene relies wholly on sound for its continu-
iy WU 8 FLATFor s It Y ity. The mother calls out for her child. Each
time she calls for Elsie, we see a different
visual: out the window of the home, down
the stairs, out into the yard where the laundry
dries, to the empty dinner table where Elsie
would sit, and finally far away to a child’s ball
rolling out of a treed area and to a balloon
stuck in a telephone line. With each shot, the

2t Sianigg, dem 117 Juni 2 cries become more distant. For the last two
x Sho Sty w0 il )
H"m"my':‘?::::ir i shots, the mother’s cries are no more than a
rmeien " .
s WAAIERTE ' faint echo.
AL R ] . )
e i Later in the film, Lang elaborates on this use

of sound to provide the unifying idea for a
sequence. In one scene, the minister complains
to the chief of police that they must find the
killer of Elsie Beckmann. The conversation
reveals the scope of the investigation. As they
speak, we see visual details of the search for the
killer. The visuals show a variety of activities,
including the discovery of a candy wrapper
FIGURE 2.4 at the scene of the crime and the subsequent
M, 1931. Still provided by Photofest. investigation of candy shops. Geographically,
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the police investigation moves all around the town and takes place over an extended
period of time. These time and place shifts are all coordinated through the conversation
between the minister and the chief of police.

In terms of screen time, the conversation is five minutes long, but it communicates an
investigation that takes place over many days and in many places. We sense the police
department’s commitment but also its frustration at the lack of results.

What follows is the famous scene of parallel action where Lang intercuts two meetings.
The police and the criminal underworld meet separately, and the leaders of both organiza-
tions discuss their frustrations about the child murderer and devise strategies for captur-
ing him.

Rather than simply relying on visual parallel action, Lang cuts on dialog at one point,
starting a sentence in the police camp and ending it in the criminal meeting. The cross-
cutting is all driven by dialog. There are common visual elements: the meeting setting,
the smoky room, the seating, the prominence of one leader in each group. Despite these
visual cues, it is the dialog that is used to set up the parallel action and to give the audience
a sense of progress. Unlike Griffith’s chase, there is no visual dynamic to carry us toward a
resolution, neither is there a metric montage. The pace and character of the dialog estab-
lish and carry us through this scene.

Lang used sound as if it were another visual element, editing it freely. Notable is how Lang
used the design of sound to overcome space and time issues. Through his use of dialog
over the visuals, time collapses and the audience moves all about the city with greater ease
than if he had straight-cut the visuals (Figures 2.5 to 2.7).

FIGURE 2.5
M, 1931. Still provided by Photofest.




m CHAPTER 2: The Early Sound Film

FIGURE 2.6 FIGURE 2.7
M, 1931. Still provided by Photofest. M, 1931. Still provided by Photofest.

THE DYNAMIC OF SOUND: ROUBEN MAMOULIAN’S
APPLAUSE

As Lucy Fischer suggests, “Mamoulian seems to ‘build a world'—one that his characters and
audience seem to inhabit. And that world is ‘habitable’ because Mamoulian vests it with a
strong sense of space. Unlike other directors of the period, he recognizes the inherent spatial
capacities of sound and, furthermore, understands the means by which they can lend an aspect
of depth to the image.”?

Applause (1929) is a tale of backstage life, and it creates a world surrounded by sound
(Figures 2.8 and 2.9). Even in intimate moments, the larger world expunges the charac-
ters. To capture this omnipresent sense of sound, Rouben Mamoulian added wheels to
the soundproof booth that housed the camera. As his characters moved, so did the cam-
era and the sound. He also recorded two voices from two sources simultaneously. This
challenge to technological limitations characterizes Mamoulian’s attitude toward sound.
Mamoulian realized that the proximity of the microphones to the characters would affect
the audience’s sense of closeness to the characters. Consequently, he used proximity and
distance to good effect. Proximity meant that the characters (and the viewers) were sur-
rounded and invaded by sound. Distance meant the opposite: total silence. Mamoulian
used silence in Kitty's (Helen Morgan) suicide scene.

In this sense, Mamoulian used sound as a long shot (silence) and close-up (wide open
sound). It wasn’t necessary to use sound and picture in synchrony. By using sound in
counterpoint to the images, Mamoulian was able to heighten the dramatic character of
the scenes.
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FIGURE 2.8 FIGURE 2.9
Applause, 1929. Still provided by Photofest. Applause, 1929. Still provided by Photofest.

This operating principle was elaborated and made more complex three years later in
Mamoulian’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1931). The Robert Louis Stevenson novel was adapted
with a Freudian interpretation. Repressed sexuality leads Dr. Jekyll (Fredric March) to free
himself to become the uninhibited Mr. Hyde. The object of his desire (and later his wrath)
is Ivey (Miriam Hopkins).

To create an interior sense of Dr. Jekyll and to enhance the audience’s identification with
him, Mamoulian photographed the first five minutes with a totally subjective camera. We
see what Dr. Jekyll sees. Consequently, we hear him but don’t see him until he steps in
front of the mirror. Poole, Jekyll’s butler, announces that he will be late for a lecture at
the medical school. We hear Jekyll as if we were directly beside him. The microphone’s
proximity gives us, in effect, “close-up” sound. Poole, on the other hand, is distant from
the audience. At one point, the drop in sound is quite pronounced, a “long shot” sound.

This sense of spatial separation and character separation is continued when Jekyll enters
the carriage that will take him to the medical school, but now the reverse begins to occur.
The “close-up” sound is of the driver, and it is Jekyll who sounds distant. This continues
when he is greeted by the medical school attendant.

Jekyll is now in the classroom, and all is silent. Then whispers by students and faculty can
be heard. Only when Jekyll begins to lecture do the sound levels become more natural.
When the film cuts to a closer visual of Jekyll, the sound also becomes a “close-up.” Con-
sequently, what Jekyll is saying about the soul of man is verbally presented with as much
emphasis as if it were a visual close-up.

Later, when Jekyll rescues Ivey from an abusive suitor, Mamoulian returns to this use of
“visual” sound. He advises bed rest for her injuries. When she slips off her garter and her
stockings, there is sudden silence, as though Jekyll were silenced by her sensuality. He
tucks her into bed, and she embraces and kisses him just as his colleague, Lagnon, enters
the room. Misunderstanding and embarrassment lead Jekyll and Lagnon to leave as Ivey,
with one leg over the bed, whispers “Come back soon.”
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As Jekyll and Lagnon walk into the London night, Ivey and her provocative thigh linger as
a superimposed image and the sound track repeats the whisper, “Come back soon.” The
memory of Ivey and the desire for Ivey are recreated through the sound. Throughout the
film, subjectivity, separation, desire, and dreams are articulated through the use of sound
edits.

CONCLUSION

In their creative work, Mamoulian, Lang, and Hitchcock attempted to overcome the tech-
nological limitations of sound in this early period. Together with the theoretical statements
of Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and the documentary filmmakers, they prepared the industry to
view sound not as an end in itself, but rather as another element that, along with the edit-
ing of the visuals, could help create a narrative experience that was unique to film.

NOTES/REFERENCES
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CHAPTER 3

The Influence of the Documentary

D. W. Griffith and his contemporaries were part of a growing commercial industry of
which the prime goal was to entertain. This meant that the ideas presented in their films
were sub-ordinate to their entertainment value. Griffith attempted to present conceptual
material about society in Intolerance and failed. Although other filmmakers—such as King
Vidor (The Crowd, 1928), Charlie Chaplin (The Gold Rush, 1925), and E W. Murnau (Sun-
rise, 1927)—blended ideas and entertainment values more successfully, the commercial
film has more often been associated primarily with entertainment.

The documentary film, on the other hand, has always been associated with the commu-
nication of ideas first and with entertainment values a distant second. Griffith was very
successful in using editing techniques to involve and entertain. He was less successful in
developing editing techniques that would help communicate ideas. Which editing theo-
ries and techniques facilitate the communication of ideas? How do ideas work with the
emotional power implicit in editing techniques?

Because the documentary film was less influenced by market forces than commercial film
was and because the filmmakers attracted to the documentary had different goals from
commercial filmmakers, often goals with social or political agendas, the techniques they
used often displayed a power not seen in the commercial film. Subsidized by government,
these filmmakers blended artistic experimentation with political commitment, and their
innovations in the documentary broadened the repertoire of editing choices for all film-
makers.

The documentary, or “film of actuality,” had been important from the time of the Lumiere
brothers in France, but it was not until the 1920s that the work of the Russian filmmakers—
Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and the National Film School under Kuleshov—and the release of
Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922) prompted John Grierson in England to con-
sider films of actuality and “purposive filmmaking.”' As Paul Swann suggests, “Grierson
was prompt to note Lenin’s belief in ‘the power of film for ideological propaganda’
Grierson’s great innovation was to adapt this revolutionary dictum to the purpose of social
democracy.”?

Grierson was very affected by the power of the editing in Battleship Potemkin and the
method Eisenstein used to form, present, and argue about ideas visually (intellectual
montage). There is little question that a dialectic between form and content became a
working principle as Grierson produced his own film, The Drifters (1929), and moved on
to produce the work of many others at the British Marketing Board.

35
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Grierson took the principle of social or political purpose and joined it with a visual aes-
thetic. Greatly aided by the coming of sound after 1930, the documentary as propaganda
developed into an instrument of social policy in England, in Germany, and temporarily
in the United States. In their work, the filmmakers applied editing solutions to complex
ideas. Through their work, the options for editing broadened almost exponentially.

IDEAS ABOUT SOCIETY

The coming of sound was closely followed by shattering world events. In October 1929,
the US stock market crash signaled the onset of the Great Depression. Political instability
led to the rise of fascist governments in Italy and Germany. The aftereffects of World War
I undermined British and French society. The United States maintained an isolationist
position. The period, then, was unpredictable and unstable. The documentary films of
this time searched for a stability and strength not present in the real world. The efforts of
these filmmakers to find positive interpretations of society were the earliest efforts to com-
municate particular ideas about their respective societies. Grierson was interested in using
film to bring society together. Working during the Great Depression, a fracturing event, he
and others wanted to use film to heal society. In this sense, he was an early propagandist.

Robert Flaherty and Man of Aran

Robert Flaherty’s Man of Aran (1934) closely resembles a commercial film. In this fiction-
alized story of the Aran Islands off the coast of Ireland, Flaherty used actual islanders in
the film, but he created the plot according to his goals rather than basing it on the lives
of the islanders.

Man of Aran tells the story of a family that lives in a setting where they are dwarfed by
nature and challenged by the land and sea. Flaherty used two shark hunts to suggest the
bravery of the islanders, and the storm at the end of the film illustrates that their struggle
against nature makes them stronger, worthy adversaries in the hierarchy of natural beings.
People, not being supreme in the natural hierarchy, are shown to be worthy adversaries for
nature when the challenge is considerable. In essence, a poetic interpretation of people’s
struggle with nature makes them look good.

This idea of the nobility of humanity and of its will to live despite the elements was Fla-
herty’s creation. The Aran Islanders didn’t live as he presented them. For example, the
sharks they hunted are basking sharks, a species that is harmless to humans (the film
implies that they are maneaters). Of course, Flaherty’s production of such a film in 1934
in the midst of the Great Depression suggests how far he roamed from the issues of the
day. Like Griffith, he had a particular mythic vision of life, and he recreated that vision in
all of his films.

In terms of its editing, Man of Aran is similar to the early sound films of Mamoulian and
Hitchcock. Music and simple sound effects are used as sound coverage for essentially
silent sequences. There is no narrative, and where dialog is used, it is equivalent to another
sound effect. The actual dialog is not necessary to the progress of the story. The film has a
very powerful visual character, which is presented in a very formal manner. Although the
film offers opportunity for dialectical editing, particularly in the shark hunts, the actual
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editing is deliberate and avoids developing a strong identification with the characters. In
this sense, the intimacy so vital to the success of a film like Broken Blossoms is of no inter-
est to Flaherty (Figures 3.1 to 3.4). Instead, Flaherty tries to create an archetypal struggle
of humanity against nature, and dialectics seem inappropriate to Flaherty’s vision. Con-
sequently, the editing is secondary to the cumulative, steady development of Flaherty’s
personal ideas about the struggle. The fact that the film was made in the midst of the Great
Depression adds a level of irony. It makes Man of Aran timeless; this quality was a source
of criticism toward the film at the time.

For our purposes, however, Man of Aran presents the documentary film in a form similar
to the commercial film. Performance, pictorial style, and editing serve a narrative: in this
case, Flaherty’s version of the life of the Aran Islanders. It is not purposive filmmaking, as
Grierson proposed, but neither is it the Hollywood film he so vehemently criticized.

FIGURE 3.1 FIGURE 3.2
Man of Aran, 1934. Still provided by Photofest. Man of Aran, 1934. Still provided by Photofest.
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Man of Aran, 1934. Still provided by Photofest. Man of Aran, 1934. Still provided by Photofest.
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Basil Wright and Night Mail

Night Mail (1936), produced by John Grierson and the General Post Office film unit and
directed by Basil Wright, was certainly purposive, and it used sound particularly to create
the message of the film. The film itself is a simple story of the delivery of the mail by train
from London to Glasgow, but it is also about the commitment and harmony of the postal
workers. If the film has a simple message, it’s the importance of the job of delivering the
mail. The sense of harmony among the workers is secondary.

Turning again to the events of the day, 1936 was a dreadful time in terms of employment.
Political and economic will were not enough to overcome the international protection-
ism and the strains of the British Empire. Consequently, Night Mail is not an accurate
reflection of feeling among postal workers. It is the Grierson vision of what life among the
postal workers should be.

For us, the film’s importance is the blend of image and sound and how the sound edit
is used to create the sense of importance and harmony. As in all of these films, there is a
visual aesthetic that is in itself powerful (Figures 3.5 and 3.6), but it is the sound work
of composer Benjamin Britten, poet W. H. Auden (who wrote the narration), and above
all Alberto Cavalcanti (who designed the sound) that affects the purposeful message
Grierson intended.

The sound of the train simulating a cry or the rhythm of the narration trying to simulate the
urgent, energetic wheels of the train rushing to reach Glasgow create a power beyond the
images themselves. The reading, although artificial in its nonrealism, acts as Dovzhenko's
visuals did—to create a poetic idea that is transcendent. The idea is reinforced by the music
and by the shuffling cadence of the narration. Together, all of the sound, music, words, and
effects elevate the images to achieve the unifying idea that this train is carrying messages
from one part of the nation to another, that commerce and personal well-being depend on

FIGURE 3.5 FIGURE 3.6
Night Mail, 1936. Still provided by Photofest. Night Mail, 1936. Still provided by Photofest.
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the delivery of those messages, and that those who carry those messages, the workers, are
critical to the well-being of the nation. This idea, then, is the essence of the film, and it is
the editing of the sound that creates the dimensions of the idea.

Pare Lorentz and The Plow That Broke the Plains

A more critical view of society was taken by Pare Lorentz in The Plow That Broke the Plains
(1936), a film sponsored by the Resettlement Administration of the US government.
Lorentz looked at the impact of the Depression on the agricultural sector. The land and
the people both suffered from natural as well as human-made disasters. The purposive
message of the film is that government must become actively involved in recovery pro-
grams to manage these natural resources. Only through government intervention can this
sort of suffering be alleviated.

To give his message impact, Lorentz relied on the photojournalist imagery made famous
by Walker Evans and others during the Great Depression. In terms of the visual editing,
the film is imitative of Eisenstein, but the sequences aren’t staged as thoroughly as Eisen-
stein’s were. Consequently, the sequences as a whole don’t have the power of Eisenstein’s
films. They resemble more closely the work of Dovzhenko, in which the individual shots
have a power of their own (Figures 3.7 and 3.8).

It is the narration and the music by Virgil Thomson that pull the ideas together. Lorentz
has to rely on direct statement to present the solution to the government. In this sense,
his work is not as mature propaganda as the later work of Frank Capra or the earlier work
of Leni Riefenstahl. Lorentz was more successful in his second film, The River (1938).
As Richard Meran Barsam states about Lorentz, “While (his films) conform to the docu-
mentary problem-solution structure, these films rely on varying combinations of repeti-
tion, rthythm, and parallel structure, so that problems presented in the first part of the

FIGURE 3.7 FIGURE 3.8

The Plow That Broke the Plains, 1936. Still provided The Plow That Broke the Plains, 1936. Still provided
by Photofest. by Photofest.
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films are solved in the second part, but solved through such an artistic juxtaposition of
image, sound, and motif that their unity and coherence of development set them dis-

tinctly apart.”?

IDEASABOUT ART AND CULTURE

Flaherty, Grierson, and Lorentz had specific views about society that helped shape their
editing choices. Other filmmakers, although they also held particular political views,
attempted to deal with more general and more elusive ideas. How they achieved that aes-

thetic goal is of interest to us.

Leni Riefenstahl and Olympia

It would be simple to dismiss Leni Riefenstahl’'s work as Nazi propaganda (Figure 3.9).
Although Riefenstahl’s Olympia Parts I and II (1938) are films of the 1936 Olympics
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FIGURE 3.9
Olympia, 1938. Still provided by Photofest.

held in Berlin and hosted by Adolf
Hitler's Nazi government, Riefenstahl’s
film attempts to create a sensibil-
ity about the human form that tran-
scends national boundaries. Using 50
camera operators and the latest lenses,
Riefenstahl had at her disposal slow-
motion images, micro-images, and
images of staggering scale. She presented
footage of many of the competitions in
the expected form—the competitors,
the competition, the winners—but she
also included numerous sequences
about the training and the camarade-
rie of the athletes. Part I opens with
an idyllic early morning run and the
sauna that follows the training. Riefens-
tahl used no narration, only music, and
she didn’t focus on any individual. She
focused only on the beauty of nature,
including the athletes and their joy.

This principle is raised to its height
in the famous diving sequence near
the end of Part II. This five-minute
sequence begins with shots of the audi-
ence responding to a dive and shots of
competitors from specific countries.
Then Riefenstahl cuts to the mechan-
ics of the dive. Gradually, the audience
is no longer shown. Now we see one
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diver after another. She concentrates on the grace of the dive, then she begins to use slow
motion and shows only the form and completion of the dive. The shots become increas-
ingly abstract.

We no longer know who is diving. She begins to follow in rapid succession dives from dif-
fering perspectives. The images are disorienting. She begins to fragment the dives. We see
only the beginning of dives in rapid succession.

Then the dives are in silhouette, and they seem like abstract forms rather than humans.
Two forms replace one. She cuts from one direction to another, one abstract form to
another. Are they diving into water or jumping into the air? The images become increas-
ingly abstract, and eventually, we see only sky.

In five minutes, Riefenstahl has taken us from a realistic document of an Olympic dive
(complete with an audience) to an abstract form leaping through space—graceful beauty in
motion. Through the sequence, we hear only
music and the splash of water as the diver
hits the surface. Riefenstahl’s ideas about
beauty and art are brilliantly communicated
in this sequence. No narration was necessary
to explain the idea. Editing and music were
the tools on which Riefenstahl relied.

W. S. Van Dyke and The City

In the late 1930s, the American Institute of
Planners commissioned a film about the
future city to be shown at the 1939 World'’s
Fair in New York City. W. S. Van Dyke and
Ralph Steiner, working from a script by
Henwar Rodakiewicz and Lewis Mumford
(and an outline by Pare Lorentz), fash-
ioned a story about the future that arises
out of the past and present. The urgency
of the new city is born out of contempo-
rary problems of urban life. The images of
those problems are in sharp contrast to the
orderly prosperous character of the future
city (Figures 3.10 to 3.12).

FIGURE 3.10
The City, 1939. Still provided by Photofest.

In The City (1939), ideas about politics are
mixed with ideas about the culture of the
city: urban life as a source of power as well
as oppression. Unfortunately, the images
of oppression are so memorable and so
human that they overwhelm the suburban
FIGURE 3.11 utopia presented later. In the third section
The City, 1939. Still provided by Photofest. of the film, featuring New York City, Van
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Dyke and Steiner portray the travails of
the lunch hour in the big city. Everyone is
on the run with the inevitable congestion
and indigestion. All this is portrayed in the
editing; the pace and the music capture the
charm and the harm of lunch on the run.
This metaphor is carried through to the
conclusion through images of the icons
of the large city—the signs that, instead of
giving the city balance, imply a rather con-
clusive improbability about one’s future in
the city of the present. This sequence pre-
pares us for the city of the future.

FIGURE 3.12
The City, 1939. Still provided by Photofest. As in The Plow That Broke the Plains, the

American documentary structure follows a
point-counterpoint flow that is akin to making a case for the position put forward in the
concluding sequence, in this case, the city of the future. The film unfolds as a case for the
prosecution would in a trial. It's a dramatic device differing from the slow unfolding of
many documentaries. As in the Lorentz film, music is very important. Another similarity
is the strength of the individual shots. Van Dyke and Steiner, as still photographers, bring
a power to the individual images that undermines the strength of the sequences. How-
ever, the film does succeed in creating a sense that the city is important as more than an
economic center. The urban center becomes, in this film, a place to live, to work, and to
affiliate, and a cultural force that can shape or undermine the lives of all who live there.
Van Dyke’s city becomes more than a place to live. It becomes the architectural plan for
our quality of life.

IDEAS ABOUT WAR AND SOCIETY

The shaping of ideas became even more urgent when the purpose of the film was to
help win a war fought for the continued existence of the country. Grierson provided the
philosophy for the propaganda film, and Eisenstein and Pudovkin provided the practi-
cal tools to shape and sharpen an idea through editing. In the 1930s, such filmmakers as
Riefenstahl put the philosophy and techniques to the practical test. Her film Triumph of
the Will (1935) became the standard against which British and American war documen-
taries were measured. The work of Frank Capra, William Wyler, and John Huston in the
United States and of Alberto Cavalcanti, Harry Watt, and Humphrey Jennings in Great
Britain displayed a mix of personal creativity and national purpose. Their films drew on
national traditions, and in their own way, each advanced the role of editing in shaping
ideas effectively.

Consequently, the power of the medium seemed to be without limit, and thus dangerous.
This perception shaped both the fascination with and the suspicion of the media, particu-
larly film and television, in the postwar period.
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Frank Capra and Why We Fight

Frank Capra, one of Hollywood’s most successful directors, was commissioned by then-
Chief of Staff George C. Marshall to produce a series of films to prepare soldiers inducted
into the army for going to war. The Why We Fight series (1943 1945), seven films produced
to be shown to the troops, are among the most successful propaganda films ever made. As
Richard Dyer MacCann suggests about the films, “They attempted (1) to destroy faith in
isolation, (2) to build up a sense of the strength and at the same time the stupidity of the
enemy, and (3) to emphasize the bravery and achievements of America’s allies. Their style
was a combination of a sermon, a between-halves pep talk, and a barroom bull session.”*

Capra used compilation footage, excerpts from Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will, recreated foot-
age, and excerpts from Hollywood films to create a sense of actuality and credibility. To make
dramatic points, Capra resorted to animation. Maps and visual analogies—such as the juxtapo-
sition of two globes, and a white earth (the
Allies) and a black earth (the Axis), in Pre-
lude to War (1943)—illustrate the struggle
for primacy. Capra used the animation to
make a dramatic point with simple pictures.

The narration is colloquial, highly person-
alized, and passionate about characterizing
each side in terms of good and evil. The nar-
ration features slang, rather than objective
language. Read by Walter Huston, it illus-
trates and deepens the impact of the images.

Picture and sound complement one
another, and where possible, repetition
FIGURE 3.13 follows a point made in a rapid visual
Divide and Conquer, 1943. Still provided by Photofest. montage. The pace of the film is urgent.
Whether the scene has to do with the
subversion necessary from within in the
takeover of Norway or the more complex
portrayal of French capitulation and Nazi
perfidy and consequent glee (the repeti-
tive shot of Hermann Goring rubbing his
hands together), Capra highlighted vic-
tim and victimizer in the most dramatic
terms (Figures 3.13 to 3.15).

Capra also used visual and sound editing
in a highly dramatized way. A great deal
of information is synthesized into an “us
against them” structure. Eisenstein’s dia-
FIGURE 3.14 lectic ideas have rarely been used more
Divide and Conquer, 1943. Still provided by Photofest. effectively.




n CHAPTER 3: The Influence of the Documentary

FIGURE 3.15
Divide and Conquer, 1943. Still provided by Photofest.
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FIGURE 3.16
A Diary for Timothy, 1945. Stills provided by Photofest.

Humphrey Jennings and A
Diary for Timothy

By the time he produced A Diary for
Timothy (1945), Humphrey Jennings
had already directed two of the
greatest war documentaries, Listen to
Britain (1942) and Fires Were Started
(1943). Whereas Capra in his films
concentrated on the combatants and
the war, Jennings, in his work, con-
centrated on the home front.

A Diary for Timothy is a film about a
baby, Timothy, born in 1944. The film
speculates about what kind of world
Timothy will grow up in. The film’s
tone is anxious about the future. As
with all of Jennings’s work, this film
tends to roam visually, not focus-
ing on a single event, place, or per-
son. To create a sense of the society
as a whole, Jennings includes many
people at work or at home with their
families. This general approach poses
the problem of how to unify the foot-
age (Figure 3.16).

In this film, the baby, at different
ages, acts as a visual reference point,
and the narration addressed to Tim-
othy (read by Michael Redgrave,
written by E. M. Forster) personal-
izes and attempts to shape a series
of ideas rather than a plot. The film
contains six sections. Although there
is a temporal relationship, there is
no clear developmental character.
Instead of a story, as Alan Lovell and
Jim Hillier suggest, “A Diary for Tim-
othy depends for its effect on highly
formal organization and associative
montage.”> Within the montage sec-
tions, the sum is greater than the
parts. Again quoting from Lovell
and Hillier:
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With the wet reflection of a pit-head and “rain, too much rain,” the film launches
into a further sequence of images and events: Tim's mother writing Christmas
cards, rain on Bill'’s engine, rain in the fields, Tim’s baptism, Peter learning to walk
again, Goronwy brought up from the pit on a stretcher. It is of course possible

to attempt an intellectual analysis of the sequence of images but such analysis
rarely takes us far enough. Jennings seems to have reached such a pitch of
personal freedom in his association of ideas and shifts of mood that we lose the
precise significance of the movement of the film and respond almost completely
emotionally.®

This emotion is charged with speculation in the last sequence. Instead of a hopeful, pow-
erful conclusion, as in Listen to Britain, or a somber, heroic conclusion, as in Fires Were
Started, Jennings opted for an open-ended challenge.

He put the challenge forward in the narration:

Well, dear Tim, that’s what’s been happening around you during your first six
months. And, you see, it's only chance that you're safe and sound. Up to now,
we've done the talking; but, before long you'll sit up and take notice.. . . What are
you going to say about it and what are you going to do? You heard what Germany
was thinking, unemployment after the war and then another war and then more
unemployment. Will it be like that again? Are you going to have greed for money or
power ousting decency from the world as they have in the past? Or are you going to
make the world a different place—you and all the other babies?”

CONCLUSION

Perhaps more than any other genre, the documentary has been successful in communicat-
ing ideas. The interplay of image and sound by filmmakers such as Riefenstahl, Capra, and
Jennings has been remarkably effective and has greatly enhanced the filmmaker’s reper-
toire of editing choices. These devices have found their way back into the fictional film, as
evidenced in the work of neorealist filmmakers and the early American television directors
whose feature film work has been marked by a pronounced documentary influence.
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CHAPTER 4

The Influence of the Popular Arts

Film as a narrative form had numerous influences, particularly the popular novel of the
nineteenth century! and the theatrical genres of spectacle, pantomime, and melodrama.?

The character and narrative conventions of those forms were adapted for film through
editing. The types of shots required and how they were put together are the subject of
Chapter 1. This chapter is concerned with the ongoing development in the popular arts
and how they affected editing choices. In some cases (radio, musicals), they expanded
those choices, and in others (vaudeville, theatre), they constrained those choices.

The interaction of these popular forms with film broadened the repertoire for film and
eventually influenced other arts. However, film’s influence on theatre, for example, took
much longer. That influence was not apparent in theatrical production until the 1960s. In
the 1920s and 1930s, it was the influence of theatre and radio that shaped film and film
editing.

VAUDEVILLE

In the work of Griffith and Vidor, narrative goals affected editing choices. In the sub-
sequent work of Eisenstein and Pudovkin, political goals influenced editing choices.
Vaudeville, as in the case of the documentary, presented yet another set of priorities,
which in turn suggested different goals for editing. Vaudeville, whether associated with
burlesque or, later, with the more respectable theatre, offered a different audience expe-
rience than the melodramas and epics of Griffith or the polemics of the Russian revo-
lutionary filmmakers. Vaudeville embraced farce as well as character-based humor, and
physical humor as well as verbal humor. As Robert C. Allen suggests, diversity was a
popular characteristic of vaudeville programs: “A typical vaudeville bill in 1895 might
include a trained animal act, a slapstick comedy routine, a recitation of ‘inspirational’
poetry, an Irish tenor, magic lantern slides of the wilds of Africa, a team of European
acrobats, and a twenty-minute dramatic ‘playlet’ performed by a Broadway star and his/
her company.”?

Vaudeville skits didn’t have to be realistic; fantasy could be as important as an everyday situ-
ation. Character was often at the heart of the vaudeville act. Pace, character, humor, and
entertainment were all goals of the act. In the early period, the audience for vaudeville, just
like the early audience for film, was composed of the working class and often immigrants.*

47
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Pantomime and visual action were thus critical to the success of the production because
routines had to transcend the language barrier.

We see the influence of vaudeville directly in the star system. Both Charlie Chaplin and
Buster Keaton began in vaudeville. In their film work, we see many of the characteristics of
vaudeville: the victim, the routine, the performance, and a wide range of small set-pieces
(brief dramatized comic scenes) that are either standalone routines or parts of a larger
story. What unifies the Chaplin and Keaton films is their characters and the people they
represent: in both cases, ordinary men caught up in extraordinary situations. In terms of
editing, the implications are specific. First, the routine is important and must be clearly
articulated so that it works. Second, the persona of the star—Chaplin or Keaton—must
remain central; there can be no distractions from that character.

The easiest way to illustrate these principles is to look at Charlie Chaplin’s films. Structur-
ally, each film is a series of routines, each carefully staged through Chaplin’s pantomime
performance. Chaplin called City Lights (1931) “a comedy romance in pantomime.” The
opening sequence, the unveiling of a city statue on which Chaplin’s character, “the little
tramp,” is sleeping, is both absurd and yet logical. Why is a man sleeping in the arms of a
statue? Yet this very absurdity emphasizes the homelessness of the character. He is in every
sense a public ward. This type of absurdity is notable in many of Chaplin’s sequences, for
example, the eating of shoelaces as spaghetti in The Gold Rush (1925) and the attempted
suicide in City Lights. Absurdity is often at the heart of a sequence when Chaplin is mak-
ing a point about the human condition. Perhaps the most absurd is the scene in The Great
Dictator (1940) in which the dictator plays with a globe as if it were a beach ball. Absurdity
and logic are the key elements to these vaudeville-like routines in Chaplin’s films.

Perhaps no film by Chaplin is as elaborate in those routines as Modern Times (1936).
The structure is a series of routines about factory life and personal life during the Great
Depression. The first routine focuses on the assembly line. Here, the little tramp is vic-
timized first by the pace and regimentation of the line and then by a lunch machine. He
suffers an emotional breakdown, is hospitalized and released, and when he picks up a
red flag that has fallen off a passing truck, he is arrested as a Communist. In jail, he foils
a jail break, becomes a hero, and is released back into society. He meets a young woman,
fantasizes about domestic life with her, and sets about getting a job to achieve that life.
His attempt as a night watchman fails. When the factories reopen, he takes a job as a
mechanic’s assistant. A strike ends the job, but after another spell in jail, he gets a job as
a singing waiter. He succeeds, but the young woman must flee for breaking the law. In the
end, the tramp is on the road again, but with the young woman. Their life is indefinite,
but he tries to smile.

Every scene in the film is constructed as a vaudeville routine. It has an internal logic and
integrity. Each is visual and often absurd, and at its core is Chaplin portraying the little
tramp. The scene in which Chaplin works as a mechanic’s assistant presents an excellent
example. Chaplin tries to be helpful to the mechanic (portrayed by Chester Conklin), but
at each step, he hinders his boss. First, the oil can is crushed in the press, and eventually all
of the mechanic’s tools are crushed. Even the mechanic is swallowed up by the machinery
(Figure 4.1). Now the absurdity twists away from the mechanic’s fate; the lunch whistle
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FIGURE 4.1
Modern Times, 1936. Still provided by Photofest.

blows, so the tramp attempts to feed the mechanic, who at this stage is upside down. To
help him drink the coffee, he uses an oil spigot. He discards it for a whole chicken of
which the shape works as a funnel. As absurd as the situation seems, by using a chicken,
the mechanic can be fed coffee. Finally, lunch is over and the mechanic can be freed from
the machine. Once freed, however, the job ends due to a strike.

In terms of editing, the key is enough screen time to allow the performance to convince
us of the credibility of the situation. The emphasis throughout the scene is on the char-
acter’s reaction to the situation, allowing us to follow through the logic of the scene. In
every case, editing is subordinate to setting and performance. Pace is not used for dramatic
purposes. Here, too, performance is the key to the pacing.

If one looks at the work of Keaton, Langdon, or Harold Lloyd in the silent period or the
Marx Brothers, Abbott and Costello, or other performer-comedians in the sound period,
the same editing pattern is apparent. Editing is determined by the persona of the character,
and affirmation of that persona is more important than the usual dramatic considerations
for editing. In a sense, vaudeville continued in character in the films that starred former
vaudeville performers. Beyond the most basic considerations of continuity, the editing in
these films could take any pattern as long as it supported the persona of the actor. Within
that range, realism and surrealism might mix, and absurdity was as commonplace as real-
ism. This style of film transcends national boundaries, as we see in the films of Jacques Tati
and Pierre Etaix of France and the Monty Python films of England.
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THE MUSICAL

The musical’s importance is underlined by the success of The Jazz Singer (1927), the first
sound picture. As mentioned earlier, however, the early sound films that favored dialogin-
tensive plots tended to be little more than filmed plays.

By the early 1930s, however, many directors experimented with camera movement to
allow for a more dynamic approach, and postsynchronization (adding sound after pro-
duction is completed) freed the musical from the constraints of the stage. As early as
1929, King Vidor postsynchronized an entire musical, Hallelujah (1929). However, it was
the creative choreography of Busby Berkeley in Gold Diggers of 1933 (1933) that pointed
the direction toward the dynamic editing of the musical. Berkeley later became one of the
great directors of the musical film.

The musical posed certain challenges for the editor. The first was the integration of a dra-
matic story with performance numbers. This was most easily solved by using dramatic sto-
ries about would-be performers, thus making the on-stage performance appear to be more
natural. The second challenge was the vaudeville factor: the need for a variety of routines
in the film, comedy routines as well as musical routines. This was the greater challenge
because vaudeville routines could not be integrated as easily into the dramatic story as
could a few musical numbers. Another dimension from vaudeville was the persona of the
character. Such actors as Fred Astaire and Edward Everett Horton had to play particular
characters. The role of the editor was to match the assembly of images to the star’s persona
rather than to the drama itself. Despite these limitations, the musical of the 1930s and
beyond became one of the most dynamic and visual of the genres.

A brief examination of Swing Time (1936) illustrates the dynamism of the musical. The
director, George Stevens, tells the dramatic story of a performer-gambler Lucky Garnett
(Fred Astaire) and his relationship to performer Penny Carroll (Ginger Rogers). The dra-
matic story reflects the various stages and challenges of the relationship. This dimension
of the film is realistic and affecting and the editing is reminiscent of Broken Blossoms or The
Big Parade.

The editing of the musical numbers, on the other hand, follows the rhythm of Jerome
Kern’s music and highlights the personae of Astaire and Rogers. The scale of these num-
bers is closer to the Ziegfeld Follies than to vaudville and consequently the editing of these
numbers could have differed markedly from the editing of the balance of the film. How-
ever, because Stevens tended to be a more “realistic” director than Berkeley, these numbers
are edited in a manner similar to that of the dramatic portion of the film. There is thus
little dissonance between the performance and dramatic sections of the film.

All of the musical numbers—the dancing lesson, the winter interlude, the nightclub
sequence, “Bojangles”—have a gentle quality very much in key with Kern’s music. Other
directors—notably Vincente Minnelli, George Sidney, Stanley Donen, and Gene Kelly—
were more physical and assertive in their editing, but this style complemented the persona
of frequent star Gene Kelly. Later, directors Robert Wise in West Side Story (1961) and Bob
Fosse in Cabaret (1972) were even freer in their editing, but their editing decisions never
challenged the rhythm of the music in their films. The scores were simply more varied,
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and where the music was intense, the director could choose a more intensified editing
style, thus using editing to help underscore the emotions in the music.

The musical was a much freer form to edit than films such as Modern Times. The narrative,
the persona of the performer-star, and the character of the music influenced the editing style.
Together with the strengths of the film director, the editing could be “stage-bound” or free.

THE THEATRE

Like the musical, the theatre became an important influence on film with the coming of
sound. Many plays, such as Lothar Schmidt’s Only a Dream, filmed by Ernst Lubitsch as
The Marriage Circle (1924), had been produced as silent films, but the prominence of dia-
log in the sound movies and the status associated with the stage provided the impetus for
the studios to invite playwrights to become screenwriters. Samuel Raphaelson, who wrote
The Jazz Singer, and Ben Hecht and Charles MacArthur, who wrote The Front Page (1931),
are among those who accepted. Eugene O’Neill, Maxwell Anderson, and Billy Wilder were
also invited to write for the screen.

There was, in the 1930s, a group of playwrights whose work exhibited a new political and
social realism. Their form of populist art was well suited to the most populist of media:
film. The works of Robert Sherwood, Sidney Kingsley, Clifford Odets, and Lillian Hellman
were rapidly adapted to film, and in each case, the playwrights were invited to write the
screenplays.

How did these adaptations influence the way the films were edited? Two examples suggest
the influence of the theatre and how the transition to film could be made. Kingsley's Dead
End (1937) and Hellman's The Little Foxes (1941) were both directed by William Wyler.

Dead End is the story of adolescents who live in a poor neighborhood in New York. They
can go the route of trouble and end up in jail, or they can try to overcome their environ-
ment. This naturalistic movie features an ensemble of characters: a gang of youths (as the
Dead End Kids, the group went on to make a series of films), an adult who is going “bad,”
and an adult who is trying to do the right thing. No single character dominates the action.
Characters talk about their circumstances and their options. There is some action, but it is
very little by the standards of the melodrama or gangster genres. Consequently, the dialog
is very important in characterization and plot advancement.

The editing of this film is secondary to the staging. Cutting to highlight particular rela-
tionships and to emphasize significant actions is the extent of the editing for dramatic
purposes. Editing is minimalist rather than dynamic. Dead End is a filmed play.° In The
Little Foxes, Wyler moved away from the filmed play. He was greatly aided by a play that
is character-driven rather than polemical. The portrayal of the antagonist, Regina (Bette
Davis), establishes the relationships within a family as the heart of the play. Behavior
can be translated into action as a counterweight to the primacy of dialog, as in Dead End.
Because relationships are central to the story, Wyler continually juxtaposed characters in
foreground/background, side frame/center frame variations. The editing thus highlights
the characters’ power relationships or foreshadows changes in those relationships. The
editing is not dynamic as in a Pudovkin or an Eisenstein film, but there is a tension that
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arises from these juxtapositions that is at times as powerful as the tension created by
dynamic editing. Wyler allowed the protagonist-antagonist struggle to develop without
relying solely on dialog, and he used staging of the images to create tension. This method
foreshadowed the editing and framing relationships in such Cinemascope films as East of
Eden (1955).

Although its style of editing is not dynamic as in such films as M or restricted as in such
films as Dead End, The Little Foxes illustrates a play that has been successfully recreated as a
film. Because of the staging and importance of language over action, character over event, in
relative terms the film remains more strongly influenced by the conventions of the theatre
and less by the evolving conventions of film than were other narrative sources with more
dynamic visual treatment. Westerns and traditional gangster films are very visual rather
than verbal.

RADIO

Whether film or radio was a more popular medium in the 1930s is related to the question
of whether film or television is a more popular medium today. There is little question
today that the influence of television is broader and, because of its journalistic role, more
powerful than film. The situation was similar with radio in the 1930s.

Radio was the instrument of communication for American presidents (for example, Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt's “fireside chats”) and for entertainers such as Jack Benny and Orson
Welles. In a sense, radio shared with the theatre a reliance on language. Both height-
ened (or literary) language and naturalistic language were readily found in radio drama.
Beyond language, though, radio relied on sound effects and music to create a context for
the characters who spoke that dialog.

Because of its power and pervasiveness, radio was bound to influence film and its newly
acquired use of sound. Perhaps no one better personifies that influence than Orson Welles,
who came to film from a career in theatre and in radio. Welles is famous for two creative
achievements: one in film (Citizen Kane, 1941), the other in radio (his 1938 broadcast of
H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds). As Robert Carringer suggests:

Welles’ background in radio was one of the major influences on Citizen Kane. Some
of the influence is of a very obvious nature—the repertory approach, for instance,
in which roles are created for specific performers with their wonderfully expressive
voices in mind. It can also be seen in the exaggerated sound effects. The radio
shows alternated between prestigious literary classics and popular melodrama.
Other examples of the radio influence are more subtle. Overlapping dialog was
a regular feature of the Mercury radio shows, as were other narrative devices
used in the film—the use of sounds as aural punctuation, for instance, as when the
closing of a door cues the end of a scene, or scene transitions in mid-sentence (a
device known in radio as a cross fade), as when Leland, talking to a crowd in the
street, begins a thought, and Kane, addressing a rally in Madison Square Garden,
completes it.®



Indeed, from the perspective of narrative structure, Citizen Kane is infused by the influence
of radio. The story is told via a narrator, a dramatic shaping device central to radio drama.
Welles used five narrators in Citizen Kane.” Although the story proceeds as a flashback from
Kane's death, it is the various narrators who take us through key events in Kane's life. To
put the views of those narrators into context, however, Welles used a newsreel device to
take us quickly through Kane's life. With this short newsreel (less than 15 minutes), the
film implies that Kane was a real and important man whose personal tragedies superseded
his public achievements. The newsreel leaves us with an implicit question, which the first
narrator, the newsreel reporter, poses: What was Kane’'s life all about? The film then shifts
from newsreel biography to dramatic mystery. This is achieved through a series of radio
drama devices.

In Movietone fashion, a narrator dramatizes a visual montage of Kane’s life; language
rather than image shapes the ideas about his life. The tone of the narration alternates
between hyperbole and fact. “Xanadu, where Kublai Khan decreed his pleasure dome”
suggests the quality of Kane's estate, and the reference to “the biggest private zoo since
Noah” suggests its physical scale. The language is constantly shifting between two views
of Kane: the private man and the public man. In the course of the newsreel, he is called
“the emperor of newsprint,” a Communist and a Fascist, an imperialist and a pacifist, a
failed husband and a failed politician. Throughout, the character of language drives the
narrative.

The music throughout the newsreel shifts the focus and fills in what is not being said.
Here, too, Welles and composer Bernard Herrmann used music as it was used in radio.
The other narrators in the film—Thatcher, Leland, Bernstein, and Susan (Kane’s second
wife)—are less forthcoming than the newsreel narrator. Their reluctance helps to stimu-
late our curiosity by creating the feeling that they know more than they are telling. The
tone and language of the other narrators are cautious, circumspect, and suspicious—far
from the hyperbole of the newsreel. The implication is dramatically very useful because
we expect to learn quite a lot if only they will tell us.

Beyond the dramatic effect of the narration device, the use of five narrators allowed Welles
and screenwriter Herman I. Mankiewicz to tell in two hours the story of a man whose life
spanned 75 years. This is the principal benefit of using the narrators: the collapse of real
time into a comprehensive and believable screen time.

This challenge of collapsing time was taken up by Welles in a variety of fascinating ways.
Here, too, radio devices are the key. In the famous Kane-Thatcher scene, the completion
of one sentence by the same character bridges 17 years. In one shot, Kane is a boy and
Thatcher wishes him a curt “Merry Christmas,” and in the next shot, 17 years later, Thatcher
is dictating a letter and the dialog is “and a Happy New Year.” Although the device is auda-
cious, the audience accepts the simulation of continuity because the complete statement
is a wellknown one and both parts fit together. Because Thatcher looks older in the second
shot and refers to Kane's 25th birthday, we accept that 17 years have elapsed.

The same principle applies to the series of breakfast table shots that characterize Kane’s
first marriage. The setting—the breakfast table—and the time—morning—provide a visual
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continuity while the behavior of Kane and his wife moves from love in the first shot to
hostility and silence in the last. In five minutes of screen time, Kane and editor Robert
Wise collapse eight years of marriage. These brief scenes are a genuine montage of the
marriage, providing insights over time—verbal punctuations that, as they change in tone
and language, signal the rise and fall of the marriage. Here, too, the imaginative use of
sound over image illustrates the influence of radio. See Figure 4.2.

Welles used the sound cut to amuse as well as to inform. As David Bordwell describes it:
“When Kane, Leland and Bernstein peer in the Chronicle window, the camera moves up
the picture of the Chronicle staff until it fills the screen; Kane’s voice says ‘Six years ago I
looked at a picture of the world’s greatest newspaper staff . . | and he strides out in front
of the same men, posed for an identical picture, a flashbulb explodes, and we are at the
Inquirer party.”® Six years pass as Kane celebrates his human acquisitions (he has hired
all the best reporters away from his competition) with sufficient wit to distract us from
the artificiality of the device. Finally, like Fritz Lang in M, Welles used sound images and
sound cuts to move us to a different location. Already mentioned is the shift from Leland
in the street to Kane at Madison Square Garden, in which Kane finishes the sentence that
Leland had started. The sound level shifts from intimate (Leland) to remote (Kane), as
the impassioned Kane tries harder to reach out and move his audience. The quality of the

FIGURE 4.2
Citizen Kane, 1941. r1941 RKO Pictures, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Still provided by Photofest.
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sound highlights the differences between the two locations, just as the literal continuity of
the words spoken provides the sense of continuity.

Another example of location shift together with time shift is the opera scene. Initially
Kane’s second wife, Susan Alexander, is seen being instructed in singing opera. She is not
very good. Her teacher all but throws up his hands. Kane orders him to continue. Susan
tries to reach higher notes, even higher in pitch than she has managed so far. In the next
shot the orchestration of the music is more elaborate. Susan is reaching for an even higher
note. And visually she is on stage surrounded by her fellow actors and singers. The opera
is approaching its climax—the death scene.

Again, Welles has used sound to provide both continuity—Susan singing in training to
Susan singing in the performance of the opera—and drama—the stakes are far higher
in performance than in training. As we anticipate, both Susan and Kane are humiliated
by the performance. Just as Kane did not accept the advice of the teacher, he vows not to
accept the views of the audience and his main critic, Jed Leland. Only Susan is left trapped
in humiliation.

In the opera scene, time and place change quickly, in a single cut, but the dramatic conti-
nuity of growing humiliation and loss demark another step in the emotional descent of
Citizen Kane.

These radio devices introduced by Welles in a rather dramatic fashion in Citizen Kane
became part of the editor’s repertoire, but they awaited the work of Robert Altman and
Martin Scorsese, more than 30 years later, to highlight for a new generation of filmmakers
the scope of sound editing possibilities and the range that these radio devices provide.
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CHAPTER b5

The Influence of Other Arts

Just as the popular arts have influenced the shape and look of films, so too have the other
arts. In this chapter, we will look at three of those influences: the photograph, the play,
and the concert or performance.

THE PHOTOGRAPH

Just as painting has influenced the look of biographies of painters such as John Huston's
Moulin Rouge and Vincente Minnelli’s Lust for Life, photography has influenced the biogra-
phies of real life or historical figures. Photography particularly transitioned from a curios-
ity to a pragmatic and important tool of communication. War offered to be the vehicle for
this transition. The Crimean War and the American Civil War cemented the importance
of the invention. The process was cumbersome. Wet metal plates were used to capture the
image. Cameras were large and the whole process from taking the photograph to process-
ing required considerable patience and expertise. The images of soldiers, slaves and politi-
cians, whether posed or taken in the midst of battle, captured the public imagination and
quickly became, with newspapers, the primary means of communicating about the Civil
War. Although the photographs look amateurish compared with today’s photographs,
there is an authenticity to them. They transport us to the time and place they were taken.
When Steven Spielberg decided to make a film about Abraham Lincoln, Civil War photog-
raphy of Lincoln, his cabinet, of his environment, and the execution the war became an
important creative source. How this referent point is deployed in the film to create a sense
of authenticity is the subject to which we now turn.

What must be said at the outset is that Spielberg is one of the most skilled and modern of
directors. Other chapters of this book illustrate his use of the subjective moving camera
and of cutaways and close-ups in the creation of feelings of chaos in battle (Saving Private
Ryan) and pace and point of view to create terror in his audience (Jaws). All of these strate-
gies are set aside in his organization of the images and sounds in Lincoln (2012).

The story Spielberg and his writer Tony Kushner choose to tell focuses on the period Janu-
ary to April 1865. The war is close to conclusion. Recently re-elected, Lincoln turns to the
battle to pass the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution. Already passed in the Sen-
ate, the bill to enshrine the end of slavery in the Constitution faces a stiff upward fight for
support in the House of Representatives. Based loosely on historian Doris Kearns Good-
win's Team of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln, the film is surprisingly ambi-
tious in telling a political as well as personal story of Lincoln. In the personal story the

57
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narrative focuses on the struggle of Lincoln and his wife Mary to keep their family whole.
Having already lost a son Willy to disease, his eldest son Robert wants to join the Army.
Mary cannot face another loss; Lincoln feels he must respect the son’s wish to join, or
emotionally lose another son. She threatens madness, he counsels endurance of necessity.

In the political part of the narrative, the debate takes place in the midst of a delegation of
southern officials suing for peace. If peace comes too early the Amendment will lose. Lin-
coln must buy time for its passage. Only he feels this must happen or the slaves will never
truly be free. All his political skills are called upon to enable the Amendment to pass. It is
passed and peace comes, but Lincoln’s plans for Reconstruction never come to pass. He is
assassinated within a week of the end of the Civil War.

The film can be broken into two parts. In the first part, Lincoln the iconic historical figure
is created. We see Lincoln talking to soldiers as well as to his cabinet. In this part of the
film, the photographs are the creative guide for Lincoln; the physically tall president who
is larger than life guides Spielberg’s creative choices. In the second part of the film, Lincoln
the man who is president takes over; in this section a different look and creative goal is
operating.

To be more specific, we need to turn back to those Civil War photographs. From the point
of view of the visual characteristics of those photographs, there are distinct qualities to
them. Many photographs are overexposed, bleaching out a realist range of black to white.
Faces particularly can appear overly white or bleached and the effect is to lessen the sharp-
ness of the facial feature. In other photographs, the position of the camera is distant from
its subject leaving an empty foreground, a character in the middle, and the contextual
background a presence. The effect is to render the photographs awkward or artificial com-
pared with examples of contemporary photographs. In short, there is an amateurish or
naive quality to the photographs. Their very existence makes them historic, iconic, but not
very realistic.

Washed-out faces, awkward camera placements, and contextual images that seem ill at
ease typify Spielberg’s style in the first half of the film. This is particularly the case when
Lincoln is in the frame. This impulse begins in the very first scenes. Lincoln (Daniel Day-
Lewis) is speaking to two black soldiers and then to two white soldiers ending with their
reciting from his Gettysburg Address. The images of the soldiers are conventional, taken
from Lincoln’s point of view, close-ups of the man with a slight downward lean to the
shots. The reverse shot of Lincoln seated talking to the men is distant and he sits mid-
frame with a slight upward angle. The result is almost disorienting in its awkwardness.
We yearn to be closer to Lincoln, but the location of the camera precludes it. As a result,
Lincoln is less humanized compared with the soldiers. He is “the president” who seems
above it all.

In the next family scene, we are introduced to the youngest Lincoln son. He feigns sleep.
Lincoln picks up two photographs of young male slaves. They are bleached out. This refer-
ence to photography introduces the association between Lincoln and photographic imag-
ery. In the scenes that follow, Lincoln meets with two citizens and his secretary of state.
This scene is followed by a meeting with his cabinet about the Thirteenth Amendment.
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FIGURE 5.1
Lincoln, 2012. © Dreamworks/20th Century Fox. Still provided by Photofest.

In both of these scenes, we are presented with a dark room yielding natural light from
its window. This is the light source particularly on Lincoln. Half his face is over-lit and
appears subtly bleached out, white. The guests and William H. Seward are more fully lit.
This pattern is altered with the cabinet members whose dark clothing and white beards
make the room once again seem under-lit. And once again, Lincoln appears with one
side of his face shadowed, the other over-lit. The references to the look of Civil War pho-
tographs is unmistakable. In these scenes, Spielberg furthers his creation of the iconic
historically significant Lincoln.

In the second half of the film, a more full-blooded, human visualization of Lincoln is pur-
sued. The result is created by a movement away from photographs of the era. The look of
the images changes and the iconic figure of Lincoln is displaced and the man, the father,
the husband, as well as the brilliant politician, take over.

Although what I describe as a creative visual strategy to the presentation of the presi-
dent who changed American history might seem too bifurcated between icon and human
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being, the performance of Day-Lewis and the subtle direction by Spielberg manage quite
well in conveying the icon and the man. The uses of photographs of the period are indis-
pensable in this creation.

THE PLAY

The relationship between the play and film began early in film’s history and has been
ongoing. Sam Raphaelson’s play The Jazz Singer was the source material for the first major
sound film. And Raphaelson joined other playwrights such as Noél Coward and later Har-
old Pinter and David Mamet in becoming major screenwriters.

In this chapter, I want to examine that relationship from a different angle. Specifically we
are going to look at the Danny Boyle/Aaron Sorkin film Steve Jobs, where the source mate-
rial, the Walter Isaacson biography Steve Jobs, is in effect transformed into a three-act play
on film. We will also look at the reverse journey, Incendies by Denis Villeneuve. Here the
source material began as a play, and in every way has become a film.

The Isaacson book on which the film Steve Jobs is based covers his entire career. Rather
than choose the faithful flow of that chronology, screenwriter Sorkin has chosen to focus
on three product launches, the Macintosh computer in 1984, the NeXT computer in 1988,
and the iMac in 1998. On the surface, such a choice might seem to emphasize the creation
of the myth about a man who supervised technological creations that transformed a mar-
ginal computer company into the world’s most highly valued (stock value) company. But
that’s not the case. By ignoring the future successes, the iPod, the iPhone, and the iPad,
Sorkin is focusing on the failures and a success in the middle period of Job’s career

And Sorkin uses the key relationships in Job's life, personal and professional, to compress
dramatically the flaws, failures, and genius of Jobs into three distinct acts. In those acts,
he introduces the key people whose relationships with Jobs are important to understand
who he was and why he succeeded. This bold play-like structure is not realistic, but rather
intensely revealing about the who and why of Jobs. Each of these people sheds light on
Jobs both in terms of personality and professionally. And each appears in each of the
acts. They are: Steve Wozniak (Seth Rogen), who with Jobs is the co-founder of Apple;
Joanna Hoffman (Kate Winslet), head of marketing; John Sculley (Jeff Daniels), Apple
CEO; Andy Hertzfeld (Michael Stuhlbarg), chief engineer of Apple; Chrisann Brennan
(Katherine Waterston), girlfriend of Jobs and mother of their child Lisa Brennan (at 19
years old, Perk Haney Jardine, at 9 years of age, Ripley Soo, at 5 years, Mackenzie Moss),
the daughter Jobs for so long refused to acknowledge as his daughter.

Each act is fraught with the time pressure of the imminent launch, and each act ends once
the launch begins. In between, each character has pressure from Jobs, or puts pressure
on Jobs. Wozniak puts pressure on Jobs to acknowledge the Apple II team in the first act.
Brennan puts pressure on Jobs to acknowledge Lisa as his daughter and to financially sup-
port her so she can get off welfare. Hoffman urges Jobs to drop his demand that the com-
puter say hello at the launch. Jobs is urging Hertzfeld to assure that the computer be able
to say hello, which it cannot 40 minutes prior to the launch start. Sculley, father-figure to
Jobs, is present to act out the father role, this time to calm Jobs down and tell him there



is no one quite like him. Sculley also raises the issue of Jobs’ history, specifically that he
was adopted. How that momentous abandonment has shaped Jobs comes from their
interplay. In spite of the momentous excitement, the launch of the Macintosh is a failure.

In this act, the most important revelation is Jobs’ singular attention to detail, to his insis-
tence of his world view in all things, and to his need to control events no matter who gets
hurt. Jobs seems impervious to his effect on others.

The second act focuses on a new product, the NeXT computer. Jobs has been fired from
Apple; this launch is his first product outside the Apple world. In this act, the underly-
ing question is why has Jobs produced so expensive a computer that does not yet have
an operating system. NeXT looks beautiful but is not functional. In this act, Jobs finally
seems to treat his nine-year-old daughter as his daughter. This act differs from the first act
because Jobs is in the midst of pressure from his colleagues and family. The second act is
all about Jobs with a distinct agenda and with those no longer with him justifying their
actions and challenging his actions. Wozniak and Sculley are defending their behavior,
both having betrayed Jobs. Hertzfeld provides the speculative article that in fact articulates
the Jobs agenda for NeXT. He wants to see it back at Apple for its operating system and use
the sale to reclaim the company from Sculley and his board. Hoffman plays the detective
probing what Jobs is really up to. Chrisann and Jobs are now in a rivalry with one another
over which of them is the parent. Jobs buys her off, but it is clear their relationship with
Lisa is changing. The single greatest impact of the second act is that Jobs has become less
hippyish and naive. He is now the master Machiavellian. It is in this act that we under-
stand the orphan in Jobs is no longer dominant. Jobs has become master of his universe.

In the prologue to the third act, we learn that Sculley has been fired and that NeXT has
been sold to Apple, and that Jobs is once again the CEO of Apple. The third act takes place
in 1998, coincident with the launch of the iMac. Unlike the first two acts, in this act the
launch will be a great success. Jobs has arrived. But the focus is principally on Jobs the
father. The only character who speaks about professional issues is Wozniak. In this inter-
action, the focus in on Jobs’ behavior within the company. Wozniak asks that he retain the
senior portion of the Apple II team. Jobs says no, because Wozniak and that team brought
the company to the brink of bankruptcy. Instead of generating new products, they tried to
improve on old products, the Apple II. Genuine anger is expressed by both Wozniak and
Jobs. But Jobs holds his ground, rubbing salt in Wozniak’s wounds — at least Wozniak
has not been fired. The scene is a woeful reminder that for Jobs his vision trumps fellow
feeling and friendship.

The other characters all speak to the child-parent issues in Jobs’ life. Sculley and Jobs
address how an orphan survives abandonment. Sculley admires Jobs, but Jobs remains
bitter. Sculley represents the latest abandonment (the firing) that Jobs has experienced.
Herzfeld and Hoffman speak to his relationship with Lisa. Herzfeld has paid her univer-
sity tuition; Jobs resents Herzfeld being a surrogate father. Hoffman urges Jobs to make
peace with Lisa. She also tells him how great a success his latest computer will be.

Jobs does actually let Lisa know she is more important to him than the launch. He acts the
father and implies he’s ready to be her father. The third act then brings us to a different
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Jobs. He’s a man who has had enormous success. He is launched professionally, but the
film definitely leaves us with the impression that as a father and as a human being Jobs
remains a work in progress.

The film Steve Jobs has used a play-like structure to compress and convey a remarkable
career in a heightened fashion. Denis Villeneuve has gone in the opposite direction. He
has taken Wajdi Mouawad’s 2003 play Scorched and converted it into an intense film,
Incendies (2010), an Oscar nominee for Best Foreign Language Film. To do so, Villeneuve
has abandoned the play’s poetic language and sought out visuals to alter the work’s base
from play to film.

Incendies begins with the reading of the will of Nawal Marwan, a Lebanese Christian immi-
grant to Montreal, to her twin adult children, Jeanne (Melissa Desermeaux-Poulin) and
Simon (Maxim Gaudette). Nawal is to be buried in a most disrespectful manner and there
will be no stone until her children deliver a letter to their brother and to their father. The
problem is they have no brother or father. They are urged to comply with this deathbed
request by their mother’s employer and notary, Jean Lebel (Remy Girard). And so begins
their journey to Lebanon to learn who their mother was and about the missing members
of their family.

The narrative then bifurcates between flashbacks of the mother in Lebanon and the chil-
dren in the present, searching for their brother and their father, principally in Lebanon.

In the mother’s story, the driving force is to find the child taken away from her at birth.
The flashback begins with the scene where, as a pregnant teenager, Nawal is running away
with Wahab, her young Muslim lover. Her brothers kill Wahab and want to kill Nawal for
dishonoring her family. They are prevented by their grandmother who protects Nawal. But
there is a price. Her baby when born will be given up for adoption. So that Nawal will be
able to find him, the grandmother tattoos three spots on his heel. Nawal will be sent to
an uncle in the city to study and be removed for always from her immediate family. Nawal
studies and works for her uncle’s newspaper, but the civil war between the Christians and
the Muslims in the 1970s ends school and Nawal goes south to find her son. The orphan-
age has been destroyed and the children removed. Traveling on her search in the south,
Nawal hides her Christianity in order to board a bus carrying Muslims. The bus is stopped
by a Christian militia. Nawal saves herself by showing her cross previously hidden. All the
others on the bus are killed and burned. Nawal tries to save a little girl, but when the girl
runs back toward the bus to find her now dead mother she is killed. The south reflects the
new reality — revenge and murder have replaced all other values.

Nawal, now believing her son is dead, joins a Muslim warlord, Chamseddine, and works to
overthrow the militias. Her assignment is to assassinate the head of the militias. She works
as a tutor for the man’s children to be close to him; and when ordered, she assassinates
him. For her action, she is sent to prison for 15 years. There she becomes known as the
woman who sings. To break her will, she is continually raped in prison by their primary tor-
turer, Abou Tarek (Abdelchafour Elazizi). She becomes pregnant, and gives birth to twins.
The twins are saved by the nurse who returns them to her when she is freed. Chamsed-
dine sends her and the twins to safety in Canada. There, years later, she is swimming



in a Montreal pool with her daughter. She sees a man with three tattoos on his heel. She
has found her son. She dies not long thereafter.

In the modern story, Jeanne goes to Lebanon. Her search begins with finding informa-
tion about her mother. A photograph of her mother reveals her mother was a prisoner in
a notorious prison in the south. When Jeanne finds the village her mother lived in, the
women tell her she is not welcome here. Her mother disgraced her family. No grievance
is forgotten or forgiven.

Deeply troubled, Jeanne reaches out for help from her brother, Simon. Simon and Jean
Lebel join her in Lebanon. They discover the rest of Nawal's story, about her imprison-
ment, about her rape, and from the nurse who aided Nawal when she gave birth to twins.
They search out Chamseddine who in a clandestine meeting with Simon tells them that
their brother and their father was the same man, Tarek. The circle is not closed until they
deliver the letters to the man who is brother and father to them. In Montreal, they deliver
the letters. The film ends when they visit the grave of their mother, now with an added
tombstone. The last shot is of Tarek visiting the gravesite.

Beyond the avoidance of the playwright’s use of poetic language, Villeneuve has deployed
a number of strategies to make Incendies succeed as a film. Some of these strategies are
related to the shot selections, while others have to do with the juxtaposition of shots. None
is more important than Villeneuve’s accretion of visual detailing of key narrative elements.

The film opens with young boys being given haircuts. One of these young boys has three
dots tattooed on his heel. No single image will be more important in the film. It identifies
the son whom Nawal will look for throughout the film, and will eventually identify as an
adult in a Montreal swimming pool near the end of the film. This love represents many
things — a mother’s love, as well as a reminder that love and unspeakable cruelty can
coexist in the same person. Nawal is introduced to us, crucifix at the base of her necklace.
The same crucifix endangers her as she removes it before getting on the bus. The same
crucifix saves her as the bus is attacked by Christian militia. A headscarf is used to suggest
Nawal is Muslim. Guns are objects of murder rather than self-defense. A glass of tea is a
sign of welcome to a guest whether the guest is a stranger or a friend. Eyeshades prevent
the wearer from seeing or knowing. Their removal means seeing and knowing. All of these
visual details are presented in close-up revealing how important they are to the audience’s
understanding of the narrative.

The second strategy Villeneuve uses is to place the camera close to Nawal. This immedi-
ately makes her the most important character. It also intensifies her responses to what
happens to her. Although the camera is more distant from Jeanne and Simon, her chil-
dren, Villeneuve moves closer as each of them learns more about their mother. When
Simon finally learns about his mother in the meeting with Chamseddine, the warlord,
the camera is beside Simon and his response mirrors the intensity we have associated
with Nawal throughout. Simon’s point of view and our own have joined. His shock is our
shock at the revelations.

Because Incendies is presented as a personal story rather than a political story about the
Middle East, the issues of justice and injustice, of sectarian violence, of the will to take
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revenge for personal grievances and disappointments are all placed in the context of
Nawal and her family. Specific events become the focus - the killing of her lover, the
reaction of her family, the loss of her son, the search for her son. Personal losses and love
drive this story. Birth, death, murder, imprisonment, torture are all presented as moments
filled with feeling. Perhaps no sequence is more powerful than the attack by the Chris-
tian militia on a bus carrying Nawal and its Muslim passengers. The execution of the bus
driver, the militiamen pouring gasoline on the bus, a Muslim mother understanding that
her daughter will die, Nawal'’s attempt to save the daughter, the daughter breaking Nawal'’s
hold on her, the girl’s execution by a militiaman, Nawal'’s helplessness — all these are told
in powerful images. A close-up of Nawal is followed by an extreme long shot of the bus
in flames. The scene with very little dialog tells us so much about the powerlessness of the
individual in the face of collective hatred and violence.

Environment does not provide respite for any of the characters in Incendies. A pastoral
village becomes the scene of the first murder in the film. A swimming pool in Montreal
becomes the scene for Nawal at last finding her long-lost son. It is also where she realizes
that her son was also her torturer and the father of her twins. Neither is death an escape.
In death, she sends her two children to find the father and brother neither knew they
had—and to at last discover the horror that was her life.

There is urgency to the narrative of Incendies. By making it specific as well as grave in its
importance, Villeneuve has transformed a powerful play into a powerful film.

THE CONCERT

Musicals and musicians have often been the subject of films. In these films, performance
and concerts are showcased and pleasurable in their own right. In this section, however,
we look to the character of different styles of music and their relationship to the journey
of the character in films. Clint Eastwood took this approach in his film about Charlie
Parker, Bird (1980). The two films we analyze here look to the less apparent linkage. The
Belgian film The Broken Circle Breakdown (2011) uses its characters’ affinity for American
bluegrass music and performance, and explores how the music and the performers’ lives
are inextricably interwoven. Whiplash (2015), on the other hand, is all about musician-
ship, performance, and desire. The constructive and destructive sides of these men and
music relationships go to the heart of Whiplash.

The story in The Broken Circle Breakdown is a simple one. Elise (Veerle Baetano) and
Didier (Johan Heldenburgh) are the main characters. He is a musician whose love for
America has prompted his career path. He is a banjo player and a bluegrass vocalist. She
is a tattoo artist. The first half of the film moves back and forth through the first phase of
their relationship. They meet and fall deeply in love. She gets pregnant and has a baby,
Maybelle. He is hesitant at first, but both love this love child. They marry. Maybelle
develops cancer and, at age six, after much struggle, dies. In the second half of the film,
each struggles to come to terms with the death. The marriage collapses and after a brief
effort to reconcile, Elise commits suicide. Love cannot help them deal with their loss of
a child.
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Complicating the relationship of Elise and Didier is their differing belief systems. Elise is
a person of faith who embraces religion to deal with the death of Maybelle. Didier, on the
other hand, is aggressively atheistic. He rails against religion and God and resents Elise
turning to faith for solace. The consequence is that Maybelle’s life and death becomes
subject to irreconcilable differences. Elise and Didier cannot help each other. Maybelle’s
death is blamed on the other’s actions and beliefs, and Elise cannot go on.

Director Felix Van Groeningen adopts an editing strategy that assumes we know the pri-
mary issue in each section of the film. In the first half of the film, he cuts away to Maybelle
in hospital, receiving her chemotherapy treatments. Intercut with this is the chronology
of the relationship of Elise and Didier from meeting to sleeping together to getting preg-
nant, the birth of Maybelle, the joy of having this child, and then her death. By using the
cutaway of Maybelle receiving chemotherapy, Van Groeningen foreshadows the destruc-
tive outcome. The other layer of this first half is the induction of Elise into Didier’s band
as a vocalist.

In the second half of the film, the cutaway is to the ambulance taking the unconscious
Elise to hospital where she will die. The fretful Didier follows in his car. The contemporary
footage focuses on the relationship of Elise and Didier, their marriage, their happiness,
and the dissolution of their happiness and marriage after Maybelle’s death. Also intercut is
the performances of the band. But in this section, performance cannot overcome the pain
of their loss. The last straw is Didier having a meltdown on stage during a performance.
He rails against religion and against George Bush'’s veto against stem-cell research in the
United States. Didier acknowledges the death of Maybelle at this moment. Elise can take
no more, and she walks away from the band. Her pill-taking quickly follows.

This complex editing strategy throughout the film focuses the film on loss and the ques-
tion: Can those alive bear these losses? The answer lies in the concert material throughout
the film. Bluegrass is a passionate lament about the difficulties life throws at the living.
It is sad music. Although Didier initially embraces bluegrass as the American music of
endurance and re-invention, it does not serve that purpose for him. It helps him cope, but
it cannot save him or Elise. Life has simply been too difficult.

Nowhere is this more poignantly presented than at the funeral for Maybelle and the death
of Elise in the hospital. The band performs a goodbye lament for Maybelle and an instru-
mental send-off for Elise. In both cases, the music becomes the expression of heartbreak
for the main characters.

Damien Chazelle’s Whiplash focuses on the world of performance. It poses the ques-
tion of training and its role in excellence in jazz. Andrew Neiman (Miles Teller) is the
main character. He studies at the top academy in New York. His teacher, Terence Fletcher
(J. K. Simmons), drives his students with an iron fist. Can they take it? He can certainly
dish it out, enough to qualify for the Sadistic Hall of Fame.

The narrative focuses on Andrew’s drive, his character, and his will. Andrew wants to be
the best drummer anywhere. He is ruthlessly focused. He throws over a budding romance
with a young woman, telling her he does not have the time for a relationship. As to his
will, he listens, he rehearses, and he takes much abuse. He also bleeds from the intensity
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FIGURE 5.2
Whiplash, 2014. © Sony Pictures Classics. Sill provided by Photofest.

of his practice, has a car accident on the way to a jazz competition, and finally attacks
Fletcher when he cannot take it anymore.

As to Fletcher, his baseline is abusive, lying and manipulating individuals in the orchestra
to see them wither. Andrew seems for Fletcher a special case and a special opportunity.
Talent seems to bring out the beast in Fletcher.

The title Whiplash refers to a jazz piece that is rehearsed numerous times in the film. Per-
formance of this piece seems to drive the edit of the film. This means the rhythm of the
piece drives the edit. Chazelle relies on point-of-view shots of Andrew and of Fletcher,
medium shots principally punctuated by close-ups when the piece crests or changes pitch
or instrument. Cutaways to the instruments that enter the piece accentuate that this is
all about performance. Since Fletcher is tightly conducting the performance, the hand
motion ordering a stop is another cutaway that is important; it suggests his control. In the
rehearsal phase, many cutaways to Andrew suggest his reaction. He is always looking for
approval and/or recognition.
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Chazelle also uses the edit to illustrate Andrew’s competitiveness with the two other
drummers vying for position in the orchestra. Fletcher's manipulation of each of them to
provoke Andrew prompts Chazelle to use accelerating pace to raise the level of humili-
ation being exercised. Whether a test or simply a reminder of who is boss, it makes the
sequence almost unbearably intense.

Later in the concluding sequence of the film, Fletcher has been dismissed from the school
and he invites Andrew to the JVC competition where he is trying to relaunch his own
career as a conductor. He surprises Andrew with a new opening piece. Andrew has to
improvise. He manages. The humiliation continues. Andrew finally leaves the stage, seek-
ing solace from his father (Paul Reiser). Suddenly Andrew decides to return to the stage.
This time he takes control, choosing the piece to perform, inviting the other musicians to
follow him. Fletcher is angry and defensive. Andrew has taken control.

In this sequence, the edit is all about the power struggle between Andrew and Fletcher:
pace, a flurry of close-ups of the instruments and players, and cutaways of Fletcher los-
ing his power to Andrew who takes over and extemporizes on the drums. His primacy is
emphasized by close-ups of his hands in performance and his face. Cutaways to Fletcher
reinforce the sense that he has lost. He seems to acquiesce and go on. Is he saving face, or
working on a revenge strategy? It is unclear.

In the end, many feelings are conveyed about the performance of jazz — power, commit-
ment, control. There is not a great deal of happiness here, but feeling comes via the stac-
cato of performance. And it's a powerful feeling.
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CHAPTER 6

Editors Who Became Directors

One of the more interesting career developments in film has been the transition from edi-
tors to directors. Two of the most successful, Robert Wise and David Lean, are the subjects
of this chapter.

Is it necessary and natural for editors to become directors? The answer is no. Is editing the
best route to directing? Not necessarily, but editing can be invaluable, as demonstrated
by the subjects of this chapter. What strengths do editors bring to directing? Narrative
clarity, for one: Editors are responsible for clarifying the story from all of the footage
that the director has shot. This point takes on greater meaning in the following sampling
of directors who have entered the field from other areas. From screenwriting, the most
famous contemporary writer who has tried his hand at directing is Robert Towne (Personal
Best, 1982; Tequila Sunrise, 1988). Before Towne, notable writer-directors included Nun-
nally Johnson (The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, 1956) and Ben Hecht (Specter of the Rose,
1946). All of these writers are great with dialog, and their screenplays spark with energy.
As directors, however, their work seems to lack pace. Their dialog may be energetic, but
the performances of their actors are too mannered. In short, these exceptional writers are
unexceptional directors. This, of course, does not mean that all writers become poor direc-
tors; consider Preston Sturges, Billy Wilder, and Joseph Mankiewicz, for example. What it
does imply, though, is that the narrative skill of writing doesn’t lead directly to a successful
directing career.

A similar conclusion can be drawn from cinematography. The visual beauty of the cam-
erawork of Haskell Wexler has not translated into directorial success (Medium Cool, 1969);
neither have William Fraker (Monte Walsh, 1970) or Jack Cardiff (Sons and Lovers, 1960)
found success. Even Nicolas Roeg (Don’t Look Now, 1973; Walkabout, 1971; Track 29, 1988)
has a problem with narrative clarity and pace in his directed films, although he has won
a following. There are, however, a few exceptions worth noting. Jan de Bon had great suc-
cess with Speed (1994), and Barry Sonnenfeld has been developing a distinctive style (The
Addams Family, 1991; Get Shorty, 1995).

Producers from David Selznick (A Farewell to Arms, 1957) to Irwin Winkler (Guilty by Sus-
picion, 1991) have tried to direct with less success than expected. Again, the problems of
narrative clarity and pace have defeated their efforts.

Only actors have been as successful as editors in their transition to directors. From Chap-
lin and Keaton to Charles Laughton (The Night of the Hunter, 1955), Robert Redford (Ordi-
nary People, 1980), and Kevin Costner (Dances with Wolves, 1990), actors have been able
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to energize their direction, and for them, the problems of pace and clarity have been less
glaring. Neither are actors singular in their talents. Warren Beatty has been very successful
directing comedy (Heaven Can Wait, 1978). Diane Keaton has excelled in psychological
drama (Unstrung Heroes, 1995). Mel Gibson has excelled in directing action (Braveheart,
1995). And Clint Eastwood has crossed genres, directing exceptional Westerns (Unfor-
given, 1992) and melodrama (The Bridges of Madison County, 1995). Most notable in this
area has been the work of Elia Kazan, director of On the Waterfront, 1954 and East of Eden,
1955, who was originally an actor, and John Cassavetes (Gloria, 1980; Husbands, 1970;
Faces, 1968).

The key is pace and narrative clarity. These concerns, which are central to the success of
an editor, are but one element in the success of a director. Equally important and visible
are the director’s success with performers and crew, ability to remain on budget (shooting
along a time line rather than on the basis of artistic considerations alone), and ability to
inspire confidence in the producer. Any of these qualities (and, of course, success with
the audience) can make a successful director, but only success with the building blocks of
film—the shots and how they are put together—will ensure an editor’s success. Again, we
come back to narrative clarity and pace, and again these can be important elements for
the success of a director.

Thus, editing is an excellent preparation for becoming a director. To test this idea, we now
turn to the careers of two directors who began their careers as editors: Robert Wise and
David Lean.

ROBERT WISE

As an editor, Wise is best known for Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane (1941) and The Magnifi-
cent Ambersons (1942). Within two years, he codirected his first film at RKO. As with many
American directors, Wise spent the next 30 years directing in all of the great American
genres: the Western (Blood on the Moon, 1948), the gangster film (Odds Against Tomorrow,
1959), the musical (West Side Story, 1961), and the sports film (The Set-Up, 1949). He also
ventured into those genres made famous in Germany: the horror film (The Body Snatcher,
1945), the science-fiction film (The Day the Earth Stood Still, 1951), and the melodrama
(I Want to Live!, 1958).

These directorial efforts certainly illustrate versatility, but our purpose is to illustrate how
his experience as an editor was invaluable to his success as a director. To do so, we will
look in detail at three of his films: The Set-Up, I Want to Live!, and West Side Story. We
will also refer to Somebody Up There Likes Me (1956), The Day the Earth Stood Still, and
The Body Snatcher.

When one looks at Citizen Kane and The Magnificent Ambersons, the work of the editor is
very apparent. Aside from audacious cutting that draws attention to technique (“Merry
Christmas . . . and a Happy New Year”), the breakfast scene, and the opening introduction
to the characters and the town stand out as tours de force: set-pieces that impress us. They
contribute to the narrative but also stand apart from it, as did the Odessa Steps sequence
in Battleship Potemkin. Although this type of scene is notable in many of Wise’s directorial
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efforts, the deeper contribution of the editor to the film is not to be intrusive, but rather
to edit the film so that the viewer is clearly aware of the story and its evolution, not the
editing.

The tension between the invisible editor and the editor of consciously audacious sequences
is a tension that runs throughout Wise’s career as a director. The equivalents of the break-
fast scene in Citizen Kane emerge often in his work: the fight in The Set-Up, the dance
numbers in West Side Story, and the opening of I Want to Live! As his career as a direc-
tor developed, he was able to integrate the sequences into the narrative and make them
revealing. A good example of this is the sampan blockade of the American ship in The
Sand Pebbles (1966).

Another use Wise found for the set-piece is to elaborate a particular idea through editing.
For example, in The Day the Earth Stood Still, Wise communicated the idea that every nation
on Earth can be unified in the face of a great enough threat. To elaborate this idea, he cut
sound and picture to different newsrooms around the world. The announcers speak differ-
ent languages, but they are all talking about the same thing: an alien has landed, threaten-
ing everyone on the planet. Finally, the different nationalities are unified, but it has taken
an alien threat to accomplish that unity. The idea is communicated through an editing
solution, not quite a set-piece, but an editing idea that draws some attention to itself.

Wise used the same editing approach in Somebody Up There Likes Me to communicate the
wide support for Rocky Graziano in his final fight. His family, his Hell’s Kitchen friends,
and his new fans are all engaged in “praying” at their radios that his fate in the final fight
will mean something for their fate. By intercutting between all three groups, Wise lets us
know how many people’s dreams hang on the dream of one man. Here, too, the editing
solution communicates the idea. Not as self-conscious as the breakfast scene in Citizen
Kane, this sequence is nevertheless a set-piece that has great impact.

The principle of finding an editing solution to an idea surfaces early in Wise’s career as a
director. In The Body Snatcher, Wise had to communicate that Grey (the title character) has
resorted to murder to secure a body for dissection at the local medical school. We don't
see the murder, just the street singer walking through the foggy night-bound Edinburgh
street. Her voice carries on. Grey, driving his buggy, follows. Both disappear. We see the
street and hear the voice of the street singer. The shot holds (continues visually), as does
the voice, and then nothing. The voice disappears. The visual remains. We know that the
girl is dead and a new body will be provided for “science.” The scene has the elements of
a set-piece, an element of self-consciousness, and yet is extremely effective in heightening
the tension and drama of the murder that has taken place beyond our sight.

We turn now to a more detailed examination of three of Wise’s films, beginning with The
Set-Up.

The Set-Up

The Set-Up (1949) is the story of Stoker Thompson's last fight. Stoker is 35 and nearing the
end of his career; he is low on the fight card but has the will to carry on. He fights now in
a string of small towns and earns little money.
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This screen story takes place entirely on the evening of the fight. Stoker’'s manager has
agreed to have his fighter lose to an up-and-coming boxer, Tiger Nelson. But the manager,
greedy and without confidence in Stoker, keeps the payoff and neglects to tell Stoker he
is to lose.

Struggling against the crowd, against his wife who refuses to watch him beaten again, and
against his manager, Stoker fights, and he wins. Then he faces the consequences. He has
been true to himself, but he has betrayed the local gangster, Little Boy, and he must pay the
price. As the film ends, Stoker’s hand is broken by Little Boy, and the fighter acknowledges
that he’ll never fight again.

The Set-Up may be Wise’s most effective film. The clarity of story is unusual, and a power-
ful point of view is established. Wise managed to establish individuals among the specta-
tors so that the crowd is less impersonal and seems composed of individuals with lives
before and after the fight. As a result, they take on characteristics that make our responses
to Stoker more varied and complex.

Like Citizen Kane, the narrative structure poses an editing problem. With Citizen Kane, two
hours of screen time must tell the story of one man’s 75-year life. In The Set-Up, the story
takes place in one evening. Wise chose to use screen time to simulate real time. The 72
minutes of the film simulate those 70 or so minutes of the fight, the time leading up to it,
and its aftermath.

As much as possible, Wise matched the relationship between real time and screen time.
That is not to say that The Set-Up is a documentary. It is not. It is a carefully crafted drama-
tization of a critical point in Stoker’s life: his last fight.

To help engage us with Stoker’s feelings and his point of view, Wise used subjective camera
placement and movement. We see what Stoker sees, and we begin to feel what he must
feel. Wise was very pointed about point of view in this film.

This film is not exclusively about Stoker’s point of view, however. Wise was as subjective
about Stoker’s wife and about seven other secondary characters who are highlighted: a
newspaper seller (probably a former boxer), a blind man, a meek man, an obese man, and
a belligerent housewife. With the exceptions of the newspaper seller and the obese man,
all have companions whose behavior stands out in contrast to their own.

The film introduces each of these spectators before the fight and cuts away to them con-
tinually throughout the fight. The camera is close and looks down or up at them (it is
never neutral). Wise used an extreme close-up only when the housewife yells to Stoker’s
opponent, “Kill him!” All of the spectators seem to favor Nelson with much verbal and
physical expression. If they could be in the ring themselves, they would enjoy the ultimate
identification.

Only when the fight begins to go against Nelson do they shift allegiances and yell their
support for Stoker. The spectators do not appear superficially to be bloodthirsty, but their
behavior in each case speaks otherwise.

Wise carried the principle of subjectivity as far as he could without drawing too much
attention to it. He used silence as Hitchcock did in Blackmail. Before the fight, individual
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disparaging comments about his age and his chances are heard by Stoker. As he spars
with his opponent, the two become sufficiently involved with one another that they can
actually exchange words in spite of the din. Between rounds, Stoker is so involved in
regrouping his physical and mental resources that for a few brief seconds, he hears noth-
ing. Almost total silence takes over until the bell rings Stoker, and us, back into the aware-
ness that the next round has begun. Sound continues to be used invasively. It surrounds,
dominates, and then recedes to simulate how Stoker struggles for some mastery within
his environment.

In The Set-Up, Wise suggested that Stoker’s inner life with its tenacious will to see himself
as a winner contrasts with his outer life, his life in society, which views him as a fighter in
decline, one step removed from being a discard of society. So great is the derision toward
him from the spectators that the audience begins to feel that they too struggle with this
inner life-outer life conflict and they don’t want to identify with a loser. These are the
primary ideas that Wise communicates in this film, and by moving away from simple ste-
reotypes with most of the people in the story, he humanizes all of them. These ideas are
worked out with editing solutions. Both picture and sound, cutaways and close-ups, are
used to orchestrate these ideas.

I Want to Live!

In I Want to Live! (1958), Wise again dealt with a story in which the inner life of the char-
acter comes into conflict with society’s view of that person (Figure 6.1). In this case, how-
ever, the consequences of the difference are dire. In the end, the main character is executed
by society for that difference. Barbara Graham enjoys a good time and can’t seem to stay
out of trouble. She perjures herself casually and thus begins her relationship with the law.

She lives outside the law but remains a petty criminal until circumstance leads her to be
involved with two men in a murder charge. Now a mother, her defiant attitude leads to a
trial where poor judgment in a man again deepens her trouble. This time she is in too far.
She is sentenced to be executed for murder. Although a psychologist and reporter try to
save her, they are too late. The film ends shortly after she has been executed for a murder
she did not commit.

I Want to Live! is a narrative that takes place over a number of years. Wise’s first challenge
was to establish an approach or attitude that would set the tone but also allow for an elab-
orate narrative. Wise created the equivalent of a jazz riff. Set to Gerry Mulligan’s combo
performance, he presented a series of images set in a jazz club. The combo performs. The
customers pair off, drink, and smoke. This is an atmosphere that tolerates a wide band of
behavior, young women with older men, young men at the margin of the law. A police-
man enters looking for someone, but he doesn’t find her. Only his determination singles
him out from the rest.

This whole sequence runs just over two minutes and contains fewer than 20 shots. All
of the images get their continuity from two sources: the combo performance and the
off-center, deep-focus cinematography. All of the images are shot at angles of up to 30
degrees. The result is a disjointed, unstable feeling. There is unpredictability here; it's a
visual presentation of an offcenter world, a world where anything can happen. There is
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rhythm but no logic here, as in a jazz riff.

NFH.FFI-FFFF The pace of the shots does not help. Pace
dIER I T can direct us to a particular mood, but here
-2 IR * . the pace is random, not cueing us about

how to feel. Randomness contributes to
the overall mood. This is Barbara Graham’s
world. This opening sequence sets the tone
for what is to follow in the next two hours.

After this prologue, Wise still faced the
problem of a screen story that must cover
the next eight to 10 years. He chose to
straight-cut between scenes that illustrate
Graham's steady decline. He focused on
those periods or decisions she made that
took her down the road to execution. All of
the scenes center around her misjudgments
about men. They include granting illcon-
sidered favors, committing petty crime,
marrying a drug addict, returning to crimi-

FIGURE 6.1 nal companions, and a murder charge for
| Want to Live!, 1958. ©1958 United Artists Corporation. All rights ~ being found with those companions. Once
reserved. Still provided by Photofest. charged, she mistrusts her lawyer but does

trust a policeman who entraps her into a
false confession about her whereabouts on the night of the murder. Only when it is too
late does her judgment about a male psychologist and a male reporter suggest a change in
her perception, but by relentlessly thumbing her nose at the law and society, she dooms
herself to death (this was, after all, the 1950s).

By straight-cutting from scene to scene along a clear narrative that highlights the growing
seriousness of Graham’s misjudgments, Wise blurred the time issue, and we accept the
length of time that has passed. There are, however, a few notable departures from this
pattern—departures in which Wise introduced an editorial view. In each case, he found
an editing solution.

An important idea in I Want to Live! is the role of the media, particularly print and televi-
sion journalism, and the role they played in condemning Graham. Wise intercut the mur-
der trial with televised footage about it. He also intercut direct contact between Graham
and the print press, particularly Ed Montgomery. By doing this, Wise found an editing
solution to the problem of showing all of the details of the actual trial on screen and also
found a way to illustrate the key role the media played in finding Graham guilty. This is
the same type of intercutting seen in The Day the Earth Stood Still and Somebody Up There
Likes Me.

Another departure is the amount of screen time Wise spent on the actual execution. The
film meticulously shows in close-up all of the details of the execution: the setting, its
artifacts, the sulfuric acid, how it works, the cyanide, how it works, how the doctor checks
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whether Barbara is dead. All of these details show an almost clinical sense of what is
about to happen to Barbara and, in terms of the execution, of what does happen to her.
This level of detail draws out the prelude to and the actual execution. The objectivity of
this detail, compared to the randomness of the jazz riff, is excruciating and inevitable—
scientific in its predictability. This sequence is virtually in counterpoint to the rest of the
film. As a result, it is a remarkably powerful sequence that questions how we feel about
capital punishment. The scientific presentation leaves no room for a sense of satisfaction
about the outcome. Quite the contrary, it is disturbing, particularly because we know that
Graham is innocent.

The detail, the pace, and the length of the sequence all work to carry the viewer to a sense
of dread about what is to come, but also to editorialize about capital punishment. It is a
remarkable sequence, totally different from the opening, but, in its way, just as effective.
Again, Wise found an editing solution to a particular narrative idea.

West Side Story

Leonard Bernstein’s West Side Story (1961) is a contemporary musical adaptation of Shake-
speare’s Romeo and Juliet. Instead of the Montagues and the Capulets, however, the conflict
is between two New York street gangs: the Sharks and the Jets (Figure 6.2). The Sharks are
Puerto Rican. Their leader is Bernardo (George Chakiris). The Jets are American, although
there are allusions to their ethnic origins as well. Their leader is Riff (Russ Tamblyn). The
Romeo and Juliet of the story are Tony (Richard Beymer), a former Jet, and Maria (Natalie
Wood), Bernardo's sister. They fall in love, but their love is condemned because of the ani-
mosity between the two gangs. When Bernardo kills Riff in a rumble, Tony kills Bernardo
in anger. It's only a matter of time before that act of street violence results in his own death.

West Side Story was choreographed by Jerome Robbins, who codirected the film with Rob-
ert Wise. Although the film is organized around a Romeo and Juliet narrative and Bern-
stein’s brilliant musical score, the editing is audacious, stylized, and stimulating.

The opening sequence, the introduction to New York and the street conflict of the Sharks
and the Jets, runs 10 minutes with no dialog. In these 10 minutes, the setting and the
conflict are introduced in a spirited way. Wise began with a series of helicopter shots of
New York. There are no street sounds here, just the serenity of clear sightlines down to
Manhattan. For 80 seconds, Wise presented 18 shots of the city from the helicopter. The
camera looks directly down on the city. The movement, all of it right to left, is gentle and
slow, almost elegant. Little sound accompanies these camera movements. Many familiar
sights are visible, including the Empire State Building and the United Nations. We move
from commercial sights to residential areas. Only then do we begin to descend in a zoom
and then a dissolve.

The music comes up, not too loud. We are in a basketball court between two tenements.
A pair of fingers snap and we are introduced to Riff, the leader of the Jets, and then to
another Jet and then to a group of Jets. The earlier cutting had no sound cues; now the cuts
occur on the beat created by the snap of fingers. The Jets begin to move right to left, as the
helicopter did. This direction is only violated once—to introduce the Jets’s encounter with
Bernardo, a Shark. The change in direction alludes to the conflicts to come.
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FIGURE 6.2
West Side Story, 1961. ©1961 United Artists Pictures, Inc. All rights reserved. Still provided by Photofest.

The film switches to the Sharks, and as Bernardo is joined by his fellow gang members,
they are introduced in close-ups, now moving left to right. When the film cuts to lon-
ger shots, we notice that the Sharks are photographed with less context and more visual
entrapment.

For example, as they move up alleys, the walls on both sides of the alley trap them in mid-
frame. This presentation of the Sharks also differentiates them from the Jets, who appear
principally in midshot with context and with no similar visual entrapment.

The balance of the sequence outlines the escalating conflict between the two gangs. They
taunt and interfere with each other’s activities. Throughout, the Jets are filmed from eye level
or higher, and the Sharks are usually filmed from below eye level. The Jets are presented as
bullies exploiting their position of power, and the Sharks are shown in a more heroic light.
The sequence culminates in an attack by the Sharks on John Boy, who has been adding graf-
fiti to Shark iconography. For the first time in the sequence, the Sharks are photographed
from above eye level as they beat and maim John Boy. This incident leads to the arrival of
the police and to the end of this 10-minute introduction. The conflict is established.

Because of the length of this sequence, the editing itself had to be choreographed to
explain fully the conflict and its motivation and to differentiate the two sides. Wise was
even able to influence us to side with the outsiders, the Sharks, because of the visual
choices he made: the close-ups, the sense of visual entrapment, and the heroic camera
angle. All suggest that we identify with the Sharks rather than with the Jets.



David Lean

The other interesting sequence in West Side Story is the musical number “Tonight.” As with
the opera sequence in Citizen Kane and the fight sequence in Somebody Up There Likes Me,
Wise found a unifying element, the music or the sounds of the fight, and relied on the
sound carry-over throughout the sequence to provide unity.

“Tonight” includes all of the components of the story. Bernardo, Riff, the Sharks, and
the Jets get ready for a rumble; Tony and Maria anticipate the excitement of being with
one another, Anita prepares to be with Bernardo after the fight, and the lieutenant antici-
pates trouble. Wise constructed this sequence slowly, gradually building toward the cul-
mination of everyone’s expectations: the rumble. Here he used camera movement, camera
direction, and increasingly closer shots (without context) to build the sequence. He also
used a faster pace of editing to help build excitement.

Whereas in the opening sequence, pace did not play a very important role, in the “Tonight”
sequence, pace is everything. Cross-cutting between the gangs at the end of the song takes
us to the moment of great anticipation—the rumble—with a powerful sense of prepara-
tion; the song has built up anticipation and excitement for what will happen next. The
music unifies this sequence, but it is the editing that translates it emotionally for us.

DAVID LEAN

Through his experience in the film industry, including his time as an assistant editor and
as an editor, David Lean developed considerable technical skill. By the time he became
codirector of In Which We Serve (1942) with Noél Coward, he was ready. As a director, he
developed a visual strength and a literary sensibility that makes his work more complex
than the work of Robert Wise. Lean’s work is both more subtle and more ambitious. His
experience as an editor is demonstrable in his directing work. Although Lean made only
15 films in a career of more than 40 years, many of those films have become important in
the popular history of cinema. His pictorial epics, Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and Doctor
Zhivago (1965), remain the standard for this type of filmmaking. His romantic films, Brief
Encounter (1945) and Summertime (1955), are the standard for that type of filmmaking.
His literary adaptations, Great Expectations (1946) and Hobson's Choice (1954), are classics,
and The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957) remains an example of an intelligent, entertaining
war film with a message. Lean may have made few films, but his influence has far exceeded
those numbers. The role of editing in his films may help explain that influence.

To establish context for his influence, it is critical to acknowledge Lean’s penchant for
collaborators: Noél Coward worked on his first three films, Anthony Havelock-Allan and
Ronald Neame collaborated on the films that followed, and Robert Bolt and Freddie Young
worked on Lawrence of Arabia and the films that followed (except Passage to India, 1984).
Also notable are Lean’s visual strengths. Few directors have created more extraordinary
visualizations in their films. The result is that individual shots are powerful and memo-
rable. The shots don’t contradict Pudovkin’s ideas about the interdependency of shots
for meaning, but they do soften the reliance on pace to shape the editorial meaning of
the shots. Lean seems to have been able to create considerable impact without relying on
metric montage. That is not to say that there is no rhythm to his scenes. When he wished
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to use pace, he did so carefully (as he did in the British captain’s war memories in Ryan’s
Daughter, 1970). However, Lean seems to have been sufficiently self-assured as a director
that his films rely less on pace than is the case with many other directors.

To consider his work in some detail, we will examine Brief Encounter, Great Expectations,
The Bridge on the River Kwai, Lawrence of Arabia, and Doctor Zhivago.

Lean’s Technique

Directors who are powerful visualists are memorable only when their visuals serve to
deepen the story. The same is true about sound. Good directors involve us with the story
rather than with their grasp of the technology. Editing is the means used to illuminate the
story’s primary meaning as well as its levels of meaning. By looking at Lean's style, we can
see how he managed to use the various tools of editing.

Sound

In his use of sound, Lean was very sophisticated. He used the march, whistled and
orchestrated, in The Bridge on the River Kwai, and in each case, its meaning was different.
His use of Maurice Jarre’s music in Lawrence of Arabia, Doctor Zhivago, and Ryan’s Daugh-
ter is probably unprecedented in its popular impact. However, it is in the more subtle
uses of sound that Lean illustrated his skill. Through an interior monologue, Laura acts
first as narrator and then confessor in Brief Encounter. Her confession creates a rapid
identification with her.

A less emphatic use of sound occurs in Great Expectations. As Pip’s sister is insulting the
young Pip, Lean blurred the insults with the sound of an instrument. The resulting distor-
tion makes the insults sound as if they were coming from an animal rather than a human.
She is both menacing and belittled by the technical pun.

A similar surprise occurs in an action sequence in The Bridge on the River Kwai. British
commandos are deep in the Burmese forest. Their Burmese guides, all women, are bath-
ing. A Japanese patrol happens upon them. The commandos hurl grenades and fire their
machine guns. As the noise of murder grows louder, the birds of the area fly off frightened,
and as Lean cut visuals of the birds in flight, the sound of the birds drown out the machine
guns. At that instant, nature quite overwhelms the concerns of the humans present, and
for that moment, the outcome of human conflict seems less important.

Narrative Clarity

One of the problems that editing attempts to address is to clarify the storyline. Screen
stories tend to be told from the point of view of the main character. There is no confu-
sion about this issue in Lean’s stories. Not only was he utterly clear about the point of
view, he introduced us to that point of view immediately. In Great Expectations, Pip visits
the graveyard of his parents and runs into a frightening escaped convict (who later in the
story becomes his surrogate father). The story begins in a vivid way; the point of view
subjectively presented is that of the young boy. Through the position of the camera, Lean
confirmed Pip’s point of view. We see from his perspective, and we interpret events as he
does: The convict is terrifying, almost as terrifying as his sister.
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Lean proceeds in a similar fashion in Lawrence of Arabia. The film opens with a three-
minute sequence of Lawrence mounting his motorbike and riding through the British
countryside. He rides to his death. Was it an accident, or, given his speed on this narrow
country road, was it willful? Who was this man? Because the camera is mounted in front
of him and sees what he sees, this opening is entirely subjective and quite powerful. By its
end, we are involved, and the character has not said a word.

In Brief Encounter, the opening scene is the last time that the two lovers, Laura (Celia
Johnson) and Alex (Trevor Howard), will be together. Because of a chatty acquaintance
of Laura’s, they can’t even embrace one another. He leaves, and she takes the train home,
wondering whether she should confess all to her husband. This ending to the relationship
becomes the prologue to her remembrance of the whole relationship, which is the subject
of the film. We don’t know everything after this prologue, but we know the point of view—
Laura’s—and the tone of loss and urgency engages us in the story. The point of view never
veers from Laura. Lean used a similar reminiscence prologue in another romantic epic,
Doctor Zhivago.

Subjective Point of View

The use of subjective camera placement has already been mentioned, but subjective cam-
era placement alone doesn’t account for the power Lean’s sequences can have. The burial
scene in Doctor Zhivago illustrates this point. In 32 shots running just over three minutes,
Lean recreated the five-year-old Yuri Zhivago’s range of feelings at the burial of his mother.
The sequence begins in extreme long shot. The burial party proceeds. Two-thirds of the
frame are filled by sky and mountains. The procession is a speck on a landscape. The film
cuts to a moving track shot in front of a five-year-old child. In midshot, at the boy’s line
of vision, we see him march behind a casket carrying his mother. He can barely see her
shape. Soon, he stands by the graveside. A priest presides over the ceremony. Adults are in
attendance, but the boy sees only his mother and the trees. When she is covered and then
lowered into the ground, he imagines her under the ground, he sees her, he is beside her
(given the camera’s point of view), and he is aware of the rustle of trees. There is much
feeling in this scene, yet Yuri does not cry. He doesn’t speak, but we understand his depth
of feeling and its lack of comprehension. We are with him. Camera, editing, and music
have created these insights into the young Yuri at this critical point in his life.

The subjective point of view is critical if the narrative is to be clear and compelling.

Narrative Complexity

A clear narrative doesn’t mean a simple narrative. Indeed, one characteristic of Lean’s work
that continues to be apparent as his career unfolds is that he is interested in stories of great
complexity: India, Arabia, Ireland during troubled times. Even his literary adaptations are
ambitious, and he always faces the need to keep the stories personally engaging.

The consequence has been a style that takes advantage of action sequences that occur in
the story when they add to the story. The revolt of the army against its officers in Doctor
Zhivago adds meaningto the goal of the revolution—the destruction of the class hierarchy—
and this is central to the fate of Yuri and Lara. Can love transcend revolution?
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The two sequences involving the capture of the convict-patron in Great Expectations also
share complex narrative goals. In the first sequence, Pip is the witness to the soldier’s
tracking down the man to whom he had brought food. The sequence is filled with sky
and the foreboding of the marsh fog. Later in the story, Pip himself is trying to save the
convict from capture. He has come to view this man as a father, and he feels obligated to
help. Now, at sea again, the escape is foiled by soldiers. The dynamism of this sequence is
different from the first sequence, but it is horrifying in another way. It confirms the impos-
sibility of rising above one’s circumstances, a goal Pip has been attempting for 20 years
of his short life. The action, the escape attempt, is dynamic, but its outcome is more than
failure; it becomes a comment on social opportunity.

Pace

Lean did not rely on pace as much as other directors working in similar genres. That is not
to say that the particular sequences he created don’t rely on the tension that more rapid
pace implies. It’s just that it is rare in his films. One such sequence of which the success
does rely on pace is all the more powerful because it's a complex sequence, and as the cli-
max of the film, it is crucial to its success: the climax of The Bridge on the River Kwai.

The group of three commandos has arrived in time to destroy the bridge as the Japanese
troop train crosses it. They had laid explosive charges under the bridge that night. Now
they await day and the troop train. The injured commando (Jack Hawkins) is atop the hill
above the bridge. He will use mortars to cover the escape. A second commando (Geoffrey
Horne) is by the river, ready to detonate the charge that will destroy the bridge. The third
(William Holden) is on the other side of the river to help cover his colleagues’ escape.

It is day, and there are two problems. First, the river’s water level has gone down, and some of
the detonation wires are now exposed. Second, the proud Colonel Nicholson (Alec Guinness)
sees the wires and is concerned about the fate of the bridge. He is proud of the achievement.
His men have acted as men, not prisoners of war. Nicholson has lost sight of the fact that his
actions, helping the enemy, might be treason. He calls to Saito (Sessue Hayakawa), the Japa-
nese commander, and together they investigate the source of the demolition wires. He leads
Saito to the commando on demolition. The intercutting between the discovery and the reac-
tion of the other commandos— “Use your knife, boy” (Hawkins) and “Kill him” (Holden)—
leads in rapid succession to Saito’s death and to the commando’s explanation that he is here
to destroy the bridge and that he’s British, too. The explanation is to no avail. Nicholson calls
on the Japanese to help. The commando is killed. Holden swims over to kill Nicholson, but
he too is killed. Hawkins launches a mortar that seriously injures Nicholson, who, at the
moment of death, ponders on what he has done. The troop train is now crossing the bridge.
Nicholson falls on the detonator and dies. The bridge explodes, and the train falls into the
Kwai River. The mission is over. All of the commandos but one are dead, as are Nicholson and
Saito. The British doctor (a prisoner of war of the Japanese) comments on the madness of it
all. Hawkins reproaches himself by throwing the mortar into the river. The film ends.

The tension in this long scene is complex, beginning with whether the mission will be
accomplished and how. Who will survive? Who will die? The outcomes are all surprising,
and as the plot turns, the pacing increases and builds to the suspenseful end.
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Lean added to the tension by alternately using subjective camera placement and extreme
long shots and midshots. The contrast adds to the building tension of the scene.

Lean’s Art

Like all directors, David Lean had particular ideas or themes that recurred in his work.
How he presented those themes or integrated them into his films is the artful dimension
of his work.

Lean made several period films and used exotic locations as the backdrop for his stories.
For him, the majesty of the human adventure lent a certain perspective that events and
behavior are inscrutable and noble, the very opposite to the modern-day penchant for sci-
entific rationalism. Whether this means that he was a romantic or a mystic is for others to
determine; it does mean that nature, the supernatural, and fate all play roles, sometimes
cruel roles, in his films. He didn’t portray cruelty in a cynical manner but rather as a way
of life. His work is the opposite of films by people—such as Stanley Kubrick—for whom
technology played a role in meeting and molding nature.

How does this philosophy translate into his films? First, the time frame of his film is large:
20 years in Great Expectations and Lawrence of Arabia, 40 years in Doctor Zhivago. Second,
the location of his films is also expansive. Oliver Twist (1948) ranges from countryside to
city. Lawrence of Arabia ranges from continent to continent. The time and the place always
have a deep impact on the main character. The setting is never decorative but rather inte-
gral to the story.

A powerful example of Lean’s use of time, place, and character can be found in Lawrence
of Arabia. In one shot, Lawrence demonstrates his ability to withstand pain. He lights a
match and, with a flourish, douses it with his fingers. As the flame is extinguished, the film
cuts to an extreme long shot of the rising sun in the desert. The bright red glow dominates
the screen. In the lower part of the screen, there are a few specks, which are identified in
a follow-up shot as Lawrence and a guide. The cut from a midshot of the match to an
extreme long shot of the sun filling the screen is shocking but also exhilarating. In one
shot, we move 500 miles into the desert. We are also struck in these two shots by the awe-
some, magnificent quality of nature and of the insignificance of humanity. Whether this
wonderment speaks to a supernatural order or to Lawrence’s fate in the desert, we don’t
know, but all of these ideas are generated by the juxtaposition of two images. The cut illus-
trates the power of editing to generate a series of ideas from two shots. This is Lean’s art:
to lead us to those ideas through this juxtaposition.

An equally powerful but more elaborate set of ideas is generated by the attack on the Turk-
ish train in Lawrence of Arabia. Using 85 shots in six minutes and 40 seconds, Lean created
a sense of the war in the desert. The visuals mix beauty (the derailment of the train) and
horror (the execution of the wounded Turkish soldier). The sequence is dynamic and
takes us through a narrative sequence: the attack, its details, the aftermath, its implica-
tions for the next campaign, Lawrence’s relationship to his soldiers. When he is wounded,
we gain an insight into his masochistic psychology. Immediately thereafter, he leaps from
train car to train car, posing shamelessly for the American journalist (Arthur Kennedy).
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FIGURE 6.3
Lawrence of Arabia, 1962. © 1962, Revised 1990, Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All rights reserved. Still provided by Photofest.

In the sequence, we are presented with the point of view of the journalist, Lawrence, Auda
(Anthony Quinn), Sharif Ali (Omar Sharif), and the British captain (Anthony Quayle).

This sequence becomes more than a battle sequence; Lean infused it with his particular
views about heroes and the role they play in war (Figure 6.3). The battle itself was shot
using many point-of-view images, principally Lawrence’s point of view. Lean also used
angles that give the battle a sense of depth or context. This means compositions that have
foreground and background. He also juxtaposed close and medium shots with extreme
long shots. Finally, Lean used compositions that include a good deal of the sky—low
angles—to relate the action on the ground to what happens above it. Looking up at the
action suggests a heroic position. This is particularly important when he cut from a low
angle of Lawrence atop the train to a high-angle tracking shot of Lawrence’s shadow as
he leaps from train car to train car. By focusing on the shadow, he introduced the myth
as well as the man. The shot is a vivid metaphor for the creation of the myth. This battle
sequence of less than seven minutes, with all of its implied views about the nature of war
and the combatants, also contains a subtextual idea about mythmaking—in this case, the
making of the myth of Lawrence of Arabia. This, too, is the art of Lean as editor-director.

David Lean and Robert Wise provide us with two examples of editors who became direc-
tors. To take us more deeply into the relationship of the editor and the director, we turn
now to the work of Alfred Hitchcock.



CHAPTER 7

Experiments in Editing: Alfred Hitchcock

Few directors have contributed as much to the mythology of the power of editing as has
Alfred Hitchcock. Eisenstein and Pudovkin used their films to work out and illustrate
their ideas about editing, but Hitchcock used his films to synthesize the theoretical ideas
of others and to deepen the repertoire by showcasing the possibilities of editing. His work
embraces the full gamut of editing conceits, from pace to subjective states to ideas about
dramatic and real time. This chapter highlights a number of set-pieces that he devoted to
these conceits. Before beginning, however, we must acknowledge that Hitchcock may have
experimented extensively with editing devices, but he was equally experimental in virtu-
ally every filmic device available to him.

Influenced by the visual experiment of E W. Murnau and G. W. Pabst in the expressionist
Universum Film Aktiengesellschaft (UFA) period, Hitchcock immediately incorporated
the expressionist look into his early films. Because of the thematic similarities, elements
of his visual style recur from Blackmail (1929) to Frenzy (1972). Particularly notable in the
areas of set design and special effects are Spellbound (1945) and The Birds (1963). In Spell-
bound, Hitchcock turned to Salvador Dali to create the sets that represented the dreams
of the main character, an amnesiac accused of murder. The sets represented a primary key
to his repressed observations and feelings. Although not totally faithful to the tenets of
psychoanalysis, Hitchcock’s visualization of the unconscious remains a fascinating experi-
ment.

Equally notable for its visual experiments is the animation in The Birds. This tale of nature’s
revenge on humanity relies on the visualization of birds attacking people. The attack was
created with animation. Again, the impulse to find the visual equivalent of an idea led
Hitchcock to blend two areas of filmmaking—imaginative animation with live action—to
achieve a synthesized filmic reality.

Hitchcock experimented with color in Under Capricorn (1949) and Marnie (1964). In Rear
Window (1954), he made an entire film shot from the point of view of a man confined to
a wheelchair in his apartment. Robert Montgomery experimented with subjective camera
placement in Lady in the Lake (1947), but rarely had subjectivity been used as effectively
as in Rear Window. Hitchcock was less successful in his experiment to avoid editing in Rope
(1948), but the result is quite interesting. In this film, camera movement replaces editing;
Hitchcock continually moved his camera to follow the action of the story.

Turning to Hitchcock’s experiments in editing, what is notable is the breadth and audac-
ity of the experimentation. Ranging from the subjective use of sound in Blackmail, which

83
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was discussed in Chapter 2, to the experiment in terror in the shower scene in Psycho
(1960), Hitchcock established very particular challenges for himself, and the result has a
sophistication in editing rarely achieved in the short history of film. To understand that
level of sophistication, it is necessary to examine first the orthodox nature of Hitchcock’s
approach to the storytelling problem and then to look at how editing solutions provided
him with exciting aesthetic challenges.

A SIMPLE INTRODUCTION: PARALLEL ACTION

Strangers on a Train (1951) is the story of two strangers who meet on a train; one is a
famous tennis player (Farley Granger), the other is a psychopath (Robert Walker). Bruno,
the psychopath, suggests to Guy, the tennis player, that if they murdered the person who
most hampers the progress of the other’s life, no one would know. There would be no
motive.

So begins this story of murder, but before the offer is made, Hitchcock introduced us to
the two strangers in a rather novel way. Using parallel editing, Hitchcock presented two
sets of feet (we see no facial shots). One is going right to left, the other left to right, in
a train station. The only distinguishing feature is that one of them wears the shoes of a
dandy, the other rather ordinary looking shoes. Through parallel cutting between the
movements right to left and left to right, we get the feeling that the two pairs of shoes
are approaching one another. A shot of one of the men walking away from the camera
toward the train dissolves to a moving shot of the track.

The train is now moving. The film then returns to the intercutting of the two sets of feet,
now moving toward each other on one car of the train. The two men seat themselves, still
unidentified. The dandy accidentally kicks the other and finally the film cuts to the two
men seated. The conversation proceeds.

In this sequence of 12 shots, Hitchcock used parallel action to introduce two strangers on
a train who are moving toward one another. As is the case in parallel action, the implica-
tion is that they will come together, and they do.

ADRAMATICPUNCTUATION: THESOUND CUT

Hitchcock found a novel way to link the concepts of trains and murders in The 39 Steps
(1935). Richard Hannay (Robert Donat) has taken into his home a woman who tells him
she is a spy and is being followed; she and the country are in danger. He is woken up by
the woman, who now has a knife in her back and a map in her hand. To escape a similar
fate, he pretends to be a milkman, sidesteps the murderers who are waiting for him, and
takes a train to Scotland, where he will follow the map she has given him.

Hitchcock wanted to make two points: that Hannay is on his way to Scotland and that the
murder of his guest is discovered. He also wanted to link the two points together as Han-
nay will now be a suspect in the murder investigation. The housekeeper opens the door to
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Hannay's apartment. In the background, we see the woman'’s body on the bed. The house-
keeper screams, but what we hear is the whistle of the train. In the next shot, the rushing
train emerges from a tunnel, and we know that the next scene will take place on the train.

The key elements communicated here are the shock of the discovery of the body and the
transition to the location of the next action, the train. The sound carry-over from one shot
to the next and its pitch punctuate how we should feel about the murder and the tension
of what will happen on the train and beyond. Hitchcock managed in this brief sequence
to use editing to raise the dramatic tension in both shots considerably, and their combina-
tion adds even more to the sense of expectation about what will follow.

DRAMATICDISCOVERY: CUTTING ONMOTION

This sense of punctuation via editing is even more compelling in a brief sequence in Spell-
bound. John Ballantine (Gregory Peck) has forgotten his past because of a trauma. He is
accused of posing as a psychiatrist and of killing the man he is pretending to be. A real
psychiatrist (Ingrid Bergman) loves him and works to cure him. She has discovered that
he is afraid of black lines across a background of white. Working with his dream, she is
convinced that he was with the real psychiatrist who died in a skiing accident. She takes
her patient back to the ski slopes, where he can relive the traumatic event, and he does. As
they ski down the slopes, the camera follows behind them as they approach a precipice.
The camera cuts closer to Ballantine and then to a close-up as the moment of revelation
is acknowledged.

The film cuts to a young boy sliding down an exterior stoop. At the base of the stoop sits
his younger brother. When the boy collides with his brother, the young child is propelled
onto the lattice of a surrounding fence and is killed. In a simple cut, from motion to
motion, Hitchcock cut from present to past, and the continuity of visual motion and dra-
matic revelation provides a startling moment of discovery.

SUSPENSE: THE EXTREME LONG SHOT

In Foreign Correspondent (1940), Johnnie Jones (Joel McCrea) has discovered that the Ger-
mans have kidnapped a European diplomat days before the beginning of World War I1. The
rest of the world believes that the diplomat was assassinated in Holland, but it was actu-
ally a double who was killed. Only Jones knows the truth. Back in London, he attempts to
expose the story and unwittingly confides in a British politician (Herbert Marshall) who
secretly works for the Nazis. Now Jones’s own life is threatened. The politician assigns him
a guardian, Roley, whose actual assignment is to kill him. Roley leads him to the top of a
church (a favorite Hitchcock location), where he plans to push Jones to his death.

Roley holds a schoolboy up to see the sights below more clearly. The film cuts to a verti-
cal shot that emphasizes how far it is to street level. The boy’s hat blows off, and Hitch-
cock cuts to the hat blowing toward the ground. The distance down is the most notable
element of the shot. The schoolboys leave, and Jones and Roley are alone until a tourist
couple interferes with Roley’s plans. Shortly, however, they are alone again. Jones looks at
the sights. The next shot shows Roley’s outstretched hands rushing to the camera until we
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see his hands in closeup. Hitchcock then cuts to an extreme long shot of a man falling to
the ground. We don’t know if it’s Jones, but as the film cuts to pedestrians rushing about
on the ground, a sense of anticipation builds about Jones's fate. Shortly, we discover that
Jones has survived because of a sixth sense that made him turn around and sidestep Roley.
For the moment that precedes this information, there is a shocking sense of what has hap-
pened and a concern that someone has died. Hitchcock built the suspense here by cutting
from a close-up to an extreme long shot.

LEVELS OF MEANING: THE CUTAWAY

In The 39 Steps, Hannay is on the run from the law. He has sought refuge for the night
at the home of a Scottish farmer. The old farmer has a young wife that Hannay mistakes
for his daughter. When the three of them sit down for dinner, the farmer prays. Hannay,
who has been reading the paper, notices an article about his escape and his portrayal as a
dangerous murderer. As he puts down the paper at the table, the farmer begins the prayer.
The farmer, suspecting a sexual attraction developing between his young wife and Hannay,
opens his eyes as he repeats the prayer. Hannay tries to take his mind away from his fear.
He eyes the wife to see if she suspects.

Here, the film cuts to the headlined newspaper to illustrate Hannay’s concern. The next shot of
the wife registers Hannay’s distraction, and as her eyes drift down to the paper, she realizes that
he is the escaped killer. Hitchcock then cuts to a three-shot showing the farmer eyeing Hannay
and the wife now acknowledging visually the shared secret. These looks, however, confirm for
the husband that the sexual bond between Hannay and the wife will soon strengthen. He will
turn out this rival, not knowing that the man is wanted for a different crime.

In this sequence, the cutaway to the newspaper solidifies the sense of concern and com-
munication between Hannay and the wife and serves to mislead the husband about their
real fears and feelings.

INTENSITY: THE CLOSE-UP

In Notorious (1946), Alicia (Ingrid Bergman) marries Alex (Claude Rains) in order to spy
on him. She works with Devlin (Cary Grant). Alex is suspected of being involved in nefari-
ous activities. He is financed by former Nazis in the pursuit of uranium production. He
is the leading suspect pursued by Devlin and the US agency he represents. Alicia’s assign-
ment is to discover what that activity is. When she becomes suspicious of a locked wine
cellar in the home, she alerts Devlin. He suggests that she organize a party where, if she
secures the key, he will find out about the wine cellar.

In a 10-minute sequence, Hitchcock created much suspense about whether Devlin will
find out about the contents of the cellar, whether Alicia will be unmasked as a spy, and
whether it will be Alex’s jealousy or a shortage of wine at the party that will unmask them.
Alicia must get the key to Devlin, and she must show him to the cellar. Once there, he
must find out what is being hidden there.

In this sequence, Hitchcock used subjective camera placement and movement to remind
us about Alex’s jealousy and his constant observation of Alicia and Devlin’s activities.
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Hitchcock used the close-up to emphasize the heightened importance of the key itself and
of the contents of a shattered bottle. He also used close-up cutaways of the diminishing
bottles of party champagne to alert us to the imminence of Alex’s need to go to the wine
cellar. These cutaways raise the suspense level about a potential uncovering of Alicia and
Devlin.

Hitchcock used the close-up to alert us to the importance to the plot of the key and of the
bogus wine bottles and their contents. The close-up also increases the tension building
around the issue of discovery.

THE MOMENT AS ETERNITY: THE EXTREME CLOSE-UP

There is perhaps no sequence in film as famous as the shower scene in Psycho.! The next
section details this sequence more precisely, but here the use of the extreme close-up will
be the focus of concern.

The shower sequence, including prologue and epilogue, runs two minutes and includes 50
cuts. The sequence itself focuses on the killing of Marion Crane (Janet Leigh), a guest at
an off-the-road motel run by Norman Bates (Anthony Perkins). She is on the run, having
stolen $40,000 from her employer. She has decided to return home, give the money back,
and face the consequences, but she dies at the hands of Norman’s “mother.”

The details of this scene, which takes place in the shower of a cheap motel bathroom, are
as follows: the victim, her hands, her face, her feet, her torso, her blood, the shower, the
shower head, the spray of water, the bathtub, the shower curtain, the murder weapon, the
murderer.

Aside from the medium shots of Crane taking a shower and the murderer entering the
inner bathroom, the majority of the other shots are close-ups of particular details of the
killing. When Hitchcock wanted to register Crane’s shock, her fear, and her resistance, he
resorted to an extreme close shot of her mouth or of her hand. The shots are very brief,
less than a second, and focus on a detail of the preceding, fuller shot of Crane. When
Hitchcock wanted to increase the sense of shock, he cut to a subjective shot of the murder
weapon coming down at the camera. This enhances the audience’s shock and identifica-
tion with the victim. The use of the extreme close-ups and the subjective shots makes the
murder scene seem excruciatingly long. This sequence seems to take an eternity to end.

Dramatic Time and Pace

In real time, the killing of Marion Crane would be over in seconds. By disassembling the
details of the killing and trying to shock the audience with the killing, Hitchcock length-
ened real time. As in the Odessa Steps sequence in Battleship Potemkin, the subject matter
and its intensity allow the filmmaker to alter real time.

The shower scene begins with a relaxed pace for the prologue: the shots of Crane begin-
ning her shower. This relaxed pacing returns after the murder itself, when Marion, now
dying, slides down into the bathtub. With her last breath, she grabs the shower curtain
and falls, pulling the curtain down over her. These two sequences—in effect, the prologue
and epilogue to the murder—are paced in a regular manner. The sequence of the murder
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itself and its details rapidly accelerate in pace. The shot that precedes the murder runs for
16 seconds, and the shot that follows the murder runs for 18 seconds. In between, there
are 27 shots of the details of the murder.

These shots together run a total of 25 seconds, and they vary from half a second—12
frames—to up to one second—24 frames. Each shot is long enough to be identifiable. The
longer shots feature the knife and its contact with Crane. The other shots of Crane’s reac-
tion, her shock, and the blood are shorter. This alternating of shorter shots of the victim
and longer shots of the crime is exaggerated by the use of point-of-view shots: subjec-
tive shots that emphasize Crane’s victimization. Pace and camera angles thus combine to
increase the shock and the identification with the victim.

Although this sequence is a clear example of the manipulative power of the medium,
Hitchcock has been praised for his editing skill and his ability to enhance identification.
As Robin Wood suggests about the shower sequence, “The shower bath murder [is] prob-
ably the most horrific incident in any fiction film.”> Wood also claims that “Psycho is
Hitchcock’s ultimate achievement to date in the technique of audience participation.”?

THE UNITY OF SOUND

The remake of The Man Who Knew Too Much (1956) is commendable for its use of style
to triumph over substance. If Psycho is the ultimate audience picture, filled with killing
and nervewrenching unpredictability, The Man Who Knew Too Much is almost academic in
its absence of emotional engagement despite the story of a family under threat. Having
witnessed the killing of a spy, Dr. McKenna (James Stewart) and his wife Jo (Doris Day)
are prevented from telling all they know when their son is kidnapped. The story begins in
Marrakesh and ends in London, the scene of the crime.

Although we are not gripped by the story, the mechanics of the style are underpinned by
the extensive use of sound, which is almost unmatched in any other Hitchcock film. This
is best illustrated by looking at three sequences in the film.

In one sequence, Dr. McKenna is following up on information that the kidnappers have
tried to suppress. McKenna was told by the dying spy to go to Ambrose Chapel to find the
would-be killers of the prime minister. He mistakenly goes to Ambrose Chappell, a
taxidermist, and doesn’t realize that it is a false lead. He expects to find his son.

In this sequence, Hitchcock relies on a very low level of sound. Indeed, compared to the
rest of the film, this sequence is almost silent. The audience is very aware of this forebod-
ing silence. The result is the most tense sequence in the film. Hitchcock used moving cam-
era shots of McKenna going warily toward the address. The streets are deserted except for
one other man. The two eye each other suspiciously (we find out later that he is Ambrose
Chappell, Jr.). The isolation of McKenna, who is out of his own habitat in search of a son he
fears he'll never see again, is underscored by the muted, unorchestrated sound in the sequence.

Another notable sequence is one of the last in the film. The assassination of the prime
minister has been foiled, and the McKennas believe that their last chance is to go to the
foreign embassy where they suspect their son is being held. At an embassy reception, Jo,
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a former star of the stage, is asked to sing. She selects “Que Sera, Sera,” a melody that she
sang to the boy very early in the film. She sings this lullaby before the diplomatic audience
in the hope of finding her son.

The camera moves out of the room, and Hitchcock begins a series of shots of the stairs
leading to the second floor. As the shots vary, so does the tone and loudness of the song.
The level of sound provides continuity and also indicates the distance from the singer.
Finally, on the second floor, Hitchcock cuts to a door, and then to a shot of the other side
of the door. Now we see the boy trying to sleep. His mother’s voice is barely audible.

The sequence begins a parallel action, first of the mother trying to sing louder and then
the boy with his captor, Mrs. Drayton, beginning to hear and to recognize his mother.
Once that recognition is secure, the boy fluctuates between excitement and frustration.
His captor encourages him to whistle, and the sound is heard by mother and father.
Dr. McKenna leaves to find his son; Jo continues to sing. We know that the reunion is not
far off. The unity of this sequence and the parallel action is achieved through the song.

The final sequence for this discussion is the assassination attempt, which takes place at
an orchestra concert at the Royal Albert Hall. This rather droll, symphonic shooting is the
most academic of the sequences; the unity comes from the music, which was composed
and conducted by Bernard Herrmann. In just under 12%, minutes, Hitchcock visually
scored the assassination attempt.

The characters of Hitchcock’s symphony are Jo McKenna, her husband, the killer, his assis-
tant, the victim, the prime minister and his party, conductor Herrmann, his soloist, his
orchestra (with special emphasis on the cymbalist), and, of course, the concert-goers.
Hitchcock cuts between all of these characters, trying to keep us moving through the
symphony, which emphasizes the assassination with a clash of the cymbals. Through Jo,
Hitchcock tried to keep the audience alert to the progress of the assassination attempt: the
positioning of the Kkiller, the raising of the gun. To keep the tension moving, Dr. McKenna
arrives a few moments before the assassination, and it is his attempt to stop the killer that
adds a little more suspense to the proceedings.

Hitchcock accelerated the pace of the editing up to the instant of the killing and the clash
of the cymbals, which the killers hope will cover the noise of the gun being fired. Just
before the clash, Jo screams, and the gunman fires prematurely. Her scream prompts the
prime minister to move, and in doing so, he is wounded rather than killed by the shot.
Although the death of the assassin follows after the struggle with Dr. McKenna, the ten-
sion is all but over once the cymbals clash. As in the other two sequences, the unity comes
from the sound: in this case, the symphony performed in the Albert Hall.

THE ORTHODOXY OF THE VISUAL: THE CHASE

The famous cornfield sequence in North by Northwest (1959) is unembellished by sound
(Figure 7.1). Without using music until the end of the sequence, Hitchcock devoted a
9'»-minute sequence to man and machine: Roger Thorndike (Cary Grant) chased by a
biplane. As usual in Hitchcock’s films, the death of one or the other is the goal.



m CHAPTER 7: Experiments in Editing: Alfred Hitchcock

FIGURE 7.1
North by Northwest, 1959. 11959 Turner Entertainment Company. All Rights Reserved. Still provided by Photofest.

In this sequence of 130 shots, Hitchcock relied less on pace than one might expect in
this type of sequence. In a sense, the sequence is more reminiscent of the fun of the
Albert Hall sequence in The Man Who Knew Too Much than of the emotional power of the
shower sequence in Psycho. It may be that Hitchcock enjoyed the visual challenge of these
sequences and his film invites us to enjoy the abstracted mathematics of the struggle. The
odds are against the hero, and yet he triumphs in the cornfield and in the Albert Hall. It’s
the opposite of the shower sequence: triumph rather than torture.

In the cornfield sequence, Hitchcock used much humor. After Thorndike is dropped off
on an empty lowa road, he waits for a rendezvous with George Caplan. We know that
Caplan will not come. Indeed, his persecutors think Thorndike is Caplan. Cars pass him
by. A man is dropped off. Thorndike approaches him, asking whether he is Caplan. He
denies it, saying he is waiting for a bus. Just as the bus arrives, he tells Thorndike that the
biplane in the distance is dusting crops, but there are no crops there. This humor precedes
the attack on Thorndike, which follows almost immediately.

Throughout the attack, Thorndike is both surprised by the attack and pleased by how he
thwarts it. It is not until he approaches a fuel truck that the attack ends, but not before he
is almost killed by the truck. As the biplane crashes into the truck, the music begins. With
the danger over, the music grows louder, and Thorndike makes his escape by stealing a
truck from someone who has stopped to watch the fire caused by the collision.
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In this sequence of man versus machine, the orthodoxy of the visual design proceeds
almost mathematically. The audience feels a certain detached joy. Without the organiza-
tion of the sound, the battle seems abstract, emotionally unorchestrated. The struggle
nevertheless is intriguing, like watching a game of chess; it is an intellectual battle rather
than an emotional one.

The sequence remains strangely joyful, and although we don't relate to it on the emo-
tional level of the shower scene, the cornfield sequence remains a notable accomplish-
ment in pure editing.

DREAMSTATES: SUBJECTIVITY AND MOTION

Perhaps no film of Hitchcock’s is as complex or as ambitious as Vertigo (1958), which is
the story of a detective, Scottie (James Stewart), whose fear of heights leads to his retire-
ment (Figure 7.2). The detective is hired by an old classmate to follow his wife, Madeleine
(Kim Novak), whom he fears is suicidal, possessed by the ghost of an ancestor who had
committed suicide.

She does commit suicide by jumping
from a church tower, but not before
Scottie has fallen in love with her.
Despondent, he wanders the streets of
San Francisco until he finds a woman
who resembles Madeleine and, in fact,
is the same woman. She, too, has fallen
in love, and she allows him to reshape
her into the image of his lost love, Mad-
eleine. They become the same, but in the
end, he realizes that, together with Mad-
eleine’s husband, she duped him.

They knew he couldn’t follow her up the
church stairs because of his fear of heights.
He was the perfect witness to a “suicide.”
Having uncovered the murder, he takes her
back to the church tower, where she con-
fesses and he overcomes his fear of heights.
In the tower, however, she accidentally falls
to her death, and Scottie is left alone to
reflect on his obsession and his loss.

This very dark story depends on the audi-
ence’s identification with Scottie. We
FIGURE 7.2 must accept his fear of heights and his
Vertigo, 1958. Copyright © by Universal City Studios, Inc. Courtesy ~ Obsession with Madeleine. His states of
of MCA Publishing Rights, a Division of MCA Inc. Still provided by ~ delusion, love, and discovery must all be
Photofest. communicated to us through the editing.
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At the very beginning of the film, Hitchcock used extreme close-ups and extreme long
shots to establish the source of Scottie’s illness: his fear of heights. Hitchcock cut from his
hand grabbing for security to long shots of Scottie’s distance from the ground. As Scottie’s
situation becomes precarious late in the chase, the camera moves away from the ground
to illustrate his loss of perspective. Extreme close-ups, extreme long shots, and subjective
camera movement create a sense of panic and loss in his discovery of his illness. The scene
is shocking not only for the death of a policeman but also for the main character’s loss
of control over his fate. This loss of control, rooted in the fear of heights, repeats itself in
the way he falls in love with Madeleine. Assigned to follow her, he falls in love with her
by watching her.

Scottie’s obsession with Madeleine is created in the following way. Scottie follows Mad-
eleine to various places—a museum, a house, a gravesite—and he observes her from his
subjective viewpoint. This visual obsession implies a developing emotional obsession.
What he is doing is far beyond a job. By devoting so much film to show Scottie observing
Madeleine, Hitchcock cleverly forced the audience to relate to Scottie’s growing obsession.
A midshot, full face shot of Scottie in the car, is repeated as the base in these sequences.
The follow-up shots of Madeleine’s car moving down the streets of San Francisco are hyp-
notic because we see only a car, not a close-up or a midshot of Madeleine. All we have that
is human is the midshot of Scottie. With these sequences, Hitchcock established Scottie’s
obsession as irrational—given his distance from Madeleine—as his fear of heights.

Another notable sequence takes place in the church tower, where Madeleine commits
suicide as Scottie watches, unable to force himself up the stairs. Scottie’s fear of heights
naturally plays a key role. The scene is shot from his point of view. He sees Madeleine
quickly ascend the stairs.

She is a shadow, moving rapidly. He looks up at her feet and body as they move farther
away. Scottie’s point of view is reinforced with crosscut shots of Scottie looking down.
The distance is emphasized. When he is high enough, the fear sets in, and as in the first
sequence, the sense of perspective changes as a traveling shot emphasizes the apparent
shifting of the floor. These shots are intercut with his slowing to a stop on the stairs. The
fear grows.

The ascending Madeleine is then intercut with the slowing Scottie and the ascending floor.
Soon Scottie is paralyzed, and rapidly a scream and a point-of-view shot of a falling body
follow. Madeleine is dead. Point of view, pace, and sound combine in this sequence to cre-
ate the sense of Scottie’s panic and then resigned despair because he has failed. The editing
has created that sense of panic and despair. All that now remains is for Vertigo to create the
feeling of rebirth in Scottie’s increasingly interior dream world.

This occurs after Scottie has insisted that Judy allow herself to be dressed and made up to
look like Madeleine. Once her hair color is dyed and styled to resemble Madeleine’s, the
following occurs.

From Scottie’s point of view, Judy emerges from the bedroom into a green light. Indeed,
the room is bathed in different colors from green to red. She emerges from the light and
comes into focus as Madeleine reborn. Scottie embraces her and seems to be at peace.
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He kisses her passionately, and the camera tracks around them. In the course of this
360-degree track, with the two characters in medium shot, the background of the room
goes to black behind them. Later in the track, the stable where Scottie and Madeleine
originally embraced comes into view. As the track continues, there is darkness and the
hotel room returns as the background. In the course of this brief sequence, love and hope
are reborn and Scottie seems regenerated.

Because this is a Hitchcock film, that happiness will not last. The scene in the church tower
quickly proceeds, and this time Judy dies. In the sequence featuring Judy’s makeover as
Madeleine, Hitchcock used subjectivity, camera motion, and the midshot in deep focus
to provide context. The editing of the scene is not elaborate. The juxtapositions between
shots and within shots are all that is necessary.

CONCLUSION

Hitchcock was a master of the art of editing. He experimented and refined many of the
classic techniques developed by Griffith and Eisenstein. Not only did he experiment with
sound and image, but he enjoyed that experimentation.

His enjoyment broadened the editor’s repertoire while giving immeasurable pleasure to
film audiences. His was a unique talent.

NOTES/REFERENCES

1. This statement could be challenged using the Odessa Steps sequence in Battleship Potemkin or the final
shoot-out in The Wild Bunch (1969). All are sequences about killing, and their relationship to Eisenstein’s
ideas and films must be acknowledged. Which is the greatest seems to be beside the point; all are remarkable.

2. R. Wood, Hitchcock’s Films Revisited, Columbia University Press, New York, 1989, p. 146.
3. Ibid., 147.
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CHAPTER 8

Experiments in Editing II:
Robert Altman

Directors tend to have a style that marks their work. Within that style, they develop their
approach to narrative, their approach to shot selection, and to editing. Robert Altman'’s
style stands in sharp contrast to Alfred Hitchcock and other great directors. I would char-
acterize his style as captured images and sounds. The result is not quite documentary-like,
neither is it as casual as it seems. Experiencing this style feels like the shots are unfolding
in real time. It marks Altman’s work as unique among directors. Important from an edit-
ing point of view, it does not rely on traditional options such as pace or point of view.
In order to explain what I mean by captured images and sounds, I turn to other directing
styles to point out the uniqueness of Altman’s approach.

A director such as Sergei Eisenstein exemplifies what I would call a formal style. Images
are designed and organized to illustrate ideas about a character or situation. The formality
of the images allows Eisenstein to freely exemplify power and conflict. Juxtaposition and
pace are used to articulate the violence of the conflict whether it is a sailors’ revolt against
their officers, or a political revolution against long-standing elites and the czar who stands
at the pinnacle of these elites.

John Ford, on the other hand, represents a poetic or heroic directorial style. The images
are stirring as much as Eisenstein’s are, but his goals are different. Ford looks to elevate
his characters and the situations in which they find themselves. Consequently, the editing
choices are far less conflictual but no less emotional. Whether it be in a Western such as
The Searchers, a melodrama such as How Green Was My Valley, or a war film such as They
Were Expendable, Ford elevates his films to become visual poems about endurance, suffer-
ing, and the will to overcome. His characters are experienced as heroes overcoming the
challenges all adversaries place in their path.

Other directors rely on a more singular strategy that makes the editing choices more
apparent. Roman Polanski and Steven Spielberg rely heavily on point of view and a rov-
ing camera to promote identification and excitement. George Stevens and Elia Kazan rely
on performance and relationships. John Frankenheimer favors wide-angle imagery that
allows opposition and conflict to occur within the frame as well as in the juxtaposition of
shots. Fred Zinnemann is a director whose focus is on narrative clarity. He relies on juxta-
position, pace, and movement to promote that clarity. Robert Aldrich’s films are all about
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conflict within groups and between groups; images and sounds serve this purpose in his
films. Which brings us back to Robert Altman.

Although captured images and sounds seem offhand as a strategy to keep a narrative
progression moving and to punctuate moments of dramatic emphasis, Altman is quite
impressive in managing to achieve both. The following specific example illustrates Alt-
man’s approach.

MCCABE AND MRS. MILLER

McCabe and Mrs. Miller (1971) tells the story of John McCabe, a small-time gambler who
fancies himself a businessman. Upon his arrival in a small mining camp in the Northwest
suspended between the old West and the modern era, he decides to set up a gambling
business. In short order, he expands into the prostitution business. Mrs. Miller, a modern
woman, offers to modernize his business. Their success attracts a mining company that
attempts to buy out the business. Against Mrs. Miller’s advice, he refuses their offer. His
arrogance in the matter leads the company to enlist killers to remove McCabe. They suc-
ceed although he manages to kill each of his pursuers.

This cursory description cannot convey the elegiac sadness of a doomed West, nor the
sweetness of McCabe's naivety, nor of the opium-addled sadness of Mrs. Miller’s wisdom.
These qualities are captured by the music of Leonard Cohen together with the telephoto
images that collapse the context, and dialog sequences recorded low and spoken with
backs turned to the camera. In spite of all of these strategies, Altman uses close-ups to
observe McCabe and Mrs. Miller, usually in reflective moments. McCabe always seems
like a deer caught in headlights, attempting to clarify his thought process. Mrs. Miller, on
the other hand, is imbibing her opium deep in an effort to distance herself from a world
unworthy of her.

Altman uses cutaways to characterize McCabe and Mrs. Miller. Early in the film, as McCabe
prepares to enter the town that will become the setting for the film, he de-horses, takes
off his heavy coat, and removes a bowler hat from its covering. He puts it on his head. He
will enter the town wearing this sign of his being a civilized man, a businessman. Some-
what later in the film, Mrs. Miller will remove a packet from her bag. As she uncovers it,
the close-up cutaway is of her drug apparatus. It tells us what is important to her—escape
from the world she inhabits. In a late sequence in the film, one of the killers pursuing
McCabe, Kid, coaxes a cowboy to show him his gun. When the cowboy withdraws his gun,
Kid kills him. Here too, the character is revealed. Blood lust and proving himself goes to
the heart of Kid’s character.

To fully understand Altman, we turn to the gunfight conclusion of the film. At 15-minutes
long, it is twice the length of the final gunfight of The Wild Bunch and three times the
length of the gunfight that ends My Darling Clementine. Since this scene is the conclusive
narrative event, we would expect the dramatic punctuation of pace and close-ups, as is so
much at play in The Wild Bunch. But Altman resorts to neither. Instead, he has McCabe
eluding his pursuers. As they pursue him, the leader of the killers enters the church. Find-
ing its caretaker carrying a lamp and a gun, he kills him. The kerosene lamp sets off a fire
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in the church. And the fires set off a panic in the town. Its people, prospectors, officials,
and whores all rush to help put out the fire.

Altman uses a parallel editing strategy here, cutting between the town dealing with the fire
as the killers pursue the fleeing McCabe. The noisy fire seems to energize the population
of the town. This church fire sequence is edited in fast cuts. It’s all motion that undermines
the impact of the hero’s success in eluding over his pursuers. Instead of the excitement of
the chase the efforts to put out the fire in the church inject humor into the midst of the
hero’s success. The consequence is the subversion of the victory into the hollow victory it
becomes given McCabe’s death.

The pursuit of McCabe, his killing of the three pursuers, and his death are presented with
a sense of distance. The camera movement, pans, zooms in and out, and long shots, locate
the action. It is quiet except for the gunshots and their echoes. Death comes ingloriously
to the Kid as he enters a bathhouse where McCabe is hiding. McCabe shoots him and he
shoots McCabe. The Kid falls into a hot tub. The exchange is almost absurd. The second
killer, Breed, is shot through glass, as he passes by the store in which McCabe is hiding.
Only when he exits does McCabe see the distant body of Breed who has managed to crawl
away. Here too, there is not heroism or dramatic fast cutting. The action seems slowed
down, less consequential than the usual gunfight.

In the case of the chief killer, he fires his shotgun at McCabe trying to climb a snow-
covered hill. McCabe falls and rolls down the hill. The chief killer approaches McCabe to
make sure he is dead. Now close, McCabe shoots the killer in the head. Then he crawls
away, now slowed down by his second wound. He falls in a snowbank, and his body is
covered by the glowing snow, dying unseen by the townspeople or by Mrs. Miller.

If there is an editing strategy in this gunfight, its purpose is to undermine the dramatic
content. The tone of the sequence fluctuates between comic and sad, the opposite of the
heroic outcome in My Darling Clementine, and the meditation on the uber-violence in The
Wild Bunch. Such re-consideration of genre expectations is a hallmark of Altman’s work.

As implied in the last paragraph, Altman has explored a wide gamut of genres but always
treated them in his own distinct fashion. Altman explored the struggle of pastoral vs. mod-
ern values in his Western McCabe and Mrs. Miller. Rather than elevating his main character
to heroic status, he sidestepped myth-making and consequently questioned the nature of
the hero, almost deflating the character by making him a victim of the myth rather than
its master. He did the same for the private eye in The Long Goodbye (1973) and the gangster
in Thieves Like Us (1974). Altman also challenges tonal expectations in his genre-specific
films. The expectation of survival strategies from heroism (Hacksaw Ridge) to victimization
(Paths of Glory) typify the war film. Sober seriousness is replaced by amoral humor and
ribaldry in Altman’s war film MASH (1970). A sly humorous tone also makes its way into
his pseudo-detective film Gosford Park (2001).

THE COMPANY

Ilustrating how Altman alters character and tonal expectations in his version of the musi-
cal is his late film The Company (2003). The Company focuses on a dancer, Neve Campbell,
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FIGURE 8.1
The Company, 2003. Still provided by Photofest.

who plays Ry, a member of the Chicago Joffrey Ballet company. It follows her rise within
the company to a principal dancer. It also follows her love relationship with a chef, played
by James Franco, and with the artistic director of the company (Malcolm McDowell).

Generally, in the musical, the focus is on a talented aspirant (Fred Astaire, Gene Kelly)
who in the course of the film succeeds brilliantly in his career and in a romantic relation-
ship (usually a dancing or singing partner). The tone tends to be playful, energetic, and
positive. Some narratives tend toward more realistic, less splendid outcomes (La La Land),
others veer to the dark tone of the worlds they inhabit (Cabaret). And yet others veer to a
more ambivalent main character (All That Jazz). All of this speaks to the flexibility of genre
filmmaking. So how does Altman make The Company his own?

In terms of the character of Ry, she does not dominate the narrative. She does speak but not in
the way the Natalie Portman character does in Black Swan. She does not speak often and the
frame rarely focuses on her alone. When she does speak, it’s specific, laconic, and without affect.
As one expects with a dancer, she speaks more broadly through her body, when she dances.
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Most shots focus on these bodies, in warm-up, rehearsal, and performances. All are pre-
sented to pictorialize the challenge dance presents to the human body. It's a terrifying
beauty, the human body. Injury gives Ry her opportunity to rise, and injury ends that rise
at the conclusion of the film. An outdoor performance includes an umbrella-carrying
audience and a wind intervening in the performance. Their presence only makes Ry and
her male partner’s performance all the more remarkable. And throughout, Altman goes
out of his way to tell us dancers have families and relationships, but training and dancing
trumps all. For a dancer such as Ry, there is no choice; you have to dance. In this musical,
Altman undermines genre expectations by immersing the main character in the company
rather than making her the focus.

Thus, Altman challenges orthodoxy here as he does in his other genre films. The Company
expresses awe of what dancers like Ry do and the magic choreographers create for the
staged dance. In many ways, The Company is a celebration of what the human body can
do when pushed to its limits. The consequence is to focus on the art and to downplay the
personality. In this sense, the film is a very unusual musical. It’s the art that is magnificent:
the dancer is its instrument. There is no real climax in the film, no show stopper that
implies the pinnacle for its main character. We're uncertain about Ry’s future, in dance
and in love. In this sense, the film is truly a unique musical. Altman once again manages
to challenge genre convention both in his presentation of the main character and in the
tone he creates. The Company succeeds as an artistic aberration as well as a celebration of
what creativity and the human body can achieve in dance.

Another area where Altman proved to be an innovator was in his creation of atmosphere
that was almost an active character in his films. In McCabe and Mrs. Miller, the old West
with its majestic vistas has been replaced by the dank and dark mining camp. Rain and
snow are pervasive. This is not landscape that promotes heroic behavior or action. The
landscape is to be survived rather than inspiring. The consequent images and sounds are
cramped and whispered. Again, the internal settings are not havens or protective; they
breed decay.

In The Company the images mitigate against individuality. You are only as good as the
group allows. The audience waits for a higher authority to allow the show to go on. And
there is an ordered beauty that suggests that the choreographer is the ringmaster, the cen-
ter of knowledge and art. The dancers are his instruments and although they may have
opinions they must in the end serve this grandmaster. The power and the magic of dance
remain mysteries to its dancers and therefore to us. This is so different from the atmo-
sphere of the traditional musical which celebrates the energy and achievements of the
individual.

NASHVILLE

To highlight the achievement of Altman in this area of atmosphere I turn to one of his
most powerful films, Nashville (1975). Nashville, which takes place over the course of a
weekend, is not so much a city as an airport, a series of highways, the Grand Ole Opry, and
multiple bars and coffee shops. This fragmented environment cannot protect its citizens
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who fall into two categories—perpetrators and victims. It is no wonder that our visit to
Nashville ends in violence. Altman introduces its characters, whether they be entertainers
or politicians, as hunters or as prey.

The opening shot carries the voice of Hal Philip Walker of the Replacement Party, broad-
cast via megaphone as his van drives through downtown Nashville. His is a critique of the
modern political economy. Next Altman cuts to a music recording studio, where Grand
Ole Opry star Haven Hamilton (Henry Gibson) records his song “We must be doing some-
thing right to last two hundred years.” His audience is rapt but the star keeps pointing out
distractions—a musician and later a British reporter for the BBC. His controlling, aggres-
sive personality trumps the song’s patriotic message. Altman has set the stage for the pre-
sentation of a range of characters who are either hunters or prey. They can be in the same
family; they can work together. The emphasis for Altman is to categorize his characters as
he is introducing them. It is no surprise that most of the victims are women and that the
hunters are all male. Together they form the American cross-sections that exist in Nashville.

To preview this fate, Altman presents a faux car crash outside the airport. To unify the
disparate story threads, Altman cuts to the political van he introduced at the opening of
the film. By using megaphone excerpts of the political messages being addressed, through
the voice of Hal Philip Walker, messages that darkly warn of coming disaster, Altman is
creating an intense sense of the coming events in Nashville—of betrayal, exploitation, and
eventually assassination. The atmosphere Altman seeks is not promoted by rapid cutting
or point-of-view editing. Instead he uses images that record human insensitivity to the
other, and its corollary, self-promotion, to create the atmosphere in Nashville.

This powerful use of atmosphere joins together with the challenge to genre expectations
described in the film The Company. Nowhere is the combination more powerfully repre-
sented than in Altman’s Short Cuts (1993).

SHORT CUTS

Altman is no stranger to satire. Beginning with MASH, Altman displayed satirical inten-
tions. As mentioned earlier, MASH can be considered a war film with satirical intentions
about one of the core issues in the genre. Will the main character survive? Altman and
writer Ring Lardner, Jr’s intention is to say that unless the character or characters embrace
life and adopt a pro-life, anti-war posture, they will lose their humanity and therefore will
be a victim of the war. In Nashville, it is American values and character that are the targets
of Altman’s satirical intentions. But it is only in The Player (1992) and Short Cuts that Alt-
man creates two films that are true satires. The Player attacks amoral Hollywood values and
Short Cuts attacks the values of mega-urban America.

To understand more fully Altman’s achievement, I will make a short detour into the genre
itself. The satire has classic literary roots, from Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales to Voltaire’s
Candide to Swift's Gulliver’s Travels. In filmmakers as diverse as Charlie Chaplin and Stan-
ley Kubrick, the very timbers of society have been the targets of their satires. Capitalism
itself is the bane of Chaplin’s main character in Modern Times and major national Euro-
pean leaders are his target in The Great Dictator. Kubrick takes on the military and nuclear
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holocaust in Dr. Strangelove and authoritarian government in A Clockwork Orange. Altman
is as serious and creative in his satire as were Chaplin and Kubrick.

Satire has a number of characteristics that differentiate it from the classical narratives of
most filmmakers: excessive plot, narrative exaggerations, tonal shifts, and, above all, a
fierce voice that harshly chastises the viewer for tolerating the state of affairs targeted in
the film. These films urge the audience to be angry and to alter the views here presented,
or face the inevitable horrific consequences for their societies.

Short Cuts begins with helicopters spraying Los Angles for a medfly infestation. The heli-
copters themselves look like huge insects hovering and descending to kill their own.
Below, the population fears the consequences. The helping helicopters are experienced as
other-worldly and dangerous. The film ends with a suicide, an earthquake, and a murder
which is mistakenly reported as a death due to the earthquake. It is difficult to imagine an
environment more detached from reality than the Los Angeles presented to us by Altman
in this film.

Altman’s narrative has a number of shocking events. A nude dead woman is found by
three fishermen who do not report the death until after they have successfully completed
their fishing trip. A sensitive young boy is hit by a car, suffers a concussion, and dies in
hospital. A young woman is picked up in a park and killed by a married man venting the
anger he feels toward his wife. These incidents are woven into a narrative focused on a
series of married couples and a mother-daughter relationships. What these couples have
in common is a disdain of husband for wife and wife for husband and mother for daugh-
ter. In each case, one member of the couple is selfish or narcissistic; the partner seems
more victim than partner. In one case, two of the husbands work together. In another
case, two of the wives are sisters. Two of the couples are next-door neighbors. They share
in common the incapacity of one member of the couple to truly empathize with the other.
The entire narrative takes place over the course of a few days.

This character population crosses class lines and ranges in age from young to old. Although
there are nine couples at the core of the narrative, a closer look at three of them will serve
to illustrate the problems for the whole.

Tess Trainer (Annie Ross) and Zoe Trainer (Lori Singer) are a mother and daughter living
together in an upper-class Los Angeles neighborhood. Although both are musicians, Tess,
ajazz vocalist, and Zoe, a cellist, they are uneasy with one another. Tess is an alcoholic and
Zoe is non-verbal and given to suicidal fantasies. Late in their story, Zoe, upon hearing of
the death of the young boy next door, goes to her mother’s club for connection. Receiving
none, she goes home, leaves her car running in the garage, and plays her cello until she
dies from carbon monoxide poisoning.

Lois Kaiser (Jennifer Jason Leigh) and Jerry Kaiser (Chris Penn) are working class with a
young family. Jerry is in pool maintenance while Lois works as a telephone sex worker.
She is verbal and he is less so. She’s in control, he is not. And he’s jealous as she gives
phone sex while changing baby diapers or dinner to their older child. Although they have
a couple with whom they are friends, in the friendship Jerry is also passive. Throughout
he watches others live and see himself only as an observer. His frustrations in his marriage



CHAPTER 8: Experiments in Editing II : Robert Altman

and life build until he kills a girl he and his friend have picked up in a park. A recreational
day is not an escape for Jerry.

Another upper-class couple are Dr. Ralph Wyman (Matthew Modine) and his wife, Marian
Wyman (Julianne Moore). He is a neurologist who seems indifferent to his work. She is an
artist who paints nudes of her sister, another character in the film. Ralph is intensely jeal-
ous and obsessively possessive of his wife. She seems unaware of how sexual her behavior
is. He feels victimized by her sexual power. She invites a couple for dinner. They have
nothing in common, but in a drunken evening that becomes a drunken morning, Ralph
acts as if these people he does not care for are his best friends.

The overall tone of Short Cuts is dark. Married couples cannot help one another. Nor can
parents protect their children (two die). And emotional violence turns to physical vio-
lence. Even the environment reminds these residents of Los Angeles that disease, danger,
and natural disaster are right around the corner. Art, music, or work will not rescue them,
nor will family.

Altman has to move from one story to another. There is no single main character here
to frame the narrative. As in Nashville, the time frame of a few days becomes the shap-
ing strategy. The negative character arc in each of nine couples provides a common loose
bond between the narratives. Together they help create an almost apocalyptic atmosphere.
Unlike other non-linear stories, such as Magnolia (1999), Altman does not resort to narra-
tive exaggeration expected in satire. On the contrary although the characters seem eccen-
tric, they also seem believable. Rather than resort to capturing image and sounds, Altman’s
choice of shots and sounds are stable and realistic here. In this sense, Altman moves
against genre expectations. By doing so, he has created a disturbing yet credible satire
about ultra-urban life and its influence on relationships, values, and humanity. The con-
sequence is an invaluable addition to satire and a message that reversing genre expecta-
tions can refresh the genre and storytelling itself. This willingness to review and reimagine
atmosphere, character, and genre expectations is Altman’s contribution to story and its
vehicle, the edit of the story.
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New Technologies

The 1950s brought many changes to film. On the economic front, the consent decrees of
1947 (antitrust legislation that led to the studios divesting themselves of the theatres they
owned) and the developing threat of television suggested that innovation, or at least nov-
elty, might help recapture the market for film. As was the case with the coming of sound in
the late 1920s, new innovations had considerable impact on how films were edited, and
the results tended to be conservative initially and innovative later.

This chapter concentrates on two innovations, each of which had a different impact on
film. The first was the attraction to the wide screen, including the 35 mm innovations
of Cinerama, CinemaScope, Vistavision, and Panavision and the 70 mm innovations of
TODDAO, Technirama, Supertechnirama, MGM 65, and later IMAX. Around the world,
countries adopted similar anamorphic approaches, including Folioscope. If the goal of
CinemaScope and the larger versions was to increase the spectacle of the film experience,
the second innovation, cinéma vérité, with its special lighting and unobtrusive style, had
the opposite intention: to make the film experience seem more real and more intimate,
with all of the implications that this approach suggested.

Both innovations were technology-based, both had a specific goal in mind for the audi-
ence, and both had implications for editing.

THE WIDE SCREEN

To give some perspective to the wide screen, it is important to realize that before 1950
films were presented in Academy aspect ratio; that is, the width-to-height ratio of the view-
ing screen was 1:1.33 (Figure 9.1).

This ratio was replicated in the aperture plate for cameras as well as projectors. There
were exceptions. As early as 1927, Abel Gance used a triptych approach, filming particu-
lar sequences in his Napoleon (1927) with three cameras and later projecting the images
simultaneously. The result was quite spectacular (Figure 9.2).

In these sequences, the aspect ratio became 1:3. The impact of editing in these sequences
was startling. How did one use a close-up? What happened when the camera moved? Was
a cut from movement to movement so jarring or awkward that the strength of these edit-
ing conventions became muted? The difficulties of Gance’s experiment didn’t pose a chal-
lenge for filmmakers because his triptych technique did not come into wide use.
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Other filmmakers contin-
3 3 ued to experiment with
screen shape. FEisenstein
advocated a square screen,

4 4 4 4 and Claude Autant-Lara’s
Construire un Feu (1928)
FIGURE 9.1 FIGURE 9.2 introduced a wider screen

Academy aspectratio.  Triptych format. in 1928 (the forerunner of

CinemaScope). The inven-
tion of CinemaScope itself took place in 1929. Dr. Henri Chretien developed the anamor-
phic lens, which was later purchased by Twentieth Century Fox.

It was not until the need for innovation became economically necessary that a procession
of gimmicks, including 3D, captured the public’s attention. The first widescreen innova-
tion of the period was Cinerama. This technique was essentially a repeat of Gance's idea:
three cameras record simultaneously, and a similar projection system (featuring stereo-
phonic sound) gave the audience the impression of being surrounded by the sound and
the image.! Cinerama was used primarily for travelogue-type films with simple narratives.
These travelogues were popular with the public, and at least a few narrative films were
produced in the format. The most notable was How the West Was Won (1962). The system
was cumbersome, however, and the technology was expensive. In the end, it was not eco-
nomically viable.

Twentieth Century Fox’s CinemaScope, however, was popular and cost-effective, and did
prove to be successful. Beginning with The Robe (1953), CinemaScope appeared to be viable
and the technology was rapidly copied by other studios. Using an anamorphic lens, the
scenes were photographed on the regular 35 mm stock, but the image was squeezed. When
projected normally, the squeezed image looked distorted, but when projected with an ana-
morphic lens, the image appeared normal but was presented wider than before (Figure 9.3).

The other notable widescreen process of the period was VistaVision, Paramount Pictures’s
response to CinemaScope. In this process, 35 mm film was run horizontally rather than
vertically. The result was a sharper image and greater sound flexibility. The recorded image
was twice as wide as the conventional 35 mm frame and somewhat taller. For VistaVision,
Paramount selected a modified widescreen aspect ratio of 1:1.85, the aspect ratio later
adopted as the industry standard.

The larger 70 mm, 65 mm, TODD-AO, and Panavision 70 for-
mats had an aspect ratio of 1:2.2, with room on the film for
four magnetic sound tracks. Not only did the larger frame make
possible a bigger sound, but it also allowed sharper images 3
despite the size of the screen. IMAX is similar to VistaVision

in that it records 70 mm film run horizontally. Unlike VistaVi-
sion, which had a normal vertical projection system, IMAX is
projected horizontally and consequently requires its own spe-  FIGURE 9.3

cial projection system. Its image is twice as large as the normal  CinemaScope. Aspect ratio 1:2.55
70 mm production, and the resultant clarity is striking. (later reduced to 1:2.35).
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Of all of the formats, those that were economically viable were the systems that perfected
CinemaScope technology, particularly Panavision. The early CinemaScope films exhibited
problems with close-ups and with moving shots. By the early 1960s, when Panavision
supplanted CinemaScope and VistaVision, those imperfections had been overcome, and
the widescreen had become the industry standard.?

Today, standard film has an aspectratio of 1:1.85; however, films that have special releases—
the big-budget productions that are often shot in anamorphic 35 mm and blown up to
70 mm—are generally projected 1:2.2 so that they are wider-screen presentations. Films
such as Hook (1991) or Terminator 2 (1991) are projected in a manner similar to the early
CinemaScope films, and the problems for the editor are analogous.?

In the regular 1:1.33 format, the issues of editing—the use of close-ups, the shift from
foreground to background, and the moving shot—have been developed, and both direc-
tors and audiences are accustomed to a particular pattern of editing. With the advent of a
frame that was twice as wide,
all of the relationships of
Person 2 foreground and background
Background were changed.

In Figure 9.4, two characters,
one in the foreground and
the other in the background,
are shown in two frames, one
a regular frame and the other
Person 1 a CinemaScope frame. In the
Foreground CinemaScope frame, the char-
acters seem farther apart, and
there is an empty spot in the
frame, creating an inner rect-
angle. This image affects the
relationship implied between
(A) the two characters. The fore-
ground and background no
longer relate to one another
in the same way because of
the CinemaScope frame. Now
the director also has the prob-
lem of the middle ground.
The implications for conti-
nuity and dramatic meaning
are clear. The wider frame
(B) changes meaning. The direc-
tor and editor must recognize
FIGURE 9.4 the impact of the wider frame
Foreground-background relationship in (A) Academy and (B) widescreen formats. in their work.

Person 2

Person 1
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The width issue plays equal havoc for other continuity issues: match cuts, moving shots,
and cuts from extreme long shot to extreme close-up. In its initial phase, the use of the
anamorphic lens was problematic for close-ups because it distorted objects and people
positioned too close to the camera. Maintaining focus in traveling shots, given the narrow
depth of field of the lens, posed another sort of problem. The result, as one sees in the first
CinemaScope film, The Robe, was cautious editing and a slow-paced style.

Some filmmakers attempted to use the wide screen creatively. They demonstrated that
new technological developments needn’t be ends unto themselves, but rather opportuni-
ties for innovation.

Character and Environment

A number of filmmakers used the new widescreen process to try to move beyond the
actionadventure genres that were the natural strength of the wide screen. Both Otto Prem-
inger and Anthony Mann made Westerns using CinemaScope, and although Mann later
became one of the strongest innovators in its use, Preminger, in his film River of No Return
(1954), illustrated how the new foreground-background relationship within the frame
could suggest a narrative subtext critical to the story.

River of No Return exhibits none of the fast pacing that characterizes the dramatic moments
in the Western Shane (1953), for example. Nor does it have the intense close-ups of High
Noon (1952), a Western produced two years before River of No Return. These are shortcom-
ings of the widescreen process. What River of No Return does illustrate, however, is a knack
for using shots to suggest the characters’ relationship to their environment and to their
constant struggle with it. To escape from the Indians, a farmer (Robert Mitchum), his son,
and an acquaintance (Marilyn Monroe) must make their way down the river to the near-
est town. The rapids of the river and the threat of the Indians are constant reminders of
the hostility of their environment. The river, the mountains, and the valleys are beautiful,
but they are neither romantic nor beckoning. They are constant and indifferent to these
characters. Because the environment fills the background of most of the images, we are
constantly reminded about the characters’ context.

Preminger presented the characters in the foreground. The characters interact, usually in
medium shot, in the foreground. We relate to them as the story unfolds; however, the
background, the environment, is always present. Notable also is the camera placement.
Not only is the camera placed close to the characters, but the eye level is democratic. The
camera neither looks down or up at the characters. The result doesn’t lead us; instead, it
allows us to relate to the characters more naturally.

The pace of the editing is slow. Preminger’s innovation was to emphasize the relationship
of the characters to their environment by using the film format’s greater expanse of fore-
ground and background.

Preminger developed this relationship further in Exodus (1960). Again, the editing style is
gradual even in the set-piece: the preparation for and the attack on the Acre prison. Two
examples illustrate how the use of foreground and background sets up a particular rela-
tionship while avoiding the need to edit (Figure 9.5).
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Early in the film, Ari Ben
Canaan (Paul Newman) tries
to take 600 Jews illegally out
of Cyprus to Palestine. His
effort is thwarted by the Brit-
ish Navy. When the British
major (Peter Lawford) or his
commanding officer (Ralph
Richardson) communicate
with the Exodus, they are
presented in the foreground,
and the blockaded Exodus is
presented in the same frame
but in the background.

Later in the film, Ari Ben
Canaan is showing Kitty, an
American nurse (Eva Marie
Saint), the location of his

FIGURE 9.5 home. The scene takes place
Exodus, 1960. r1960 United Artists Pictures, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Still provided hich atop a mountain over-
by Photofest. 8 P

looking the Jezreel Valley,
the valley in which his home
is located as well as the village of his Arab neighbors. In this shot, Ari explains to the nurse
about the history of the valley, and the two of them acknowledge their attraction to one
another. Close to the camera, Ari and Kitty speak and then embrace. The valley they speak
about is visible in the background. Other filmmakers might have used an entire sequence
of shots, including close-ups of the characters and extreme long shots of the valley. Prem-
inger’s widescreen shot thus replaces an entire sequence.

Relationships

In East of Eden (1955), Elia Kazan explored the relationship of people to one another
rather than their relationship to the environment. The film considers the barriers between
characters as well as the avenues to progress in their relationships.

East of Eden is the story of the “bad son” Cal (James Dean). His father (Raymond Massey)
is a religious moralist who is quick to condemn his actions. The story begins with Cal’s
discovery that the mother he thought dead is alive and prospering as a prostitute in Mon-
terey, 20 miles from his home.

Kazan used extreme angles to portray how Cal looks up to or down on adults. Only in the
shots of Cal with his brother, Aaron, and his fiance’e, Abra (Julie Harris), is the camera
nonjudgmental, presenting the scenes at eye level. Whenever Cal is observing one of his
parents, he is present in the foreground or background, and there is a barrier—blocks of
ice or a long hallway, for example—in the middle. Kazan tilted the camera to suggest the

107




CHAPTER 9: New Technologies

instability of the family unit. This is particularly clear in the family dinner scene. This
scene, particularly the attempt of father and son to be honest about the mother’s fate, is
the first sequence where cutting between father and son as they speak about the mother
presents the distance between them.

The foreground-background relationship is broken, and the two men so needy of one
another are separate. They live in two worlds, and the editing of this sequence portrays
that separateness as well as the instability of the relationship.

One other element of Kazan’s approach is noteworthy. Kazan angled the camera place-
ment so that the action either approaches the camera at an angle or moves away from
the camera. In both cases, the placement creates a sense of even greater depth. Whereas
Preminger usually had the action take place in front of the camera and the context directly
behind the action of the characters, there appears a studied relationship of the two. Kazan’s
approach is moreemotional, and the extra sense of depth makes the widescreen image
seem even wider. On one level, Kazan may have been exploring the possibilities, but in
terms of its impact, this placement seems to increase the space, physical and emotional,
between the characters.

Relationships and the Environment

No director was more successful in the early use of the widescreen format than John Stur-
ges, whose 1955 film Bad Day at Black Rock is an exemplary demonstration that the wide
screen could be an asset for the editor. Interestingly, Sturges began his career as an editor.

John McCready (Spencer Tracy) is a one-armed veteran of World War II. It is 1945, and he has
traveled to Black Rock, a small desert town, to give a medal to the father of the man who died
saving his life. The problem is that father and son were Japanese-Americans, and this town
has a secret. Its richest citizen, Reno Smith (Robert Ryan), and his cronies killed the father,
Kimoko, in a drunken rage after the attack on Pearl Harbor. The towns people try to cover
up this secret, but McCready quickly discovers the truth. In 48 hours, McCready’s principal
mission, to give the Medal of Honor to a parent, turns into a struggle for his own survival.

The characters and the plot of Sturges’s film are tight, tense, and terse. In terms of style,
Sturges used almost no close-ups, and yet the tension and emotion of the story remain
powerful. Sturges achieved this tension through his intelligent use of the wide screen and
his application of dynamic editing in strategic scenes.

Two scenes notable for their dynamic editing are the train sequence that appears under the
credits and the car chase scene in the desert. The primary quality of the train sequence is
the barrenness of the land that the train travels through. There are no people, no animals,
no signs of settlement. The manner in which Sturges filmed the train adds to the sense
of the environment’s vastness. Shooting from a helicopter, a truck, and a tracking shot
directly in front of the train, Sturges created a sense of movement. By alternating between
angled shots that demonstrate the power of the train breaking through the landscape
and flat shots in which train and landscape seem flattened into one, Sturges alternated
between clash and coexistence. His use of high angles and later low angles for his shots
adds to the sense of conflict.
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Throughout this sequence, then, the movement and variation in camera placement and
the cutting on movement creates a dynamic scene in which danger, conflict, and anticipa-
tion are all created through the editing. Where is the train going? Why would it stop in so
isolated a spot? This sequence prepares the audience for the events and the conflicts of the
story. After introducing us to John McCready, Sturges immediately used the wide screen
to present his protagonist in conflict with almost all of the townspeople of Black Rock.
Sturges did not use close-ups; he favored the three-quarter shot, or American shot. This
shot is not very emotional, but Sturges organized his characters so that the constant con-
flict within the shots stands in for the intensity of the close-up. For example, as McCready
is greeted by the telegraph operator at the train station, he flanks the left side of the
screen, and the telegraph operator flanks the right. The camera does not crowd McCready.
Although he occupies theforeground, the telegraph operator occupies the background. In
the middle of the frame, the desert and the mountains are visible. The space between the
two men suggests a dramatic distance between them. As in other films, Sturges could have
fragmented the shot and created a sequence, but here he used the width of the frame to
provide dramatic information within a single shot without editing.

Sturges followed the same principle in the interiors. As McCready checks into the hotel,
he is again on the left of the frame, the hotel clerk is on the right, and the middle ground
is unoccupied. Later in the same setting, the sympathetic doctor occupies the background,
local thugs occupy the middle of the frame, and the antagonist, Smith, is in the left fore-
ground. Sturges rarely left a part of the frame without function. When he used angled
shots, he suggested power relationships opposed to one another, left to right, foreground
to background. When he used flatter shots, those conflicting forces faced off against one
another in a less interesting way, but nevertheless in opposition. Rather than relying on
the clash of images to suggest conflict and emotional tension, Sturges used the widescreen
spaces and their organization to suggest conflict. He avoided editing by doing so, but
the power and relentlessness of the conflict is not diminished because the power within
the story is constantly shifting, as reflected in the visual compositions. By using the wide
screen in this way, Sturges avoided editing until he really needed it. When he did resort to
dynamic editing, as in the car chase, the sequence is all the more powerful as the pace of
the film dramatically changes.

By using the wide screen fully as a dramatic element in the film, Sturges created a story of
characters in conflict in a setting that can be used by those characters to evoke their cru-
elty and their power. The wide screen and the editing of the film both contribute to that
evocation.

The Background

Max Ophiils used CinemaScope in Lola Montes (1955). Structurally interesting, the film is
a retrospective examination of the life of Lola Montés, a nineteenth-century beauty who
became a mistress to great musicians and finally to the King of Bavaria. The story is told in
the present. A dying Lola Monteés is the main attraction at the circus. As she reflects on her
life, performers act out her reminiscences. Flashbacks of the younger Lola and key phases
are intercut with the circus rendition of that phase. Finally, her life retold, Lola dies.
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Ophiils, a master of the moving camera, was very interested in the past (background) and
the present (foreground), and he constantly moved between them. For example, as the
film opens, only the circus master (Peter Ustinov) is presented in the foreground. Lola
(Martine Carol) and the circus performers are in the distant background. As the story
begins, Lola herself is presented in the foreground, but as we move into the past story (her
relationship with Franz Liszt, her passage to England, and her first marriage), Lola seems
uncertain whether she is important or unimportant. What she wants (a handsome hus-
band or to be grown up) is presented in the middle ground, and she fluctuates toward the
foreground (with Liszt and later on the ship) or in the deep background (with Lieutenant
James, who becomes her first husband). Interestingly, Lola is always shifting but never
holding on to the central position, the middle of the frame. In this sense, the film is about
the losses of Lola Montes because she never achieves the centrality of the men in her life,
including the circus master.

The widescreen shot is always full in this film, but predominantly concerns the barriers to
the main character’s happiness. The editing throughout supports this notion. If the char-
acter is in search of happiness, an elusive state, the editing is equally searching, cutting on
movement of the character or the circus ensemble and its exploration/exploitation of Lola.
The editing in this sense follows meaning rather than creates it.

By using the wide screen as he did, Ophiils gave primacy to the background of the shot
over the foreground, to Lola’s search over her success, to her victimization over her victory.
The film stands out as an exploration of the wide screen. Ophiils’s work was not often
imitated until Stanley Kubrick used the wide screen and movement in a similar fashion in
Barry Lyndon (1975).

The Wide Screen After 1960

The technical problems of early CinemaScope—the distortion of close-ups and in track-
ing shots—were overcome by the development of the Panavision camera. It supplanted
CinemaScope and VistaVision with a simpler system of which the anamorphic projec-
tions offered a modified widescreen image with an aspect ratio of 1:1.85, and in its larger
anamorphic use in 35 mm or 70 mm, it provided an image aspect ratio of 1:2.2. With the
technical shortcomings of CinemaScope overcome, filmmakers began to edit sequences as
they had in the past. Pace picked up, and close-ups and moving shots took on their past
pattern of usage.

A number of filmmakers, however, made exceptional use of the wide screen and illus-
trated its strengths and weaknesses for editing. For example, Anthony Mann in El Cid
(1961) used extreme close-ups and extreme long shots as well as framed single shots
that embrace a close shot in the foreground and an extreme long shot in the back-
ground. Mann presented relationships, usually of conflict, within a single frame as well
as within an edited sequence. The use of extreme close-ups and extreme long shots
also elevated the nature of the conflict and the will of the protagonist. Because the film
mythologizes the personal and national struggles of Rodrigo Diaz de Bivar, the Cid
(Charlton Heston), those juxtapositions within and between shots are critical.
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Mann also used the width of the frame to give an epic quality to each combat in which
Rodrigo partakes: the personal fight with his future father-in-law, the combat of knights
for the ownership of Calahorra, and the large-scale final battle on the beach against the
Muslim invaders from North Africa. In each case, the different parts of the frame were
used to present the opposing force. The clash, when it comes, takes place in the middle
of the frame in single shots and in the middle of an edited sequence when single shots
are used to present the opposing forces. Mann was unusually powerful in his use of the
widescreen frame to present forces in opposition and to include the land over which they
struggle. Few directors have the visual power that Mann displayed in El Cid.

In his prologue in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), Stanley Kubrick presents a series of still
images that, together, are intended to create a sense of vast, empty, unpopulated space.
This is the Earth at the dawn of humanity. Given the absence of continuity—the edit-
ing does not follow narrative action or a person in motion—the stills have a random,
discontinuous quality, a pattern of shots such as Alexander Dovzhenko used in Earth
(1930). Out of this pattern, an idea eventually emerges: the vast emptiness of the land.
This sequence leads to the introduction of the apes and other animals. From our vantage
point, however, the interest is in the editing of the sequence. Without cues or foreground-
background relationships, these shots have a genuine randomness that, in the end, is the
point of the sequence. There is no scientific gestalt here because there is no human here.
The wide screen emphasizes the expanse and the lack of context.

A number of other filmmakers are notable for their use of the wide screen to portray con-
flict. Sam Peckinpah used close-ups in the foreground and background by using lenses
that have a shallow depth of field. The result is a narrowing of the gap between one char-
acter on the left and another character, whether it be friend or foe, on the right. The result
is intense and almost claustrophobic rather than expansive. Sergio Leone used the same
approach in The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly (1966). In the final gunfight, for example, he
used close-ups of all of the combatants and their weapons. He presented the subject fully
in two-thirds of the frame, allowing emptiness, some background, or another combat-
ant to be displayed in the balance of the frame. Leone seemed to relish the overpowering
close-ups, as if he were studying or dissecting an important event.

John Boorman, on the other hand, was more orthodox in his presentation of combatants
in Hell in the Pacific (1968). The story, set in World War 11, has only two characters: a Japa-
nese soldier who occupies an isolated island and an American flyer who finds himself on
the island after being downed at sea. These two characters struggle as combatants and even-
tually as human beings to deal with their situation. They are adversaries in more than two-
thirds of the film, so Boorman presented them in opposition to one another within single
frames (to the left and right) as well as in edited sequences. What is interesting in this film
is how Boorman used both the wide screen and conventional options, including close-
ups, cutaways, and faster cutting, to maintain and build tension in individual sequences.
When he used the wide screen, the compositions are full to midshots of the characters.
Because he didn’t want to present one character as a protagonist and the other as the
antagonist, he did not exploit subjective placement or close-ups. Instead, whenever pos-
sible, he showed both men in the same frame, suggesting the primacy of their relationship
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to one another. One may have power over the other temporarily, but Boorman tried to
transcend the nationalistic, historical struggle and to reach the interdependent, human
subtext. These two characters are linked by circumstance, and Boorman reinforced their
interdependence by using the widescreen image to try to overcome the narrative conven-
tions that help the filmmaker demonstrate the victorious struggle of the protagonist over
the lesser intentions of the antagonist.

Other notable filmmakers who used the wide screen in powerful ways include David
Lean, who illustrated again and again the primacy of nature over character (Ryan’s Daugh-
ter, 1970). Michelangelo Antonioni succeeded in using the wide screen to illustrate the
human barriers to personal fulfillment (LAvventura, 1960). Luchino Visconti used the
wide screen to present the class structure in Sicily during the Risorgimento (The Leopard,
1963). Federico Fellini used the wide screen to create a powerful sense of the supernatural
evil that undermined Rome (Fellini Satyricon, 1969). Steven Spielberg used subjective cam-
era placement to juxtapose potential victim and victimizer, human and animal, in Jaws
(1975), and Akira Kurosawa used color and foreground-background massing to tell his
version of King Lear’s struggle in Ran (1985). Today, the wide screen is no longer a barrier
to editing but rather an additional option for filmmakers to use to power their narratives
visually.

CINEMA VERITE

The wide screen forced filmmakers to give more attention to composition for con-
tinuity and promoted the avoidance of editing through the use of the foreground-
background relationship. cinéma vérité promoted a different set of visual characteristics for
continuity.

Cinéma veérité is the term used for a particular style of documentary filmmaking. The
postwar developments in magnetic sound recording and in lighter, portable cameras,
particularly for 16 mm, allowed a less intrusive filmmaking style. Faster film stocks and
more portable lights made film lighting less intrusive and in many filmmaking situations
unnecessary. The cliché of cinéma vérité filmmaking is poor sound, poor light, and poor
image. In actuality, however, these films had a sense of intimacy rarely found in the film
experience, an intimacy that was the opposite of the widescreen experience. Cinéma vérité
was rooted in the desire to make real stories about real people. The Italian neorealist film-
makers—such as Roberto Rossellini (Open City, 1945), Vittorio De Sica (The Bicycle Thief,
1948), and Luchino Visconti (La Terra Trema, 1948)—were the leading influences of the
movement.

Cinéma vérité, then, was a product of advances in camera and sound recording technol-
ogy that made filmmaking equipment more portable than had previously been possible.
That new portability allowed the earliest practitioners to go where established filmmakers
had not been interested in going. Lindsay Anderson traveled to the farmers’ market in
Covent Garden for Every Day Except Christmas (1957), Karel Reisz and Tony Richardson
traveled to a jazz club for Momma Don’t Allow (1956), Terence Macartney-Filgate followed
a Salvation Army parish in Montreal in Blood and Fire (1959), and D. A. Pennebaker
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followed Bob Dylan in Don’t Look Back (1965). In each case, these films attempted to cap-
ture a sense of the reality of the lives of the characters, whether public figures or private
individuals. There was none of the formalism or artifice of the traditional feature film.

How did cinéma vérité work? What was its editing style? Most cinéma vérité films pro-
ceeded without a script. The crew filmed and recorded sound, and a shape was found in
the editing process.* In editing, the problems of narrative clarity, continuity, and dramatic
emphasis became paramount. Because cinéma vérité proceeded without staged sequences
and with no artificial sound, including music, the raw material became the basis for con-
tinuity as well as emphasis.

Cinéma vérité filmmakers quickly understood that they needed many close-ups to build a
sequence because the conventions of the master shot might not be available to them. They
also realized that general continuity would come from the sound track rather than from
the visuals. Carrying over the sound from one shot to the next provided aural continuity,
and this was sometimes the only basis for continuity in a scene. Consequently, the sound
track became even more important than it had been in the dramatic film. Between the
close-ups and the sound, continuity could be maintained. Sound could also be used to
provide continuity among different sequences. As the movement gathered steam, cinéma
vérité filmmakers also used intentional camera and sound mistakes, acknowledgments of
the filmmaking experience, to cover for losses of continuity. The audience, after all, was
watching a film, and acknowledgment of that fact proved useful in the editing. It joined
audience and filmmaker in a moment of confession that bound the two together. The
rough elements of the filmmaking process, anathema in the dramatic film, became part
of the cinéma vérité experience; they supported the credibility of the experience.® The
symbols of cinéma vérité were those signposts of the handheld camera: camera jiggle and
poor framing.

Before exploring the editing style of Ciné mavérité in more detail, it might be useful to
illustrate how far-reaching its style of intimacy with the subject was to become. Beginning
with the New Wave films of Franc¢ois Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard, Ciné mavérité had
a wide impact. Whatever their subject, young filmmakers across the world were attracted
to this approach. In Hungary, Istvan Szabé (Father, 1966); in Czechoslovakia, Milos For-
man (The Firemen’s Ball, 1967); and in Poland, Jerzy Skolimowski (Hands Up, 1967) all
adopted a style of reportage in their narrative films. Because the handheld style of Ciné
mavérité had found its way into television documentary and news the style adopted by
these filmmakers suggested the kind of veracity, of weightiness, of importance, found in
the television documentary. They were not making television documentaries, though.
Nor were John Frankenheimer in Seconds (1966) or Michael Ritchie in The Candidate
(1972), and yet the handheld camera shots and the allusions to television gave each film
a kind of veracity unusual in dramatic films.® The same style was taken up in a more self-
exploratory way by Haskell Wexler in Medium Cool (1969). In these three films, the inti-
macy of Ciné mavérité was borrowed and applied to a dramatized story to create the illu-
sion of reality. In fact, the sense of realism resulting because of cinéma vérité made each
film resemble in part the evening news on television. The result was remarkably effective.
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Perhaps no dramatic film plays more on this illusion of realism deriving from cinéma
vérité than Privilege (1967). Peter Watkins recreated the life of a rock star in a future time.
Using techniques (even lines of dialog) borrowed from the cinéma vérité film about Paul
Anka (Lonely Boy, 1962), Watkins managed to reference rock idolatry in a manner familiar
to the audience.

Watkins's attraction to cinéma vérité had been cultivated by two documentary-style films:
The Battle of Culloden (1964) and The War Game (1965). Complete with on-air interviews
and off-screen narrators, both films simulated documentaries with cinéma vérité tech-
niques. However, both were dramatic recreations using a style that simulated a post-1950
type of reality. The fact that The War Game was banned from the BBC suggests how effec-
tive the use of those techniques were.

To understand how the cinéma vérité film was shaped given the looseness of its produc-
tion, it is useful to look at one particular film to illustrate its editing style.

Lonely Boy was a production of Unit B at the National Film Board (NFB) of Canada. That
unit, which was central in the development of cinéma vérité with its Candid Eye series,
had already produced such important cinéma vérité works as Blood and Fire (1958) and
The Back-Breaking Leaf (1959). The French unit at the NFB had also taken up cinéma vérité
techniques in such films as Wrestling (1960). Lonely Boy, a film about the popular young
performer Paul Anka, brought together many of the talents associated with Unit B. Tom
Daley was the executive producer, Kathleen Shannon was the sound editor, John Spotton
and Guy L. Cote were the editors, and Roman Kroitor and Wolf Koenig were the directors.
Each of these people demonstrated many talents in their work at and outside the NFB.
Kathleen Shannon became executive producer of Unit D, the women’s unit of the NFB.
John Spotton was a gifted cinematographer (Memorandum, 1967). Wolf Koenig played an
important role in the future of animation at the NFB. Tom Daley, listed as the executive
producer on the film, has a reputation as one of the finest editors the NFB ever produced.

Lonely Boy is essentially a concert film, the predecessor of such rock performance films as
Gimme Shelter (1970), Woodstock (1970), and Stop Making Sense (1984). The 26-minute
film opens and closes on the road with Paul Anka between concerts. The sound features
the song “Lonely Boy.” Within this framework, we are presented with, as the narrator puts
it, a “candid look” at a performer moving up in his career. To explore the “phenomenon,”
Kroiter and Koenig follow Paul Anka from an outdoor performance in Atlantic City to his
first performance in a nightclub, the Copacabana, and then back to the outdoor concert. In
the course of this journey, Anka, Irving Feld (his manager), Jules Podell (the owner of the
Copacabana), and many fans are interviewed. The presentation of these interviews makes
it unclear whether the filmmakers are seeking candor or laughing at Anka and his fans.
Their attitude seems to change. Anka’s awareness of the camera and retakes are included
here to remind us that we are not looking in on a spontaneous or candid moment but
rather at something that has been staged (Figures 7.6 to 7.8).

The audience is exposed to Anka, his manager, and his fans, but it is not until the penul-
timate sequence that we see Anka in concert in a fuller sense. The screen time is lengthy
compared to the fragments of concert performance earlier in the film. Through his per-



FIGURE 9.6
Lonely Boy, 1962. Courtesy Photofest.
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formance and the reaction of the fans, we
begin to understand the phenomenon. In
this sequence, the filmmakers seem to drop
their earlier skepticism, and in this sense, the
sequence is climactic.

Throughout the film, the sound track unifies
individual sequences. For example, the open-
ing sequence begins on the road with the song
“Lonely Boy” on the sound track. We see images
of Atlantic City, people enjoying the beach,
a sign announcing Paul Anka’s performance,
shots of teenagers, the amusement park, and
the city at night. Only as the song ends does
the film cut to Paul Anka finishing the song.
Then we see the response of his audience.

The shots in this sequence are random.
Because many are close-ups intercut with
long shots, unity comes from the song on the
sound track. Between tracking shots, Kroiter
and Koenig either go from movement within
a shot, such as the sign announcing Anka’s
performance, to a tracking shot of teenagers

FIGURE 9.7
Lonely Boy, 1962. Courtesy Photofest.
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FIGURE 9.8
Lonely Boy, 1962. Courtesy Photofest.

walking—movement of the shot to movement within the shot. Again, overall unity comes
from the sound track.

In the next sequence, Anka signs autographs, and the general subject (how Anka’s fans
feel about him) is the unifying element. This sequence features interviews with fans about
their zeal for the star.

In all sequences, visual unity is maintained through an abundance of close-ups. A sound
cue or a cutaway allows the film to move efficiently into the next sequence.

In the final sequence, the concert performance, the continuity comes from the perfor-
mance itself. The cutaways to the fans are more intense than the performance shots, how-
ever, because the cutaways are primarily close-ups. These audience shots become more
poignant when Kroiter and Koenig cut away to a young girl screaming and later fainting.
In both shots, the sound of the scream is omitted. We hear only the song. The absence of
the sound visually implied makes the visual even more effective. The handheld quality
of the shots adds a nervousness to the visual effect of an already excited audience. In this
film, the handheld close-up is an asset rather than a liability. It suggests the kind of cred-
ibility and candor of which cinéma vérité is capable.

Lonely Boy exhibits all of the characteristics of cinéma vérité: for example, too much
background noise in the autograph sequence and a jittery handheld camera in the back-
stage sequence where Anka is quickly changing before a performance. In the latter, Anka
acknowledges the presence of the camera when he tells a news photographer to ignore
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the filmmakers. All of this—the noise level, the wobbly camera, the acknowledgment that
a film is being made—can be viewed as technical shortcomings or amateurish lapses, or
they can work for the film to create a sense of candor, insight, honesty, and lack of manip-
ulation: the agenda for cinéma vérité. The filmmakers try to have it all in this film. What
they achieve is only the aura of candor. The film is fascinating, nevertheless.

Others who used the cinéma vérité approach—Allan King in Warrendale (1966), Frederick
Wiseman in Hospital (1970), Alfred and David Maysles in Salesman (1969)—exploited cinéma
vérité fully. They achieved an intimacy with the audience that verges on embarrassing but, at
its best, is the type of connection with the audience that was never possible with conventional
cinematic techniques.

Cinéma vérité must be viewed as one of the few technological developments that has had
a profound impact on film. Because it is so much less structured and formal than con-
ventional filmmaking, it requires even greater skill from its directors and, in particular, its
editors.

CELL-PHONE CINEMA

The impetus for Ciné mavérité, lighter cameras and portable sound equipment, has accel-
erated and been added to. Digital cameras now complement film cameras, and digital
sound has replaced audio recording materials. Digitization together with new editing soft-
ware has replaced mechanized editing, facilitating the arrival of new smaller, lighter, and
cheaper recording devices for image and sound. The focus of all these new technologies
converge in the mobile cell phone. Today, these cell phones, referred to as smartphones,
can take high-definition images and have capacities previously associated with very expen-
sive, high-end cameras. Today a smartphone equipped with a lens adapter, detachable
lenses, and shotgun microphones can record images and sound that, when transferred
digitally for the edit, amended for color correction, sharpness, and special effects via soft-
ware applications, can yield quality suitable for theatrical exhibition. On one level, the
price of such equipment makes content production cheaper than it has ever been. Democ-
ratization of content production has arrived. Witness the proliferation of webisodes, You-
Tube films, and social media awareness of sharing content.

To exemplify this growing technological field, it is best to look at applications that cover
every area of production using a phone or tablet.

Preproduction

Software applications for preproduction for the business side include cinema forms, logs,
talent releases, and shot-lists, and Office 365; in short all the paperwork for the business
dimensions of preproduction. On the creative side, specifically for pre-visualization, use
Storyboard composer HD. For scriptwriting use Final Draft.

Production

Available software includes the DSLR Filmmaker toolkit for slating. For lens matching, use
Film Calc. For exposures, cinematographers can use Pam Film and Digital Calculator. For
filter selection, use Toland ASC Digital Assistant. For depth of field, use Visual DOE The
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production manager can use Studio Binder and for film budgeting, the producer can use
Movie Magic Budgeting.

Postproduction
For video storage, use Drop Box or Cubby. For editing, use Adobe Premiere., Final Cut Pro
X, or DaVinci Resolve.

Tangerine

Given the diversity of software applications and the specific functionality of these applica-
tions, the smartphone and tablet can become mini-production centers from start to finish.
Although production on cell phones is a world-wide developing phenomenon, the question
is can its content be monetized? The simple answer is yes. Sean Baker's film Tangerine (2015) is
a feature film, produced entirely on a cell phone and theatrically distributed all over the world.

Tangerine is a situation comedy that focuses on the world of transvestites in Los Angeles.
The film take place entirely on Christmas Eve. Sin-Dee (Kitana Kiki Rodriguez) has just
been released from 28 days in jail for a drug offense. She learns that her pimp-fiancé
Chester (James Ransone) has been unfaithful to her. She learns this from her best friend
Alexandra (Mya Taylor). Sin-Dee and Alexandra are male prostitutes dressed and passing
as women. Thrown into this mix of marginalized characters is a married Armenian taxi
driver with a penchant for Sin-Dee and Alexandra. All these people come together, clash,
argue, and eventually go on with their predilections and preferences in spite of the hyste-
ria they live out. Life goes on in its bumpy way.

In terms of a photographic style, Baker uses a lot of camera motion. The movement is
behind, in front, or to the side of the characters. In every case, he is using a lens that
yields deep context. With its proximity the camera placement encourages closeness to the
characters. He also cuts on motion thereby adding a feeling of energy as we experience
the film. Given the fact that Sin-Dee has just been released from jail and that Sin-Dee and
Alexandra are men posing as women, the material implies dark lives, harshly lived. But
that is not the experience of these two characters. On the contrary, the narrative is utterly
appealing. The light tone is a surprise given the disappointing, even disastrous experi-
ences that Sin-Dee and Alexandra go through. The camera motion and camera placement
together with the editing style contribute to the tone.

Backgrounds during the day are pastel and sharp. At night, the colors are softer, but a
change of lens softens the backgrounds and the shots seem closer to the characters, par-
ticularly Alexandra when she is performing in a club where she has paid the owner to be
allowed to perform. Later, in a laundromat, after a passing car has thrown liquids that
humiliate and discolor her clothing, Alexandra lends Sin-Dee her wig. These images of
the two of them in mid-shot both reveals who they are and celebrates their togetherness.
Here as well, the camera placement and shot selection soften our response to the friends.
We are with them. And the humiliation of moments ago is overshadowed by friendship
and commitment to each other.

What Tangerine illustrates is that a cell phone is as good as any other camera for originat-
ing dramatic material for a theatrical feature film. A technology originated for the purpose
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FIGURE 9.9
Tangerine, 2015. © Magnolia Pictures. Still provided by Magnolia Pictures/Photofest.

of communication, person to person, has long been a critical feature in the world of social
media. What is a surprise is how adaptable the high-definition smartphone, developed
for one purpose, is so that it is now also perfectly capable of being a recording device for
entertainment. What will be next?
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A six-sprocket system also made the Cinerama image taller. The result was an image six times larger than the
standard of the day.
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. The orgy scene in Seconds was filmed as if it were occurring.
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CHAPTER 10

International Advances

The year 1950 is a useful point to demarcate a number of changes in film history, among
them the pervasive movement for change in film. Nowhere is this more apparent than
in the growth in achievement and importance on an international level. Just as Holly-
wood experimented with the wide screen in this period, a group of British filmmakers
challenged the orthodoxy of the documentary, a group of French writers who became
filmmakers suggested that film authorship allowed personal styles to be expressed over
industrial conventions, and young Italian filmmakers simplified narratives and film styles
to politicize a popular art form. All sought alternatives to the classic style.

The classic style is best represented by such popular Hollywood filmmakers as William
Wyler, who made The Best Years of Our Lives (1946). The film has a powerful narrative, and
Wyler’s grasp of style, including editing, was masterful but conventional. There were more
exotic stylists, such as Orson Welles in The Lady from Shanghai (1947), but the mainstream
was powerful and pervasive and preoccupied with more conventional stories. By 1950, the
Allies had won the war, and just as victory had brought affirmation of values and a way of
life to the United States, the war and its end brought a deep desire for change in war-torn
Europe. Nowhere was this impulse more quickly expressed than in European films. The
neorealist movement in Italy and the New Wave in France were movements dedicated to
bringing change to film.

That is not to say that foreign films had not been influential before World War II. The
contributions of Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Vertov from the Soviet Union, £ W. Murnau
and Fritz Lang of Germany, and Abel Gance and Jean Renoir of France were important to
the evolution of the art of film. However, the primacy of Hollywood and of the various
national cinemas was such that only fresh subject matter treated in a new and interesting
style would challenge the status quo. These challenges, when they came, were of such a
provocative and innovative character that they have profoundly broadened the editing
of films. The challenges were broadly based: new ideas about what constitutes narrative
continuity, new ideas about dramatic time, and a new definition of real time and its rela-
tionship to film time. All this came principally from those international advances that can
be dated from 1950.

THE DYNAMICS OF RELATIVITY

When Akira Kurosawa directed Rashomon (1950), he presented a narrative story without a
single point of view. Indeed, the film presents four different points of view. Rashomon was
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FIGURE 10.1
Rashomon, 1950. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still provided by Photofest.

a direct challenge to the conventions that the narrative clarity that the editor and director
aim to achieve must come from telling the story from the point of view of the main char-
acter and that the selection, organization, and pacing of shots must dramatically articulate
that point of view (Figure 10.1).

Rashomon is a simple period story about rape and murder. A bandit attacks a samurai trav-
eling through the woods with his wife. He ties up the samurai, rapes his wife, and later
kills the samurai. The story is told in flashback by a small group of travelers waiting for
the rain to pass. The film presents four points of view: those of the bandit, the wife, the
spirit of the dead samurai, and a woodcutter who witnessed the events. Each story is dif-
ferent from the others, pointing to a different interpretation of the behavior of each of the
participants. In each story, a different person is responsible for the death of the samurai.
Each interpretation of the events is presented in a different editing style.

After opening with a dynamic presentation of the woodcutter moving through the woods
until he comes to the assault, the film moves into the story of the bandit Tajomaru (Toshiro
Mifune). The bandit is boastful and without remorse. His version of the story makes him
out to be a powerful, heroic figure. Consequently, when he fights the samurai, he is doing
so out of respect to the wife who feels she has been shamed and that only a fight to the
death between her husband and the bandit can take away the stain of being dishonored.

The presentation of the fight between the samurai and Tajomaru is dynamic. The camera
moves, the perspective shifts from one combatant to the other to the wife, and the editing
is lively. Cutting on movement within the frame, we move with the combat as it proceeds.



The Dynamics of Relativity a

The editing style supports Tajomaru’s version of the story. The combat is a battle of giants,
of heroes, fighting to the death. The editing emphasizes conflict and movement. The fore-
ground-background relationships keep shifting, thereby suggesting a struggle of equals
rather than a one-sided fight. This is quite different from all of the other versions pre-
sented.

The second story, told from the point of view of the wife, is much less dynamic; indeed, it
is careful and deliberate. In this version, the bandit runs off, and the wife, using her dag-
ger, frees the samurai. The husband is filled with scorn because his wife allowed herself
to be raped. The question here is whether the wife will kill herself to save her honor. The
psychological struggle is too much, and the wife faints. When she awakes, her husband is
dead, and her dagger is in his chest.

The wife sees herself as a victim who wanted to save herself with as much honor as she
could salvage, but tradition requires that she accept responsibility for her misfortune.
Whether she killed her husband for pushing her to that responsibility or whether he is
dead by his own hand is unclear. With its deliberateness and its emphasis on the wife’s
point of view, the editing supports the wife’s characterization of herself as a victim. The
death of her husband remains a mystery.

The third version is told from the point of view of the dead husband. His spirit is repre-
sented by a soothsayer who tells his story: The shame of the rape was so great that, seeing
how his wife lusts after the bandit, the samurai decided to take his own life using his wife’s
dagger.

The editing of this version is dynamic in the interaction between the present—the soothsayer—
and the past—her interpretation of the events. The crosscutting between the soothsayer and
the samurai’s actions is tense. Unlike the previous version, there is a tension here that helps
articulate the samurai'’s painful decision to kill himself. The editing helps articulate his struggle
in making that decision and executing it.

Finally, there is the version of the witness, the woodcutter. His version is the opposite of
the heroic interpretation of the bandit. He suggests that the wife was bedazzled by the
bandit and that a combat between Tajomaru and the samurai did take place but was essen-
tially a contest of cowards. Each man seems inept and afraid of the other. As a result, the
clash is not dynamic but rather amateurish. The bandit kills the samurai, but the outcome
could as easily have been the opposite.

The editing of this version is very slow. Shots are held for a much longer time than in any
of the earlier interpretations. The camera was close to the action in the bandit’s interpre-
tation, but here it is far from the action. The result is a slow, sluggish presentation of a
struggle to the death. There are no heroes here.

By presenting a narrative from four perspectives, Kurosawa suggested not only the relativ-
ity of the truth, but also that a film's aesthetic choices—from camera placement to editing
style—must support the film's thesis. Kurosawa'’s success in doing so opens up options in
terms of the flexibility of editing styles even within a single film. Although Kurosawa did not
pursue this multiple perspective approach in his later work, Rashomon did show audiences
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the importance of editing style in suggesting the point of view of the main character. An
editing style that could suggest a great deal about the emotions, fears, and fantasies of the
main character became the immediate challenge for other foreign filmmakers.

THE JUMP CUT AND DISCONTINUITY

The New Wave began in 1959 with the release of Francois Truffaut’s The 400 Blows closely
followed by Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless, but in fact its seeds had developed 10 years
earlier in the writing of Alexandre Astruc and André Bazin and the film programming of
Henri Langlois at the Cinématheéque in Paris. The writing about film was cultural as well
as theoretical, but the viewing of film was global, embracing film as part of popular cul-
ture as well as an artistic achievement. What developed in Paris in the postwar period was
a film culture in which film critics and lovers of film moved toward becoming filmmakers
themselves. Godard, Eric Rohmer, Claude Chabrol, Alain Resnais, and Jacques Rivette
were all key figures, and it was Truffaut who wrote the important article “Les Politiques
des Auteurs,” which heralded the director as the key creative person in the making of a
film.

These critics and future filmmakers wrote about Hitchcock, Howard Hawks, Samuel Fuller,
Anthony Mann, and Nicholas Ray—all Hollywood filmmakers. Although he admired
Renoir enormously, Truffaut and his young colleagues were critical of the French film
establishment.! They criticized Claude Autant-Lara and René Clément for being too liter-
ary in their screen stories and not descriptive enough in their style. What they proposed in
their own work was a personal style and personal stories—characteristics that became the
hallmarks of the New Wave.

In his first film, The 400 Blows, Truffaut set out to respect Bazin’s idea that moving the
camera rather than fragmenting a scene was the essence of discovery and the source of art
in film.2 The opening and the closing of the film are both made up of a series of moving
shots, featuring the beginning of Paris, the Eiffel Tower,> and later the lead character run-
ning away from a juvenile detention center. The synchronous sound recorded on location
gives the film an intimacy and immediateness only available in cinéma vérité.

It was the nature of the story, though, that gave Truffaut the opportunity to make a per-
sonal statement. The 400 Blows is the story of Antoine Doinel, a young boy in search of a
childhood he never had. The rebellious child is unable to stay out of trouble at home or
in school. The adult world is very unappealing to Antoine, and his clashes at home and
at school lead him to reject authority and his parents. The story may sound like a tragedy
that inevitably will lead to a bad end, but it is not. Antoine does end up in a juvenile
detention center, but when he runs away, it is as rebellious as all of his other actions. Truf-
faut illustrated a life of spirit and suggested that challenging authority is not only moral,
but it is also necessary for avoiding tragedy. The film is a tribute to the spirit and hope of
being young, an entirely appropriate theme for the first film of the New Wave.

How did the stylistic equivalents of the personal story translate into editing choices? As
already mentioned, the moving camera was used to avoid editing. In addition, the jump
cut was used to challenge continuity editing and all that it implied.
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The jump cut itselfis nothing more than the joining of two noncontiguous shots. Whether
the two shots recognize a change in direction, focus on an unexpected action, or simply
don’t show the action in one shot that prepares the viewer for the content of the next
shot, the result of the jump cut is to focus on discontinuity. Not only does the jump
cut remind viewers that they are watching a film, but it is also jarring. This result can be
used to suggest instability or lack of importance. In both cases, the jump cut requires the
viewer to broaden the band of acceptance to enter the screen time being presented or the
sense of dramatic time portrayed. The jump cut asks viewers to tolerate the admission
that we are watching a film or to temporarily suspend belief in the film. This disruption
can help the film experience or harm it. In the past, it was thought that the jump cut
would destroy the experience. Since the New Wave, the jump cut has simply become
another editing device accepted by the viewing audience. They have accepted the notion
that discontinuity can be used to portray a less stable view of society or personality or
that it can be accepted as a warning. It warns viewers that they are watching a film and
to beware of being manipulated. The jump cut was brought into the mainstream by the
films of the New Wave.

Two scenes in The 400 Blows stand out for their use of the jump cut, although jump cutting
is used throughout the film. In the famous interview with the psychologist at the deten-
tion center, we see only Antoine Doinel. He answers a series of questions, but we neither
hear the questions nor see the questioner.? By presenting the interview in this way, Truf-
faut was suggesting Antoine’s basic honesty and how far removed the adult world is from
him. Because we see what Antoine sees, not viewing the psychologist is important in the
creation of Antoine’s internal world.

At the end of the film, Antoine escapes from the detention center. He reaches the seashore
and has no more room to run. There is a jump cut as Antoine stands at the edge of the
water. The film jumps from long shot to a slightly closer shot and then again to midshot.
It freezeframes the midshot and jump cuts to a freeze-frame close-up of Antoine. In this
series of four jump cuts, Truffaut trapped the character, and as he moved in closer, he
froze him and trapped him more. Where can Antoine go? By ending the film in this way,
Truffaut trapped the character and trapped us with the character. The ending is both a
challenge and an invitation in the most direct style. The jump cut draws attention to itself,
but it also helps Truffaut capture our attention at this critical instant.

Truffaut used the jump cut even more dynamically in Jules et Jim (1962), a period story
about two friends in love with the same woman. Whenever possible, Truffaut showed
all three friends together in the same frame, but to communicate how struck the men
are upon first meeting Catherine (Jeanne Moreau), Truffaut used a series of jump cuts
that show Catherine in close-up and in profile and that show her features. This brief
sequence illustrates the thunderbolt effect Catherine has on Jules and Jim (Figures 10.2
and 10.3).

Whether the jump cut is used to present a view of society or a view of a person, it is a pow-
erful tool that immediately draws the viewer’s attention. Although self-conscious in intent
when improperly used, the jump cut was an important tool of the filmmakers of the New
Wave. It was a symbol of the freedom of film in style and subject, of its potential, and of
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FIGURE 10.2 FIGURE 10.3
Jules et Jim, 1962. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Jules et Jim, 1962. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still provided
Still provided by Photofest. by Photofest.

its capacity to be used in a highly personalized way. It inspired a whole generation of film-
makers, and may have been the most lasting contribution of the New Wave.”

OBJECTIVE ANARCHY: JEAN-LUC GODARD

Perhaps no figure among the New Wave filmmakers raised more controversy or was more
innovative than Jean-Luc Godard.® Although attracted to genre films, he introduced his
own personal priorities to them. As time passed, these priorities were increasingly politi-
cal. In terms of style, Godard was always uncomfortable with the manipulative character
of narrative storytelling and the camera and editing devices that best carried out those
storytelling goals. Over his career, Godard increasingly adopted counterstyles. If continu-
ity editing supported what he considered to be bourgeois storytelling, then the jump cut
could purposefully undermine that type of storytelling. If sound could be used to rouse
emotion in accordance with the visual action in the film, Godard would show a per-
son speaking about a seduction, but present the image in midshot to long shot with the
woman’s face totally in shadow. In shadow, we cannot relate as well to what is being said,
and we can consider whether we want to be manipulated by sound and image. This was a
constant self-reflexivity mixed with an increasingly Marxist view of society and its inhabit-
ants. Rarely has so much effort been put into alienating the audience! In doing so, Godard
posed a series of questions about filmmaking and about society.

Perhaps Godard’s impulse toward objectification and anarchy can best be looked at in
the light of Weekend (1967), his last film of this period that pretended to have a narrative.
Weekend is the story of a Parisian couple who seem desperately unhappy. To save their
marriage, they travel south to her mother to borrow money and take a vacation. This
journey is like an odyssey. The road south is littered with a long multicar crash, and that is
only the beginning of a journey from an undesirable civilization to an inevitable collapse
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leading, literally, to cannibalism. The marriage does not last the journey, and the husband
ends up as dinner (Figures 10.4 and 10.5).

How does one develop a style that prepares us for this turn of events? In all cases, subver-
sion of style is the key. A fight in the apartment parking lot descends into absurdity. The
car crash, instead of involving us in its horror, is rendered neutral by a slow, objective cam-
era track. In fact, once the camera has observed the whole lengthy crash, it begins to move
back over the crash, front to back. When a town is subjected to political propaganda, the
propagandists are interviewed head-on. Later, in a more rural setting, the couple comes
across an intellectual (Jean-Pierre Leaud) who may be either mad or just bored with con-
temporary life. He reads aloud in the fields from Denis Diderot. Eventually, when revolu-
tion is the only alternative, the wife kills and eats the husband with her atavistic colleagues
deep in the woods. At each stage, film style is used to subvert content. The result is a con-
stant contradiction between objective film style and absurdist content or anarchistic film
style and objective content.

In both cases, the film robs the viewer of the catharsis of the conventional narrative and of
the predictability of its style and meaning. There are no rules of editing that Godard does
not subvert, and perhaps that is his greatest legacy. The total experience is everything; to
achieve that total experience, all conventions are open to challenge.

MELDING PAST AND PRESENT: ALAIN RESNAIS

For Alain Resnais, film stories may exist on a continuum of developing action (the present),
but that continuum must include everything that is part of the main character’s conscious-
ness. For Resnais, a character is a collection of memories and past experiences. To enter
the story of a particular character is to draw on those collective memories because those
memories are the context for the character’s current behavior. Resnais’s creative challenge

FIGURE 104 FIGURE 10.5
Weekend, 1967. Still provided by Photofest.. Weekend, 1967. Still provided by Photofest.
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was to find ways to recognize the past in the present. He found the solution in editing. An
example illustrates his achievement.

Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959) tells the story of an actress making a film in Hiroshima. She
takes a Japanese lover who reminds her of her first love, a German soldier who was killed
in Nevers during the war. She was humiliated as a collaborator when she was 20 years old.
Now, 14 years later, her encounter with her Japanese lover in the city destroyed to end the
war takes her back to that time. The film does not resolve her emotional trauma; rather, it
offers her the opportunity to relive it. Intermingled with the story are artifacts that remind
her of the nuclear destruction of Hiroshima.

The problem of time and its relationship
to the present is solved in an unusual
way. The woman watches her Japanese
lover as he sleeps. His arm is twisted.
When she sees his hand, Resnais cut
back and forth between a close-up of
the hand and a midshot of the woman.
After moving in closer, he cuts from the
midshot, of the woman to a close-up of
another hand (a hand from the past),
then back to the midshot, and then to
a full shot of the dead German lover,
his hand in exactly the same position
as that of the Japanese lover. The full
shot shows him bloodied and dead and
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FIGURE 10.6 the film then cuts back to the present

Hiroshima Mon Amour, 1959. Courtesy Janus Films Company. (Figures 10.6 to 10.8).
Still provided by Photofest.

FIGURE 10.7 FIGURE 10.8

Hiroshima Mon Amour, 1959. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Hiroshima Mon Amour, 1959. Courtesy Janus Films Company.
Still provided by Photofest. Still provided by Photofest.
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The identical presentations of the two hands provides a visual cue for moving between
the past and the present. The midshot of the woman watching binds the past and present.

Later, as the woman confesses to her contemporary lover, the film moves between Nevers
and Hiroshima. Her past is interwoven into her current relationship, and by the end of the
film, the Japanese lover is viewed as a person through whom she can relive the past and
perhaps put it behind her. Throughout the film, it is the presence of the past in her pres-
ent that provides the crucial context for the woman'’s affair and for her view of love and
relationships. The past also comes to bear, in a less direct way, on the issues of war and
politics and how a person can become immersed in them. The fluidity and formal quality
of Resnais’s editing fuses past and present for the character.

The issue of time and its relationship to behavior is a continuing trend in most of Resnais’s
work. From the blending of the past and present of Auschwitz in Night and Fog (1956),
to the role of the past in the present identity of a woman in Muriel (1963), to the eleva-
tion of the past to the self-image of the main character in La Guerre est Finie (1966), the
exploration of editing solutions to narrative problems has been the key to Resnais’s work.
Resnais carried on his exploration of memory and the present in Providence (1977), which
embraces fantasy as well as memory. Later, he used the intellect, fantasy, and the present
in Mon Oncle d’Amerique (1980).

The greater the layers of reality, the more interesting the challenge for Resnais. Always, the
solution lies in the editing.

INTERIOR LIFE AS EXTERNAL LANDSCAPE

The premise of many of Resnais’s narratives—that the past lives on in the character—was
very much the issue for both Federico Fellini and Michelangelo Antonioni. They each
found different solutions to the problem of externalizing the interior lives of their char-
acters.

When Fellinimade 8¥2in 1963, hewasinterested in findingeditingsolutionsin the narrative.
In doing so, he not only produced a film that marked the height of personal cinema,
he also explored what had been, until that time, the domain of the experimental film:
a thought rather than a plot, an impulse to introspection unprecedented in mainstream
filmmaking (Figure 10.9).

8V is the story of Guido (Marcello Mastroianni), a famous director. He has a crisis of
confidence and is not sure what his next film will be. Nevertheless, he proceeds to cast it
and build sets, and he pretends to everyone that he knows what he is doing. He is in the
midst of a personal crisis as well as a creative one. His marriage is troubled, his mistress
is demanding, and he dreams of his childhood. 8 %% is the interior journey into the world
of the past, of Guido’s dreams, fears, and hopes. For two and a half hours, Fellini explores
this interior landscape.

To move from fantasy to reality and from past to present, Fellini must first establish the
role of fantasy. He does so in the very first scene. Guido is alone in a car, stuck in a traffic
jam. The traffic cannot be heard, just the sounds Guido makes as he breathes anxiously.
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The images begin to seem absurd. Suddenly we see other characters, older people in one
car, a young woman being seduced in another. Are they dreams or are they reality? What
follows blurs the distinction. The camera angle seems to indicate that she is looking
straight at Guido (we later learn that she is his mistress). Suddenly, the car begins to fill
with smoke. Guido struggles to get out, but people in other cars seem indifferent to his
plight. His breathing is very labored now. Then he is out of the car and floating out of the
traffic jam. We see a horseman, and Guido floats high in the air. An older man (we find out
later that he is Guido’s producer) suggests that he should come down. He pulls on Guido’s
leg, and he falls thousands of feet to the water below (Figure 10.10).

The film then cuts to neutral sound, and we discover that Guido has been having a night-
mare. The film returns to the present, where Guido is being attended to in a spa. His creative
team is also present. In this sequence, the fantasy is supported by the absurdist juxtaposition
of images and by the absence of any natural sound other than Guido’s breathing. The sound
and the editing of the images provide cues that we are seeing a fantasy. This is a strategy
Fellini again and again uses to indicate whether a sequence is fantasy or reality. For example,
a short while later, Guido is outside at the spa, lining up for mineral water. The spa is popu-
lated by all types of people, principally older people, and they are presented in a highly regi-
mented fashion. In a close-up, Guido looks at something, dropping his glasses to a lower
point on his nose. The film cuts to a beautiful young woman (Claudia Cardinale), dressed
in white, gliding toward him. The sound is suspended. Guido sees only the young woman.
She smiles at him and is now very close. The film cuts back to the same shot of Guido in
closeup. This time he raises his glasses back onto the bridge of his nose. At that instant, the
sound returns, and the film cuts to a midshot of a spa employee offering him mineral water.
Again, the sound cue alerts us to the shift into and out of the fantasy (Figure 10.11).

Throughout the film, Fellini also relies on the art direction (all white in the fantasy
sequences) and on the absurdist character of the fantasies, particularly the harem-in-revolt

FIGURE 10.9 FIGURE 10.10

8%, 1963. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still provided by 8%, 1963. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still provided by
Photofest. Photofest.
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sequence, to differentiate the fantasy sequences from the rest of the film. In the movement
from present to past, a sound phrase—such as Asa-Nisi-Masa—is used to transport the con-
temporary Guido back to his childhood. Fellini also uses sound effects and music as cues.
In 8%, Guido’s interior life is as much the subject of the story as is his contemporary life.

Although the film has little plot by narrative standards, the concept of moving around in
the mind of a character poses enough of a challenge to Fellini that the audience’s experi-
ence is as much a voyage of discovery as his seems to be. After that journey, film editing
has never been defined in as audacious a fashion (Figure 10.12).

Michelangelo Antonioni chose not to move between the past and the present even though his
characters are caught in as great an existential dilemma as Guido in 8'2. Instead, Antonioni
included visual detail that alludes to that dilemma. His characters live in the present, but they
find despair in contemporary life. Whether theirs is an urban malaise born of upper-middle-
class boredom or whether it’s an unconscious response to the modern world, the women in
his films are as lost as Guido. As Seymour Chatman suggests, “The central and distinguishing
characteristic of Antonioni’s mature films (so goes the argument of this book) is narration by a
kind of visual minimalism, by an intense concentration on the sheer appearance of things—the
surface of the world as he sees it—and a minimalization of exploratory dialogue.””

We stay with Antonioni’s characters through experiences of a variety of sorts. Something
dramatic may happen in such an experience—an airplane ride, for example—but the pre-
sentation of the scene is not quite what conventional narrative implies it will be. In con-
ventional narrative, an airplane ride illustrates that the character is going from point A to
point B, or it illustrates a point in a relationship (the airplane ride being the attempt of
one character to move along the relationship with another). There is always a narrative
point, and once that point is made, the scene changes.

This is the point in L'Eclisse (The Eclipse) (1962), for example. The airplane ride is an
opportunity for the character to have an overview of her urban context: the city. It is an

FIGURE 10.11 FIGURE 10.12

8%, 1963. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still provided 8%, 1963. Courtesy Janus Films Company. Still provided by
by Photofest. Photofest.
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opportunity to experience brief joy, and it is an opportunity to admire the technology of
the airplane and the airport. Finally, it is an opportunity to point out that even with all of
the activity of a flight, the character’s sense of aloneness is deep and abiding.

The shots that are included and the length of the sequence are far different than if there
had been a narrative goal. Also notable are the number of long shots in which the charac-
ter is far from the camera as if she is being studied by the camera (Figures 8.13 and 8.14).

L'Eclisse is the story of Vittoria (Monica Vitti), a young woman who is ending her engage-
ment to Roberto as the film begins. She seems depressed. Her mother is very involved in
the stock market and visits her daily to check on her health. Although Vittoria has friends
in her apartment building, she seems unhappy. The only change in her mood occurs when
she and her friends pretend they are primitive Africans. She can escape when she pretends.

One day, she visits her mother at the stock exchange. The market crashes and her mother
is very bitter. Vittoria speaks to her mother’s stockbroker, Piero (Alain Delon). He seems
quite interested in her, and a relationship develops. The relationship seems to progress; the
film ends inconclusively when she leaves his apartment, promising to meet in the evening.
Her leave-taking is followed by a seven-minute epilogue of shots of life in the city. The epi-
logue has no visual reference to either Vittoria or Piero. Whether one feels that the film is
a condemnation of Piero’s determinism and
amorality or a meditation on Vittoria’s exis-
tential state or her search for an alternative to
a world dominated by masculine values, the
experience of the film is unsettling and open.
What is the meaning of the stock market? Vit-
toria says, “I still don’t know if it’s an office, a
marketplace, a boxing ring, and maybe it isn't
even necessary.” Piero’s vitality seems much

FIGURE 10.13 FIGURE 10.14
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more positive than her skepticism and malaise. What is the meaning of the role of family?
We see only her mother and her home. The mother is interested only in acquiring money.
The family is represented by their home. They are personified by the sum of their acquisi-
tiveness. What is meant by all of the shots of the city and its activity without the presence
of either character? One can only proceed to find meaning based on what Antonioni has
given us. We have many scenes of Vittoria contextualized by her environment, her apart-
ment, Roberto’s apartment, Piero’s two apartments, her mother’s apartment, and the stock
exchange. In these scenes, there is a foreground-background relationship between Vittoria,
her habitat, and her relationship to others: her friends, Roberto, Piero, her mother. Anto-
nioni alternated between objective and subjective camera placement to put the viewer in
a position to identify with Vittoria and then to distance the viewer from Vittoria in order
to consider that identification and to consider her state.

Space is used to distance us, and when Vittoria exits into the city, these spaces expand.
Filmed in extreme long shot with a deep-focus lens, the context alternates between Vittoria
in midshot in the foreground and Vittoria in the deep background dwarfed by her sur-
roundings, by the human-made monuments, the buildings, and the natural monuments
(the trees, the river, the forest).

Antonioni used this visual articulation, which for us means many slowly paced shots so
that there is considerable screen time of Vittoria passing through her environment, rather
than acting upon it as Piero does. What is fascinating about Antonioni is his ability in all
of these shots to communicate Vittoria’s sense of aloneness, and yet her sensuality (life
force) is exhibited in the scene with her friends and in the later scenes with Piero. In these
sequences, Antonioni used two shots that included elements of the apartment: a window,
the drapes. Because of the pacing of the shots, the film does not editorialize about what is
most important or least important. All of the information, artifacts, and organization seem
to affect Vittoria, and it is for us to choose what is more important than anything else.

If Antonioni’s goal was to externalize the internal world of his characters, he succeeded
remarkably and in different ways than did Fellini. Two sequences illustrate how the pres-
ent is the basis for suggesting interior states in L'Eclisse.

When the relationship between Vittoria and Piero begins, Antonioni abandons all of the
other characters. The balance of the film, until the very last sequence, focuses on the two
lovers. In a series of scenes that take place in front of her apartment, at the site of his car’s
recovery from the river, in his parents’ apartment, in a park, and in his pied-a-terre, Vit-
toria gradually commits to a relationship with Piero. Although there is some uncertainty
in the last scene as to whether the relationship will last, the film stays with the relation-
ship in scene after scene. There is progress, but there isn’t much dialog to indicate a direct
sense of progress in the relationship. The scenes are edited as if they were meditations
on the relationship rather than as a plotted progression. The editing pattern is slow and
reflective. The final sequence with the characters ends on a note of invasion from outside
and of anxiety. As Vittoria leaves, Piero puts all of the phones back on the hook. As she
descends the stairs, she hears as they begin to ring. The film cuts to Piero sitting at his desk
wondering whether to answer them. In a very subtle way, this ending captures the anxiety
in their relationship: Will it continue, or will the outside world invade and undermine it?
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The epilogue of the film is also notable. In the last shot of the preceding sequence, Vittoria
has left Piero’s apartment. She is on the street. In the foreground is the back of her hand
as she views the trees across the road. She turns, looks up, and then looks down, and she
exits the frame, leaving only the trees.

The epilogue follows: seven minutes without a particular character; 44 images of the city
through the day. Antonioni alternates between inanimate shots of buildings and pans or
tracks of a moving person or a stream. If there is a shape to the epilogue, it is a progression
through the day. This sequence ends on a close-up of a brilliant street lamp. Through-
out the sequence, sound becomes increasingly important. The epilogue relies on realistic
sound effects and, in the final few shots, on music.

The overall feeling of the sequence is that the life of the city proceeds regardless of the
state of mind of the characters. Vittoria may be in love or feeling vulnerable, but the exis-
tence of the tangible, physical world objectifies her feelings. To the extent that we experi-
ence the story through her, the sequence clearly suggests a world beyond her. It is a world
Antonioni alluded to throughout the film. Early on, physical structures loom over Vittoria
and Roberto. Later, when we see Vittoria and Piero for the first time, a column stands
between them. The physical world has dwarfed these characters from the beginning. The
existential problem of mortal humanity in a physically overpowering world is reaffirmed
in this final sequence. Vittoria can never be more than she is, nor can her love change this
relationship to the world in more than a temporal way. The power of this sequence is that
it democratizes humanity and nature. Vittoria is in awe of nature, and she is powerless
to affect it. She can only coexist with it. This impulse to democratization—identification
with the character and then a distancing from her—is the creative editing contribution of
Michelangelo Antonioni.
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CHAPTER 11

The Influence of Television and Theatre

TELEVISION

No postwar change in the entertainment industry was as profound as the change that
occurred when television was introduced. Not only did television provide a home enter-
tainment option for the audience, thereby eroding the traditional audience for film, but
it also broadcast motion pictures by the 1960s. By presenting live drama, weekly series,
variety shows, news, and sports, television revolutionized viewing patterns, subject matter,
the talent pool,! and eventually how films were edited.

Perhaps television’s greatest asset was its sense of immediacy, a quality not present in
film. Film was consciously constructed, whereas television seemed to happen directly in
front of the viewer. This sense was supported by the presentation of news events as they
unfolded as well as the broadcasting of live drama and variety shows. It was also sup-
ported by television’s function as an advertising medium. Not only were performers used
in advertising, but the advertising itself—whether a commercial of one minute or less—
came to embody entertainment values. News programs, commercials, and how they were
presented (particularly their sense of immediacy and their pace) were the influences that
most powerfully affected film editing.

One manifestation of television’s influence on film can be seen in the treatment of real-
life characters or events. Film had always been attracted to biography; Woodrow Wilson,
Lou Gehrig, Paul Ehrlich, and Louis Pasteur, among others, received what has come to be
called the “Hollywood treatment.” In other words, their lives were freely and dramatically
adapted for film. There was no serious attempt at veracity; entertainment was the goal.
After television came on the scene, this changed. The influence of television news was too
great to ignore. Veracity had to in some way be respected. This approach was supported
by the postwar appeal of neorealism and by the cinéma vérité techniques. If a film looked
like the nightly news, it was important, it was real, it was immediate.

Peter Watkins recognized this in his television docudramas of the 1960s (The Battle of
Culloden, 1964; The War Game, 1965). He continued with this approach in his later work
on Edvard Munch. In the feature film, this style began to have an influence as early as John
Frankenheimer’s The Manchurian Candidate (1962) and was continued in his later films,
Seven Days in May (1964) and Black Sunday (1977). Alan J. Pakula took a docudrama
approach to Watergate in All the President’s Men (1976), and Oliver Stone continues to
work in this style, from Salvador (1986) to JFK (1991). The docudrama approach, which

combines a cinéma vérité style with jump-cut editing, gives films a patina of truth and
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reality that is hard to differentiate from the nightly news. Only the pace differs, heighten-
ing the tension in a way rarely seen on television news programs. Given that the subject,
character, or event already has a public profile, the filmmaker need only dip back into that
broadcast-created impression by using techniques that allude to veracity to make the film
seem real. This is due directly to the techniques of television news: cinéma vérité, jump
cutting, and on- or off-air narrators. The filmmaker has a fully developed repertoire of
editing techniques to simulate the reality of the nightly news.

The other manifestation of the influence of television seems by comparison fanciful, but
its impact, particularly on pace, has been so profound that no film, television program, or
television commercial is untouched by it. This influence can be most readily seen in the
1965-1970 career of one man, Richard Lester, an expatriate American who directed the two
Beatles films, A Hard Day’s Night (1964) and Help! (1965) in Great Britain. Using tech-
niques widely deployed in television, Lester found a style commensurate with the zany
mix of energy and anarchy that characterized the Beatles. One might call his approach to
these films the first of the music videos.

Films that starred musical or comedy performers who were not actors had been made before.
The Marx Brothers, Abbott and Costello, and Mario Lanza are a few of these performers.
The secret for a successful production was to combine a narrative with opportunities for the
performers to do what they did best: tell anecdotes or jokes or sing. Like the Marx Brothers's
films, A Hard Day’s Night and Help! do have narratives. A Hard Day’s Night tells the story
of a day in the life of the Beatles, leading up to a big television performance. Help! is more
elaborate; an Indian sect is after Ringo for the sacred ring he has on his finger. They want it
for its spiritual significance. Two British scientists are equally anxious to acquire the ring for
its technological value. The pursuit of the ring takes the cast around the world.

The stories are diversions from the real purpose of the films: to let the Beatles do what they
do best. Lester’s contribution to the two films is the methods he used to present the music.
Notably, no two songs are presented in the same way.

The techniques Lester used are driven by a combination of cinéma vérité techniques with
an absurdist attitude toward narrative meaning. Lester deployed the same techniques in
his famous short film, Running, Jumping & Standing Still (1961).

Lester filmed the Beatles performances with multiple cameras. He intercut close-ups with
extreme angularity—for example, a juxtaposition of George Harrison and Paul McCartney
or a close-up of John Lennon—with the reactions of the young concert-goers.

The final song performed in A Hard Day’s Night is intercut with the frenzy of the audience.
Shots ranging from close-ups to long shots of the performers and swish pans to the televi-
sion control booth and back to the audience were cut with an increasing pace that adds
to the building excitement. The pace becomes so rapid, in fact, that the individual images
matter less than the feeling of energy that exists between the Beatles and the audience.
Lester used editing to underscore this energy.

Lester used a variety of techniques to create this energy, ranging from wide-focus images
that distort the subject to extreme close-ups. He included handheld shots, absurd cut-
aways, spedup motion, and obvious jump cuts.



Television

When the Beatles are performing in a television studio, Lester began the sequence with
a television camera’s image of the performance and pulled back to see the performance
itself. He intercut television monitors with the actual performance quite often, thus refer-
encing the fact that this is a captured performance. He did not share the cinéma vérité goal
of making the audience believe that what they are watching is the real thing. He set songs
in the middle of a field surrounded by tanks or on a ski slope or a Bahamian beach. The
location and its character always worked with his sense of who the Beatles were.

A Hard Day’s Night opens with a large group of fans chasing the Beatles into a train sta-
tion. The handheld camera makes the scene seem real, but when the film cuts to an image
of a bearded Paul McCartney sitting with his grandfather and reading a paper, the mix of
absurdity and reality is established. Pace and movement are always the key. Energy is more
important in this film than realism, so Lester opted to jump cut often on movement. The
energy that results is the primary element that provides emotional continuity throughout
the film (Figure 11.1).

Lester was able to move so freely with his visuals because of the unity provided by the
individual songs. Where possible, he developed a medley around parallel action. For
example, he intercut shots of the Beatles at a disco with Paul’s grandfather at a gambling
casino. By finding a way to intercut sequences, Lester moved between songs and styles.
He didn’t even need to have the Beatles perform the songs. They could simply act during
a song, as they do in “All My Loving.” This permitted some variety within sequences and
between sequences. All the while, this variety suggests that anything is possible, visually or
in the narrative. The result is a freedom of choice in editing virtually unprecedented in a
narrative film. Not even Bob Fosse in All That Jazz (1979) had as much freedom as Lester
embraced in A Hard Day’s Night.

Lester’s success in using a variety of camera angles, images, cutaways, and pace has meant
that audiences are willing to accept a series of diverse images unified only by a sound
track. The accelerated pace suggests that audiences are able to follow great diversity and
find meaning faster. The success of Lester’s films suggests, in fact, that faster pace is desir-
able. The increase in narrative pace since 1966 can be traced to the impact of the Beatles
films.

Narrative stories have accelerated,? and so too has the pace of the editing. As can be seen
in Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch (1969) and Martin Scorsese’s Raging Bull (1980), indi-
vidual shots have become progressively shorter. This is nowhere better illustrated than in
contemporary television commercials and music videos.

Richard Lester exhibited in the “Can’t Buy Me Love” sequence in A Hard Day’s Night, the
motion, the close-ups, the distorted wide-angle shots of individual Beatles and of the group,
the jump cutting, the helicopter shots, the slow motion, and the fast motion that char-
acterize his work. Audience’s acceptance and celebration of his work suggest the scope of
Lester’s achievement—{freedom to edit for energy and emotion, uninhibited by traditional
rules of continuity. By using television techniques, Lester liberated himself and the film
audience from the realism of television, but with no loss of immediacy. Audiences have
hungered for that immediacy, and many filmmakers, such as Scorsese, have been able to
give them the energy that immediacy suggests.
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FIGURE 11.2

Petulia, 1968. ©1968 Warner Bros. Seven Arts and Peter-
FIGURE 11.1 sham Films (Petulia) Ltd. All Rights Reserved. Still provided by
A Hard Day’s Night, 1964. Still provided by Photofest. Photofest.

Lester went on to use these techniques in an uneven fashion. Perhaps his most success-
ful later film was Petulia (1968), which was set in San Francisco. In this story about the
breakup of a conventional marriage, Lester was particularly adept at moving from past to
present and back to fracture the sense of stability that marriage usually implies. The edgy
moving camera also helped create a sense of instability (Figure 11.2). Lester’s principal
contribution to film editing was the freedom and pace he was able to achieve in the two
Beatles films.

THEATRE

If the influence of television in this period was related to the search for immediacy, the
influence of theatre was related to the search for relevance. The result of these influences
was a new freedom with narrative and how narrative was presented through the editing
of film.

During the 1950s, perhaps no other filmmaker was as influential as Ingmar Berg-
man. The themes he chose in his films—relationships (Lesson in Love, 1954), aging
(Wild Strawberries, 1957), and superstition (The Magician, 1958)—suggested a seri-
ousness of purpose unusual in a popular medium such as film. However, it was in
his willingness to deal with the supernatural that Bergman illustrated that the the-
atre and its conventions could be accepted in filmic form. Bergman used film as
many had used the stage: to explore as well as to entertain. Because the stage was
less tied to realism, the audience was willing to accept less reality bound con-
ventions, thus allowing the filmmaker to explore different treatments of subject
matter. When Bergman developed a film following, he also developed the audience’s
tolerance for theatrical approaches in film.

This is not to say that plays were not influential on film until Bergman came on the scene.
As mentioned in Chapter 4, they had been. The difference was that the 1950s were notable



for the interest in neorealist or cinéma vérité film. Even Elia Kazan, a man of the theatre,
experimented with cinéma vérité in Panic in the Streets (1950). In the same period, how-
ever, he made A Streetcar Named Desire (1951). His respect for the play was such that he
filmed it as a play, making no pretense that it was anything else.

Bergman, on the other hand, attempted to make a film with the thematic and stylistic
characteristics of a play. For example, Death is a character in The Seventh Seal (1957). He
speaks like other characters, but his costume differentiates him from them. Bergman'’s
willingness to use such theatrical devices made them as important for editing as the inte-
gration of the past was in the films of Alain Resnais and as important as fantasy was in the
work of Federico Fellini.

Bergman remained interested in metaphor and nonrealism in his later work. From the
Life of the Marionettes (1980) uses the theatrical device of stylized repetition to explore
responsibility in a murder investigation. Bergman used metaphor to suggest embryonic
Nazism in 1923 Germany in The Serpent’s Egg (1977). Both films have a sense of formal
design more closely associated with the theatrical set than with the film location. In each
case, the metaphorical approach makes the plot seem fresh and relevant. At the same
time that Bergman was influencing international film, young critics-turned-filmmakers in
England were also concerned about making their films more relevant than those made in
the popular national cinema tradition. Encouraged by new directors in the theatre, par-
ticularly the realist work of John Osborne, Arnold Wesker, and Shelagh Delaney, directors
Tony Richardson, Lindsay Anderson, and Karel Reisz—filmmakers who began their work
in documentary film—very rapidly shifted toward less naturalistic films to make their dra-
matic films more relevant. They were joined by avant-garde directors, such as Peter Brook,
who worked in both theatre and film and attempted to create a hybrid embracing the best
elements of both media. This desire for relevance and the crossover between theatre and
film has continued to be a central source of strength in the English cinema. The result
is that some key screenwriters have been playwrights, including Harold Pinter, David
Mercer, David Hare, and Hanif Kureishi. In the case of David Hare, the crossover from the-
atre to film has led to a career in film direction. Had Joe Orton lived, it seems likely that
he, too, would have become an important screenwriter.

All of these playwrights share a serious interest in the nature of the society in which they
live, in its class barriers, and in the fabric of human relationships that the society fosters.
Beginning with Tony Richardson and his film adaptation of Osborne’s Look Back in Anger
(1959), the filmmakers of the British New Wave directed realist social dramas. Karel Reisz
followed with Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1960), and Lindsay Anderson followed
with This Sporting Life (1963). With the exception of the latter film, the early work is
marked by a strong cinéma vérité influence, as evidenced by the use of reallocations and
live sound full of local accents and a reluctance to intrude with excessive lighting and the
deployment of color. This “candid eye” tradition was later carried on by Ken Loach (Fam-
ily Life, 1971) until recently. The high point for the New Wave British directors, however,
came much earlier with Richardson’s The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner (1962).
Later, each director yielded to the influence of the theatre and nonrealism. Indeed, the
desertion of realism suggests that it was the seriousness of the subject matter of the early
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realist films rather than the philosophical link to the cinéma vérité style that appealed to
Richardson, Anderson, and Reisz. In their search for an appropriate style for their later
films, these filmmakers displayed a flexibility of approach that was unusual in film. The
result again was to broaden the organization of images in a film.

The first notable departure from realism was Tony Richardson’s Tom Jones (1963). Scripted by
playwright John Osborne, the film took a highly stylized approach to Henry Fielding's novel.
References to the silent film technique—including the use of subtitles and a narrator— framed
the film as a cartoon portrait of social and sexual morality in eighteenth-century England.

To explore those mores, Richardson used fast motion, slow motion, stop motion, jump cut-
ting, and cinéma vérité handheld camera shots. He used technique to editorialize upon the
times that the film is set in, with Tom Jones (Albert Finney) portrayed as a rather modern
nonconformist. In keeping with this sense of modernity, two characters—Tom’s mother
and Tom—address the audience directly, thus acknowledging that they are characters in a
film. With overmodulated performances more suited for the stage than for film, Richard-
son achieved a modern cartoon-like commentary on societal issues, principally class. Tom’s
individuality rises above issues of class, and so, in a narrative sense, his success condemns
the rigidity of class in much the same way as Osborne and Richardson had earlier in Look
Back in Anger. The key element in Tom Jones is its sense of freedom to use narrative and tech-
nical strategies that include realism but are not limited by a need to seem realistic. The
result is a film that is far more influenced by the theatre than Richardson’s earlier work.
Richardson continued this exploration of form in his later films, The Loved One (1965)
and Laughter in the Dark (1968).

Karel Reisz also abandoned realism, although thematically there are links between Satur-
day Night and Sunday Morning and his later Morgan: A Suitable Case for Treatment (1966)
and Isadora (1969). Morgan: A Suitable Case for Treatment tells the story of the mental dis-
integration of the main character in the face of the disintegration of his marriage. Morgan
(David Warner), a life-long Marxist with working-class roots, has married into the upper
class. This social and political layer to his mental collapse is largely a factor in the failure
of Morgan’s marriage, but it is his reaction to the failure that gives Reisz the opportunity
to visualize that disintegration. Morgan sees the world in terms of animals. He sees him-
self as a gorilla. A beautiful woman on a subway escalator is a peacock; a ticket seller is a
hippopotamus. When he makes love with his ex-wife, they are two zebras rolling around
on the veldt. Conflict, particularly with his ex-wife’s lover, is a matter for lions. Whenever
Morgan finds himself in conflict, he retreats into the animal world.

Reisz may have viewed Morgan’s escape as charming or as a political response to his circum-
stances. In either case, the integration of animal footage throughout the film creates an alle-
gory rather than a portrait of mental collapse. The realist approach to the same subject was
taken by Ken Loach in Family Life (sometimes called Wednesday’s Child). Reisz’s approach,
essentially metaphorical, yields a stylized film. In spite of the realist street sense of much of
the footage, David Mercer’s clever dialog and the visual allusions create a hybrid film.

The same is true of Isadora, a biography of the great dancer Isadora Duncan (Vanessa Red-
grave). Duncan had a great influence on modern dance, and she was a feminist and an
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aesthete. To recreate her ideas about life and dance, Reisz structured the film on an idea
grid. The film jumps back and forth in time from San Francisco in 1932 to France in 1927.
In between these jumps, the film moves ahead, but always in the context of looking at
Duncan in retrospect to the scenes of 1927 in the south of France.

Reisz was not content simply to tell Duncan’s biography. He also tried to recreate the inspi-
ration for her dances. When she first makes love to designer Edward Gordon Craig (James
Fox), the scene is crosscut with a very sensual dance. The dance serves as an expression of
Duncan’s feelings at that moment and as an expression of her inspiration. Creation and
feeling are linked. The film flows back and forth in time and along a chronology of her
artistic development. Although much has been made of the editing of the film and its con-
fusion, it is clearly an expression of its ambition. Reisz attempted to find editing solutions
for difficult abstract ideas, and in many cases, the results are fascinating. The film has little
connection to Reisz’s free cinema roots, but rather is connected to dance and the theatre.

Lindsay Anderson was the least linked to realism of the three filmmakers. O Dreamland
(1953) moves far away from naturalism in its goals, and in his first feature, This Sporting
Life, Anderson showed how far from realism his interests were. This story about a profes-
sional rugby player (Richard Harris) is also about the limits of the physical world. He is an
angry man incapable of understanding his anger or of accepting his psychic pain. Only at
the end does he understand his shortcomings. Of the three filmmakers, Anderson seems
most interested in existential, rather than social or political, elements. At least, this is the
case in This Sporting Life.

When he made If ... (1968), Anderson completely rejected realism. For this story about
rebellion in a public boy’s school, Anderson used music, the alternating of black and
white with color, and stylized, nonrealistic images to suggest the importance of freedom
over authority and of the individual over the will of the society. By the end of the film, the
question of reality or fantasy has become less relevant. The film embraces both fantasy
and reality, and it becomes a metaphor for life in England in 1968. The freedom to edit
more flexibly allowed Anderson to create his dissenting vision.

Anderson carried this theatrical approach even further in his next film, O Lucky Man!
(1973). This film is about the actor who played Mick in If ... . It tells the story of his life up
to the time that he was cast in If .. . . The film is not so much a biography as it is an odys-
sey. Mick Travis is portrayed by Malcolm McDowell, but in O Lucky Man! he is presented
as a Candide-like innocent. His voyage begins with his experiences as a coffee salesman
in northern England, but the realism of the job is not of interest. His adventures take him
into technological medical experimentation, nuclear accidents, and international corpo-
rate smuggling. Throughout, the ethics of the situation are questionable, the goals are
exploitation at any cost: human or political. At the end of the film, the character is in jail,
lucky to be alive.

Throughout O Lucky Man!, Anderson moved readily through fact and fantasy. A man who
is both pig and man is one of the most repellent images. To provide a respite between
sequences, Anderson cuts to Alan Price and his band as they perform the musical sound
track of the film. Price later appears as a character in the film.
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The overall impact of the film is to question many aspects of modern life, including medi-
cine, education, industry, and government. The use of the theatrical devices of nonrealism,
Brechtian alienation, and the naive main character allowed Anderson freedom to wander
away from the narrative at will. The effect is powerful. When he was not making films,
Anderson directed theatre. O Lucky Man!, with its focus on ideas about society, is more
clearly a link to that theatrical experience than to Anderson’s previous film, Every Day
Except Christmas (1957).

Not to be overlooked in this discussion of British directors is John Schlesinger. He also
began in documentary. He produced an award-winning documentary, Terminus (1961);
went on to direct a realist film, A Kind of Loving (1962); and, like his colleagues, began to
explore the nonrealist possibilities.

Billy Liar (1963) is one of the most successful hybrid films. Originally a novel and then
a play by Keith Waterhouse and Willis Hall, the story of Billy Fisher is the quintessential
film about refusing to come of age. Billy Fisher (Tom Courtenay) lies about everything: his
family, his friends, his talents. Inevitably, those lies get him into trouble, and his charm
cannot extricate him. He retreats into his fantasy world, Ambrosia, where he is general,
king, and key potentate.

The editing is used to work Billy’s fantasies into the film. Schlesinger straight-cut the fanta-
sies as if they were happening as part of the developing action. If Billy’s father or employer
says something objectionable to Billy, the film straight-cuts to Billy in uniform, machine-
gunning the culprit to death. If Billy walks, fantasizing about his fame, the film straight-cuts
to the crowds for a soccer match. Schlesinger intercuts with the potentate Billy in uniform
speaking to the masses. Before the speech, they are reflective; after it, they are overjoyed.
Then the film cuts back to Billy walking in the town or in the glen above the town.

Billy is inventive, charming, and involving as a main character, but it is the integration of
his fantasy life into the film that makes the character and the film engage us on a deeper
level. The editing not only gives us insight into the private Billy, it also allows us to indulge
in our own fantasies. To the extent that we identify with Billy, we are given license to a
wider range of feeling than in many films. By using nonrealism, Schlesinger strengthened
the audience’s openness to theatrical devices in narrative films. He used them extensively
in his successful American debut, Midnight Cowboy (1969).

No discussion of the influence of theatre on film would be complete without mention of
Peter Brook. In a way, his work in film has been as challenging as his work in theatre. From
Marat/Sade (1967) to his more recent treatment with Jean-Claude Carriére of Mahabharata
(1989), Brook has explored the mediation between theatre and film. His most successful
hybrid film is certainly Marat/Sade.

The story is best described by the full title of the play: Marat/Sade (The Persecution and
Assassination of Jean-Paul Marat as Performed by the Inmates of the Asylum of Charenton under
the Direction of the Marquis de Sade). The playwright Peter Weiss was interested in the
interfaces between play and audience, between madness and reality, and between histori-
cal fact and fiction. He used the set as well as the dramaturgy to provoke consideration of
his ideas, and he mixed burlesque with realism. He used particular characters to “debate”
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positions, particularly the spirit of revolution and its bloody representative, Marat, and
the spirit of the senses and its cynical representative, the Marquis de Sade.

The play, written and produced 20 years after World War II, ponders issues arising out of
that war as well as issues central to the 1960s: war, idealism, politics, and a revolution
of personal expectations. The work blurs the questions of who is mad, who is sane, and
whether there is a difference.

The major problem that Brook faced was how to make the play relevant to a film audience.
(The film was produced by United Artists.) Brook chose to direct this highly stylized the-
atrical piece as a documentary.? He used handheld cameras, intense close-ups, a reliance
on the illusion of natural light from windows, and a live sound that makes the production
by the inmates convincing. Occasionally, the film cuts to an extreme long shot showing
the barred room in which the play is being presented. It also cuts frequently to the audi-
ence for the performance: the director of the asylum and two guests. Cutaways to nuns
and guards in the performance area also remind us that we are watching a performance.

In essence, Marat/Sade is a play within a play within a film. Each layer is carefully created
and supported visually. When the film cuts to the singing chorus, we view Marat/Sade as a
play. When it cuts to the audience and intercuts their reactions with the play, Marat/ Sade
is a play within a play. When Charlotte Corday (Glenda Jackson in her film debut) appears
in a close-up, a patient attempts to act as Corday would, or the Marquis de Sade (Patrick
Magee) directs his performers, and Marat/Sade becomes a film.

Because Marat/Sade is a film about ideas, Brook chose a hybrid approach to make those
ideas about politics and sanity meaningful to his audience. The film remains a powerful
commentary on the issues and a creative example of how theatre and film can interface.

NOTES/REFERENCES

1. In the drama genre, young writers such as Rod Serling, Reginald Rose, and Paddy Chayefsky, and young direc-
tors such as John Frankenheimer, Sidney Lumet, and Arthur Penn developed their creative skills in television.
Writers such as Carl Reiner and Woody Allen came out of television variety shows, and many performers got
their start in television comedy. This continues to this day: Bill Murray, Chevy Chase, John Belushi, Gilda Rad-
ner, and Dan Ackroyd all entered the movie industry based on their success on Saturday Night Live.

2. In Changes in Narrative Structure, 1960-80: A Study in Screenwriting, a paper presented at the Popular Culture
Conference, March, 1984, Toronto, I noted that master scenes in The Apartment (1960) were five minutes long.
By 1980, the length of the average master scene was two minutes.

3. Bob Fosse decided to direct Cabaret (1972) as film noir. He combined opposites—musical and film noir, the-
atre and documentary. This seems a contradiction, but in both cases, it works to clarify one medium by using
another.
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CHAPTER 12

New Challenges to Filmic Narrative
Conventions

The international advances of the 1950s and the technological experiments in widescreen
and documentary techniques provided the context for the influence of television and the-
atre in the 1960s and 1970s. The sum effect was twofold: to make the flow of talent and
creative influence more international than ever and, more important, to signal that inno-
vation, whether its source was new or old, was critical. Indeed, the creative explosion of
the 1950s and 1960s was nothing less than a gauntlet: a challenge to the next genera-
tion to make artful what was ordinary and to make art from the extraordinary. The result
was an explosion of individualistic invention that has had a profound effect on how the
partnership of sound and image has been manipulated. The innovations have truly been
international, with a German director making an American film (Paris, Texas, 1984) and
an American director making a European film (Barry Lyndon, 1975).

This chapter reviews many of the highlights of the period 1968-1988, focusing primarily
on those films and filmmakers who challenged the conventions of film storytelling. In
each case, the editing of sound and image is the vehicle for that challenge.

PECKINPAH: ALIENATION AND ANARCHY

Sam Peckinpah’s career before The Wild Bunch (1969) suggested his preference for work-
ing within the Western genre, but nothing in the style of his earlier Westerns, Ride the High
Country (1962) and Major Dundee (1965), suggested his overwhelming reliance on editing
in The Wild Bunch. Thematically, the passing of the West and of its values provides the con-
tinuity between these films and those that followed, primarily The Ballad of Cable Hogue
(1970) and Junior Bonner (1972). Peckinpah’s later films, whether in the Western genre
(Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia, 1974) or the gangster genre (The Getaway, 1972) or
the war genre (Cross of Iron, 1977), refer back to the editing style of The Wild Bunch; theme
and editing style fuse to create a very important example of the power of editing.

The Wild Bunch was not the first film to explore violence by creating an editing pattern that
conveyed the horror and fascination of the moment of death. The greatest filmmaker to
explore the moment of death, albeit in a highly politicized context, was Sergei Eisenstein.
The death of the young girl and the horse on the bridge in October (1928) and, of course,
the Odessa Steps sequence in Battleship Potemkin (1925) are among the most famous edit-
ing sequences in history. Both sequences explore the moment of death of victims caught in

political upheavals. Kathryn Bigelow’s The Hurt Locker (2008) represents a contemporary 145
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film that uses a similar mix of pace and juxtaposition editing for shock about warriors and
war in Iraq.

Earlier films, such as Fred Zinnemann’s High Noon (1952), focus on the anticipation and
anxiety of that moment when death is imminent. Robert Enrico’s An Occurrence at Owl
Creek (1962) is devoted in its entirety to the desire-to-live fantasy of a man in the moment
before he is hanged. The influential Bonnie and Clyde (1967), Arthur Penn’s exploration
of love and violence, no doubt had a great impact on Peckinpah'’s choice of editing style.

Peckinpah’s film The Wild Bunch recounts the last days of Bishop Pike (William Holden)
and his “Wild Bunch,” outlaws who are violent without compunction—not traditional
Western heroes. Pursued by railroad men and bounty hunters, they flee into Mexico,
where they work for a renegade general who seems more evil than the outlaws or the
bounty hunters. Each group is portrayed as lawless and evil. In this setting of amorality,
the Wild Bunch become heroic. No description can do justice to Peckinpah’s creation of
violence. It is present everywhere, and when it strikes, its destructive force is conveyed by
all of the elements of editing that move audiences: close-ups, moving camera shots, com-
position, proximity of the camera to the action, and, above all, pace. An examination of
the first sequence in the film and of the final gunfight illustrates Peckinpah'’s technique.

In the opening sequence, the Wild Bunch, dressed as American soldiers, ride into a Texas
town and rob the bank. The robbery was anticipated, and the railroad men and bounty
hunters, coordinated by Deke Thornton (Robert Ryan), a former member of the Wild
Bunch, have set a trap for Bishop Pike and his men. Unfortunately, a temperance meet-
ing begins to march toward the bank. The trap results in the deaths of more than half of
the Wild Bunch, but many townspeople are also killed. Pike and four of his men escape.
This sequence can be broken down into three distinct phases: the 5%2-minute ride into
town, the 4%2-minute robbery, and the 5-minute fight to escape from the town. The pace
accelerates as we move through the phases, but Peckinpah relies on narrative techniques
to amplify his view of the robbery, the law, and the role of violence in the lives of both the
townspeople and the criminals. Peckinpah crosscuts between four groups throughout the
sequence: the Wild Bunch, the railroad men and the bounty hunters, the religious town
meeting, and a group of children gathered on the outskirts of town. The motif of the chil-
dren is particularly important because it is used to open and close the sequence.

The children are watching a scorpion being devoured by red ants. In the final phase, the
children destroy the scorpion and the red ants. If Peckinpah’s message was that in this
world you devour or are devoured, he certainly found a graphic metaphor to illustrate his
message. The ants, the scorpion, and the children are shown principally in close-ups. In
fact, close-ups are extensively used throughout the sequence.

In terms of pace, there is a gradual escalation of shots between the first two phases. The ride
of the Wild Bunch into town has 65 shots in 5%2 minutes. The robbery itself has 95 shots in
415 minutes. In the final phase, the fight to escape from the town, a 5-minute section, the
pace rapidly accelerates. This section has 200 shots with an average length of 11 2 seconds.

The final sequence is interesting not only for the use of intense close-ups and quick cut-
ting, but also for the number of shots that focus on the moment of death. Slow motion



Peckinpah: Alienation and Anarchy

was used often to draw out the instant of death. One member of the Wild Bunch is shot
on horseback and crashes through a storefront window. The image is almost lovingly
recorded in slow motion.

What message is imparted? The impact is often a fascination with and a glorification of
that violent instant of death. The same lingering treatment of the destruction of the scor-
pion and the ants underscores the cruelty and suffering implicit in the action.

The opening sequence establishes the relentless violence that characterizes the balance
of the film. The impact of the opening sequence is almost superseded by the violence of
the final gunfight. In this sequence, Pike and his men have succeeded in stealing guns for
the renegade General Mapache. They have been paid, but Mapache has abducted the sole
Mexican member of the Wild Bunch, Angel (Jaime Sanchez). Earlier, Angel had killed
Mapache’s mistress, a young woman Angel had claimed as his own. Angel had also given
guns to the local guerrillas who were fighting against Mapache. Mapache has tortured
Angel, and Pike and his men feel that they must stand together; they want Angel back.
In this last fight, they insist on Angel’s return. Mapache agrees, but slits Angel’s throat in
front of them. Pike kills Mapache. A massacre ensues in which Pike and the three remain-
ing members of the Wild Bunch fight against hundreds of Mapache’s soldiers. Many die,
including all of the members of the Wild Bunch.

The entire sequence can be broken down into three phases: the preparation and march
to confront Mapache, the confrontation with Mapache up to the deaths of Angel and
Mapache, and the massacre itself (Figure 12.1). The entire sequence is 10 minutes long.
The march to Mapache runs 3 minutes and 40 seconds. There are 40 shots in the march
sequence; the average shot is almost 6 seconds long. In this sequence, zoom shots and
camera motion are used to postpone editing. The camera follows the Wild Bunch as they
approach Mapache.

The next phase, the confrontation with Mapache, runs 1 minute and 40 seconds and con-
tains 70 shots. The unpredictability of Mapache’s behavior and the shock of the manner
in which he kills Angel leads to greater fragmentation and an acceleration of the pace of
the sequence. Many close-ups of Pike, the Wild Bunch, and Mapache and his soldiers add
to the tension of this brief sequence.

Finally, the massacre phase runs 42 minutes and contains approximately 270 shots, mak-
ing the average length of a shot 1 second. Some shots run 2 to 3 seconds, particularly
when Peckinpah tried to set up a key narrative event, such as the characters who finally
kill Pike and Dutch (Ernest Borgnine). Those characters are a young woman and a small
boy dressed as a soldier and armed with a rifle.

Few sequences in film history portray the anarchy of violence as vividly as the massacre
sequence at the end of The Wild Bunch. Many close-ups are used, the camera moves, the
camera is placed very close to the subject, and, where possible, juxtapositions of fore-
ground and background are included. Unlike the opening sequence, where the violence of
death seemed to be memorialized in slow motion, the violence of this sequence proceeds
less carefully. Chaos and violence are equated with an intensity that wears out the viewer.
The resulting emotional exhaustion led Peckinpah to use an epilogue that shifts the point
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N of view from the dead Bishop Pike to
the living Deke Thornton. For five more
minutes, Peckinpah elaborated on the
fate of Thornton and the bounty hunt-
ers. He also used a reprise to bring back
all of the members of the Wild Bunch.
Interestingly, all are images of laughter,
quite distant from the violence of the
massacre.

Rarely in cinema has the potential
impact of pace been so powerfully
explored as in The Wild Bunch. Peck-
inpah was interested in the alienation
of character from context. His outlaws

FIGURE 12.1 ¢ of their tme: 1913
The Wild Bunch, 1969. 11969 Warner Bros. Seven Arts. All Rights ~ 1€ et out ot their time; was
Reserved. Still provided by Photofest. no longer a time for Western heroes,

not even on the American-Mexican

border. Peckinpah used pace to create
a fascination and later a visual experience of the anarchy of violence. Without these
two narrative perspectives—the alienation that comes with modern life and the ensu-
ing violence as two worlds clash—the pace could not have been as deeply affecting as
it is in The Wild Bunch.

ALTMAN: THE FREEDOM OF CHAOS

Robert Altman is a particularly interesting director whose primary interest is to capture
creatively and ironically a sense of modern life. He does not dwell on urban anxiety as
Woody Allen does or search for the new altruism a la Sidney Lumet in Serpico (1973) and
Prince of the City (1981). Altman uses his films to deconstruct myth (McCabe and Mrs.
Miller, 1971) and to capture the ambience of place and time (The Long Goodbye, 1973). He
uses a freer editing style to imply that our chaotic times can liberate as well as oppress. To
be more specific, Altman uses sound and image editing as well as a looser narrative struc-
ture to create an ambience that is both chaotic and liberating. His 1975 film, Nashville, is
instructive.

Nashville tells the story of more than 20 characters in a five-day period in the city of
Nashville, a center for country music. A political campaign adds a political dimension
to the sociological construct that Altman explores. He jumps freely from the story of
a country star in emotional crisis (Ronee Blakley) to a wife in a marriage crisis (Lily
Tomlin), and from those who aspire to be stars (Barbara Harris) to those who live off
stars (Geraldine Chaplin and Ned Beatty) to those who would exploit stars for political
ends (Michael Murphy). Genuine performers (Henry Gibson and Keith Carradine) mix
career and everyday life uneasily by reaching an accord between their professional and
personal lives.
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In the shortened time frame of five days in a single city, Nashville, Altman jumped from
character to character to focus on their goals, their dreams, and the reality of their lives.
The gap between dream and actuality is the fabric of the film. How to maintain continuity
given the number of characters is the editing challenge.

The primary editing strategy Altman used in this film was to establish the principle of random-
ness. Early in the film, whether to introduce a character arriving by airplane or one at work in
a recording studio, Altman used a slow editing pace in which he focused on slow movement
to catch the characters in action in an ensemble style. Characters speak simultaneously, one
in the foreground, another in the background, while responding to an action: a miscue in
a recording session, a car accident on the freeway, a fainting spell at the airport. Something
visual occurs, and then the ensemble approach allows a cacophony of sound, dialog, and
effects to establish a sense of chaos as we struggle to decide to which character we should try
to listen to. As we are doing so, the film cuts to another character at the same location.

After we have experienced brief scenes of four characters in a linked location, we begin to
follow the randomness of the film. Randomness, rather than pace, shapes how we feel.
Instead of the powerful intensity of Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch, we sense the instability
that random action and response suggests in Altman’s film. The uneasiness grows as we
get to know the characters better, and by the time the film ends in chaos and assassination,
we have a feeling for the gap between dreams and actuality and where it can lead.

Altman’s Nashville is as troubling as Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch, but in Nashville, a ran-
dom editing style that uses sound as a catalyst leads us to a result similar to that of pace
in The Wild Bunch.

Sound itself is insufficient to create the power of Nashville. The ensemble of actors who
create individuals is as helpful as the editing pattern. Given its importance to the city,
music is another leitmotif that helps create continuity. Finally, the principle of crosscut-
ting, with its implication of meaning arising from the interplay of two scenes, is carried to
an extreme, becoming a device that is repeatedly relied upon to create meaning. Together
with the randomness of the editing pattern and the overcrowded sound track, crosscutting
is used to create meaning in Nashville.

KUBRICK: NEW WORLDS AND OLD

Stanley Kubrick has made films about a wide spectrum of subjects set in very different
time periods. Coming as they did in an era of considerable editing panache, Kubrick’s
editing choices, particularly in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) and Barry Lyndon (1975),
established a style that helped create the sense of the period.

2001: A Space Odyssey begins with the vast expanse of prehistoric time. The prologue pro-
ceeds slowly to create a sense of endless time. The images are random and still. Only when
the apes appear is there editing continuity, but that continuity is slow and deliberate and
not paced for emotional effect. It seems to progress along a line of narrative clarification
rather than emotional intensity. When an ape throws a bone into the air, the transition to
the age of interplanetary travel is established by a cut on movement from the bone to a
space station moving through space.
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As we proceed through the story, which speculates on the existence of a deity in outer
space, and through the conflict of humanity and machine, the editing is paced to under-
line the stability of the idea that humanity has conquered nature; at least, they think they
have. The careful and elegant cuts on camera movement support this sense of world order.
Kubrick’s choice of music and its importance in the film also support this sense of order.
Indeed, the shape of the entire film more closely resembles the movements of a symphony
rather than the acts of a screen narrative.

Only two interventions challenge this sense of mastery. The first is the struggle of the com-
puter HAL to kill the humans on the spaceship. In this struggle, one human survives. The
second is the journey beyond Jupiter into infinity. Here, following the monolith, conven-
tional time collapses, and a different type of continuity has to be created.

In the first instance, the struggle with HAL, all the conventions of the struggle between
protagonist and antagonist come into play; crosscutting, a paced struggle between HAL
and the astronauts leads to the outcome of the struggle, the deaths of four of the astro-
nauts. This struggle relies on many close-ups of Bowman (Keir Dullea) and HAL as well
as the articulation of the deaths of HAL's four victims. A more traditional editing style
prevails in this sequence (Figure 12.2).

In the later sequence, in which the spaceship passes through infinity and Bowman arrives
in the future, the traditional editing style is replaced by a series of jump cuts. In rapid suc-
cession, Bowman sees himself as a middle-aged man, an old man, and then a dying man.
The setting, French Provincial, seems out of place in the space age, but it helps to link the
future with the past. As Bowman lies dying in front of the monolith, we are transported
into space, and to the strains of “Thus Spoke Zarathustra,” Bowman is reborn. We see him
as a formed embryo, and as the film ends, the life cycle has come full circle. In Kubrick’s
view of the future, real time and film time become totally altered. It is this collapse of
real time that is Kubrick’s greatest achievement in the editing of 2001: A Space Odyssey.

Barry Lyndon is based on William Thackeray’s novel about a young Irishman who believes
that the acquisition of wealth and status will position him for happiness. Sadly, the means
he chooses to succeed condemn him to fail. This eighteenth-century morality tale moves
from Ireland to the Seven Years’ War on
the continent to Germany and finally to
England.

To achieve the feeling of the eighteenth
century, it was not enough for Kubrick
to film on location. He edited the film
to create a sense of time just as he
did in 2001: A Space Odyssey. In Barry
Lyndon, however, he tried to create a
sense of time that was much slower
FIGURE 12.2 than our present. Indeed, Kubrick set

2001: A Space Odyssey, 1968. © Turner Entertainment Company. Ut to pace the film against our expec-
All Rights Reserved. Still provided byPhotofest. tations (Figure 12.3).!
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In the first portion of the film, Red-
mond Barry (Ryan O’Neal) loves
his cousin, Nora, but she chooses to
marry an English captain. Barry chal-
lenges and defeats the captain in a
duel. This event forces him to leave
his home; he enlists in the army and
fights in Europe.

The first shot of Barry and Nora lasts
32 seconds, the second shot lasts 36
seconds, and the third lasts 46 sec-
FIGURE 12.3 onds. When Barry and Nora walk in
Barry Lyndon, 1975. © 1975 Warner Bros. Inc. All Rights Reserved. the woods to discuss her marriage to
Still provided by Photofest. the captain, the shot is 90 seconds

long. By moving the camera and
using a zoom lens, Kubrick was able to follow the action rather than rely on the editing.
The length of these initial shots slows down our expectations of the pacing of the film and
helps the film create its own sense of time: a sense of time that Kubrick deemed appropri-
ate to transport us into a different period from our own.

Kubrick used this editing style to recreate that past world. The editing is psychologically as
critical as the costumes or the language. In a more subtle way, the editing of Barry Lyndon
achieves that other-world quality that was so powerfully captured in 2001: A Space Odyssey.

HERZOG: OTHER WORLDS

Stanley Kubrick was not alone in using an editing style to create a psychological context for
a place or a character. Werner Herzog created a megalomania that requires conquests in Agu-
irre: The Wrath of God (1972). The Spanish conquistador Aguirre is the subject of the film.
Even more challenging was Herzog's The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser (1974), a nineteenth-
century story about a foundling who, having been kept isolated, has no human commu-
nication skills at the onset of the story. He is taken in by townspeople and learns to speak.
He becomes a source of admiration and study, but also of ridicule. He is unpredictable,
rational, and animistic.

Herzog set out to create an editing style that simulated Kaspar’s sense of time and of his
struggle with the conventions of his society. Initially, the shots are very long and static.
Later, when Kaspar becomes socialized, the shots are shorter, simulating real time. Later,
when he has relapses, there are gaps in the logic of the sequencing of the shots that simu-
late how he feels. Finally, when he dies, the community’s sense of time returns. In this
film, Herzog succeeded in using editing to reflect the psychology of the lead character just
as he did in his earlier film.

In both films, the editing pattern simulates a different world view than our own, giving
these films a strange but fascinating quality. They transport us to places we’ve never before
experienced. In so doing, they move us in ways unusual in film.
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SCORSESE: THE DRAMATIC DOCUMENT

Martin Scorsese’s Raging Bull (1980) is both a film document about Jake LaMotta, a
middle-heavyweight boxing champion, and a dramatization of LaMotta’s personal and
professional lives. The dissonance between realism and psychological insight has rarely
been more pronounced, primarily because the character of LaMotta (played by Robert
De Niro) is a man who cannot control his rages. He is a jealous husband, an irrational
brother, and a prize fighter who taunts his opponents; he knows no pain, and his scorn
for everyone is so profound that it seems miraculous that the man has not killed anyone
by the film’s end (Figure 12.4).

That is not to say that the film is not slavish in its sense of actuality and realism. De
Niro, who portrays LaMotta over almost a 20-year period, appears at noticeably different
weights. It's difficult to believe that the later LaMotta is portrayed by the same actor as was
the early LaMotta.

In the nonfight scenes, Scorsese moved the camera as little as possible. In combination
with the excellent set designs, the result is a realistic sense of time and place rather than a
stylized sense of time and place.

In the fight sequences, Scorsese raised the dra-
matic intensity to a level commensurate with
LaMotta’s will to win at any cost. LaMotta is por-
trayed as a man whose ego has been set aside;
he is all will, and his will is relentless and cruel.
This trait is not usually identified with complex,
believable characters.

The fight genre has provided many metaphors,
including the immigrant’s dream in Golden Boy
(1939), the existential struggle in The Set-Up
(1949), the class struggle in Champion (1949),
the American dream in Somebody Up There Likes
Me (1956), and the American nightmare in Body
and Soul (1947). All of these stories have dramatic
texture, but none has attempted to take us into
the subjective world of a character who must be a
champion, because if he weren't, he’d be in prison
for murder. This is Scorsese’s goal in Raging Bull.

To create this world, Scorsese relies very heavily
on sound. This is not to say that his visuals are
not dynamic. He does use a great deal of cam-
era motion (particularly the smooth handheld
FIGURE 12.4 motion of a Steadicam), subjective camera place-

Raging Bull, 1980. Courtesy MGM/UA. Still provided by ~ ment, and close-ups of the fight in slow motion.
Photofest. However, the sound envelops us in the brutality
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of the boxing ring. In the ring, the wonderful operatic score gives way to sensory explo-
sions. As we watch a boxer demolished in slow motion, the punches resound as explo-
sions rather than as leather-to-flesh contact.

In the Cerdan fight, in which LaMotta finally wins the championship, image and sound
slow and distort to illustrate Cerdan'’s collapse. In the Robinson fight, in which LaMotta
loses his title, sound grinds to a halt as Robinson contemplates his next stroke. LaMotta is
all but taunting him, arms down, body against the ropes. As Robinson looks at his prey,
the sound drops off and the image becomes almost a freeze-frame. Then, as the raised
arm comes down on LaMotta, the sound returns, and the graphic explosions of blood
and sweat that emanate from the blow give way to the crowd, which cries out in shock.
LaMotta is defiant as he loses his title. By elevating and elaborating the sound effects and
by distorting and sharpening the sounds of the fight, Scorsese developed a dramatized
envelopment of feeling about the fight, about LaMotta, about violence, and about will as
a factor in life.

In a sense, Scorsese followed an editing goal similar to those of Francis Ford Coppola in
Apocalypse Now (1979) and David Lynch in Blue Velvet (1986). Each used sound to take us
into the interior world of their main characters without censoring that world of its psychic
and physical violence. The interior world of LaMotta took Scorsese far from the superficial
realism of a real-life main character. Scorsese seems to have acknowledged the surface life
of LaMotta while creating and highlighting the primacy of the interior life with a pattern
of sound and image that works off the counterpoint of the surface relative to the interior.
Because we hear sound before we see the most immediate element to be interpreted, it is
the sound editing in Raging Bull that signals the primacy of the interior life of Jake LaMotta
over its surface visual triumphs and defeats. The documentary element of the film conse-
quently is secondary in importance to the psychic pain of will, which creates a more last-
ing view of LaMotta than his transient championship.

WENDERS: MIXING POPULAR AND FINE ART

Wim Wenders's Paris, Texas, written by Sam Shepard, demonstrates Wenders’s role as a
director who chooses a visual style that is related to the visual arts and a narrative style
that is related to the popular form sometimes referred to as “the journey.” From The Odys-
sey to the road pictures of Bob Hope and Bing Crosby, the journey has been a metaphor
to which audiences have related.

Wenders used the visual dimension of the story as a nonverbal roadmap to understand-
ing the characters, their relationships, and the confusion of the main character. This non-
verbal dimension is not always clear in the narrative. Because Wenders used a layered
approach to the unfolding understanding of his story, pace does not play a major role in
the editing of this film. Instead, the visual context is critical to understanding the film’s
layers of meaning. The foreground-background juxtaposition is the critical factor.

Paris, Texas relates the story of Travis (Harry Dean Stanton), a man we first meet as he
wanders through the Texas desert. We soon learn that he deserted his family four years
earlier. The first part of the film is the journey from Texas to California, where his brother
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has been taking care of Travis’s son, Hunter. The second part concerns the father-son
relationship. Although Hunter was four when his parents left him, his knowledge seems
to transcend his age. In the last part of the film, Travis and Hunter return to Texas to find
Jane (Nastassia Kinski), the wife and mother. In Texas, Travis discovers why he does not
have the qualities necessary for family life, and he leaves Hunter in the care of his mother.

A narrative summary can outline the story, but it cannot articulate Travis’s ability to under-
stand his world and his place in it. The first image Wenders presents is the juxtaposition
of Travis in the desert. The foreground of a midshot of Travis contrasts with visual depth
and clarity of the desert. The environment dwarfs Travis, and he seems to have little mean-
ing in this context. Nor is he more at home in Los Angeles. Throughout the film, Travis
searches for Paris, Texas, where he thinks he was conceived. Later in the film, when he
visits the town, it doesn’t shed light on his feelings.

Wenders sets up a series of juxtapositions throughout the film: Travis and his environ-
ment, the car and the endless road, and, later, Travis and Jane. In one of the most poignant
juxtapositions, Travis visits Jane in a Texas brothel. He speaks to her on a phone, with a
one-way mirror separating them. He can look at her, but she cannot see him. In this scene,
fantasy and reality are juxtaposed. Jane can be whatever Travis wants her to be. This poi-
gnant but ironic image contrasts to their real-life relationship in which she couldn’t be
what he wanted her to be.

These juxtapositions are further textured by differing light and color in the foreground-
background mix. Wenders, working with German cameraman Robby Miiller, fashioned a
netherworld effect. By strengthening the visual over the narrative meaning of individual
images, he created a line somewhere between foreground and background. That line may
elucidate the interior crisis of Travis or it may be a boundary beyond which rational mean-
ing is not available. In either case, by using this foreground-background mix, Wenders
created a dreamscape out of an externalized, recognizable journey popular in fiction and
film. The result is an editing style that deemphasizes direct meaning but implies a feeling
of disconnectedness that illustrates well Travis’s interior world.

LEE: PACE AND SOCIAL ACTION

As a filmmaker, Spike Lee has constantly experimented with narrative convention. In
She’s Gotta Have It (1986), Lee had the main character address his audience directly.
The narrative structure of that film was open-ended and rather more a meditation on
relationships than a prescription for relationships. The narrative structure of Mo’ Better
Blues (1990) is also meditative but does not parallel the earlier film. Rather, its structure
approximates the rhythm of a spontaneous blues riff. A film between the two is even
more different. The narrative structure of Do the Right Thing (1989) is analogous to an
avalanche rushing down a steep mountain. Racial bigotry is the first rock, and the streets
of Brooklyn the valley inundated with the inevitable destructive force of the results of
that first rock falling.

There is no question that Spike Lee has as his goal to reach first an African-American audi-
ence, then an American audience and an international audience.
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His themes are rooted in the African-American experience, from the interpersonal (Crook-
lyn, 1994) to the interracial (Jungle Fever, 1991), the political (Malcolm X, 1992), and the
politics of color (School Daze, 1988). He is concerned about man-woman relationships
(She’s Gotta Have It) and about family relationships (Jungle Fever, Crooklyn). Always he is
interested in ideology and education, first and foremost in the African-American commu-
nity (Figures 10.5 and 10.6).

But Lee is also a filmmaker interested in the aesthetic possibilities of visual expression.
Although we will focus on his experiments with pace to promote social action, he has also
explored the excitement of camera motion (following the character he plays in Malcolm
X across the streets of Harlem), the possibilities of slow circular motion in the interview
scene in Jungle Fever, and the possibilities of distortion of color using reversal film as the
originating material in Clockers (1995). He is always exploring the possibilities of the
medium.

The greatest tool, however, that Spike Lee has turned to is pace. Given his agenda for
social change, one might anticipate that he would be attracted to pace as he is in Do the
Right Thing to raise public ire and anger about racism. Although he uses pace very effec-
tively in that film to promote a sense of outrage, it is actually his other less predictable
experiments with pace that make his work so interesting.

Jungle Fever, his exploration of an interracial relationship between an African-American
male and an Italian-American female, is notable in how Lee backs away from using pace
to create an us-against-them, hero-villain sense in the film (Figure 12.7). In fact, he only
resorts to the expected sense of pace around the excitement of the initial sexual encoun-
ter of the couple. After that, with family hostility to the relationship growing, we might
expect a growing sense of tension with the arc of the interracial relationship. But it doesn’t
happen. Instead, the tension and consequent use of pace shifts to those around the two
lovers. In the Italian community, Angela, the young Italian-American woman (Annabella
Sciorra), is beaten by her father upon discovery of the relationship. Pace, as expected, is

FIGURE 12.5 FIGURE 12.6
Crooklyn, 1994. Courtesy Photofest. Crooklyn, 1994. Courtesy Photofest.
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an important expression of the
emotion in the scene. Later,
when Angela’s spurned boy-
friend, Pauly, speaks for toler-
ance toward the African-Ameri-
can community, the tension in
his soda and newspaper shop
is palpable. His customers are
intolerant about the new black
mayor of New York and Pauly
asks politely if they voted. And
when he is kind to a young Afri-
can-American female customer,

FIGURE 12.7 these same customers are filled
Jungle Fever, 1991. Copyright 11991 Universal Studios, Inc. All rights reserved. with rage and sexual aggression.
Courtesy Photofest. Pace again plays an important

role in the scene.

With regards to the African-American lover (Wesley Snipes), his community also expresses
its tension about his new relationship. Whether it is his wife’s female friends’ discussions
about black men and white women, or his visit to the Taj Mahal crack house to retrieve his
parents’ color television from his brother, Gator, in both scenes pace plays an important
role to create tension about the potential outcomes of interracial as well as interfamilial
relationships.

In relative terms, the exercise of a slower pace in the scenes between the two lovers cre-
ates a sense of reason and tolerance that doesn’t exist in either the Italian-American com-
munity or the African-American community. Although the relationship in the end fails,
by using pace in a way that we don't expect, Lee has created a meditation on interracial
relationships rather than a prescriptive statement on those relationships.

In Crooklyn, the focus is less on two people than on a family in Brooklyn. And Lee has a
different goal in the film—to suggest the strengths of the family and of the community.

Pace can be used to create tension, to deepen the sense of conflict between individuals,
families, or communities. Pace can also be used to suggest excitement, energy, power. It is
this latter use of pace to which Lee turns in Crooklyn. He wants to suggest the energy and
positive force of family and community. The opening 15 minutes of Crooklyn are instruc-
tive here. Children play in the streets adjacent to their home. The day is bright and the
feeling is positive. He cuts on movement to make the energy seem more dynamic and
positive.

In the home proper, the Carmichael family includes mother (Alfre Woodard), the father
(Delroy Lindo), their five children, and a dog. The family scenes, whether they are meals
together or watching television or sharing news about the future, are energetic and
dynamic. The feeling of the scenes is directed by the way Lee uses pace. At times, even the
chaos seems appealing because of the way pace is used.
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These domestic scenes intercut with the less stable elements of the community, strengthen
the feeling of the importance of family, of having a mother and a father, even one where
the parents have divergent views about discipline.

Throughout the opening scenes, pace is used to affirm a positive, energetic sense of the
Carmichael family in the Brooklyn community they are part of. Here, pace is used to
underline the values of family so often the sources of tension in Jungle Fever.

Family and its values are also at the heart of the narrative in Clockers (Figures 10.8 and
10.9). Because Clockers is in its form a crime story, in this case the murder of a fast-food
manager, we expect the investigation and prosecution of the perpetrator to dictate a par-
ticular pace to the film. The expected pace is cut faster as we move to the climax, the excit-
ing apprehension of the perpetrator of the crime. The baptism scene at the end of The
Godfather is a classic example of the use of pace to create a sense of climax and release in
such a scene.

Lee sidesteps the entire set of expectations we bring to the crime story. Instead, he fleshes
out the narrative of an African-American family, the eldest son having been accused of
the crime; but it is the youngest son in the family, the son deeply involved in the traf-
fic of drugs, who we expect is the real killer, and it is this son who is the focus of the
police investigation. In order to discourage his audience from the celebration of violence
inherent in the crime film, in order to educate his audience about the real crimes—drugs,
mutual exploitation, the increasingly young perpetrators of violent crime in our ghettoes—
Lee turns away from pace as a narrative tool.

Just as he replaces scenes of characterization for scenes of action, he more slowly cuts
those scenes of action when they occur. He also focuses far more on the victims of emo-
tional and physical violence and undermines the potential heroic posture for the perpetra-
tors, the drug king (Delroy Lindo) and the police investigator (Harvey Keitel).

FIGURE 12.8 FIGURE 12.9
Clockers, 1995. Courtesy Photofest. Clockers, 1995. Courtesy Photofest.
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By doing so, Lee risks disappointing his audience, who are accustomed to the fast pace
of the crime story. But by doing so, he is pushing into the forefront his educational goals
over his entertainment goals. Social action, a new rather than expected action, is Spike
Lee’s goal in Clockers. And pace, albeit not as expected, plays an important role in Clockers.

VON TROTTA: FEMINISM AND POLITICS

In the 1970s, Margarethe von Trotta distinguished herself as a screenwriter on a series of
films directed by her husband, Volker Schlondorff. They codirected the film adaptation of
the Henrich Boll novel The Lost Honor of Katharina Blum (1975). In 1977, von Trotta began
her career as a writer-director with The Second Awakening of Christa Klages.

All of her work as a director is centered on female characters attempting to understand
and act upon their environment. Von Trotta is interesting in her attempt to find a narra-
tive style suitable to her work as an artist, a feminist, and a woman. As a result, her work
is highly political in subject matter, and when compared to the dominant male approach
to narrative and to editing choices, von Trotta appears to be searching for alternatives, par-
ticularly narrative alternatives. Before examining Marianne and Juliane (1982), it is useful
to examine von Trotta’s efforts in the light of earlier female directors.

In the generation that preceded von Trotta, few female directors worked. Two Italians who
captured international attention were Lina Wertmiiller and Liliana Cavani. Wertmiiller
(Swept Away..., 1974; Seven Beauties, 1975) embraced a satiric style that did not stand out
as the work of a woman. Her work centered on male central characters, and in terms of
subject—male-female relationships, class conflicts, regional conflicts—her point of view
usually reflected that of the Italian male. In this sense, her films do not differ in tone or
narrative style from the earlier style of Pietro Germi (Divorce—Italian Style, 1961).

Liliana Cavani (The Night Porter, 1974) did make films with female central characters, but
her operatic style owed more to Luchino Visconti than to a feminist sensibility. If Wert-
miller was concerned with male sexuality and identity, Cavani was concerned with female
sexuality and identity.

Before Wertmiiller and Cavani, there were few female directors. However, Leni Riefen-
stahl’s experimentation in Olympia (1938) does suggest an effort to move away from a
linear pattern of storytelling.

Although generalization has its dangers, a number of observations about contemporary
narrative style set von Trotta’s work in context in another way. There is little question that
filmmaking is a male-dominated art form and industry, and there is little question that
film narratives unfold in a pattern that implies cause and effect. The result is an editing
pattern that tries to clarify narrative causation and create emotion from characters’ efforts
to resolve their problems.

What of the filmmaker who is not interested in the cause and effect of a linear narrative?
What of the filmmaker who adopts a more tentative position and wishes to understand a
political event or a personal relationship? What of the filmmaker who doesn’t believe in
closure in the classic narrative sense?
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This is how we have to consider the work of Margarethe von Trotta. It's not so much that
she reacted against the classic narrative conventions. Instead, she tried to reach her audi-
ence using an approach suitable to her goals, and these goals seem to be very different
from those of male-dominated narrative conventions.

It may be useful to try to construct a feminist narrative model that does not conform to
classic conventions, but rather has different goals and adopts different means. That model
could be developed using recent feminist writing. Particularly useful is the book Women's
Way of Knowing: The Development of Self, Voice and Mind.? Mary Field Belenky and her
coauthors suggest that women “that are less inclined to see themselves as separate from
the ‘theys’ than are men, may also be accounted for by women'’s rootedness in a sense of
connection and men’s emphasis on separation and autonomy.”? In comparing the devel-
opment of an inner voice in women to that of men, the authors suggest the following:
“These women reveal that their epistemology has shifted away from an earlier assumption
of ‘truth from above’ to a belief in multiple personal truths. The form that multiplicity
(subjectivism) takes in these women, however, is not at all the masculine assertion that
‘I have the right to my opinion’; rather, it is the modest inoffensive statement, ‘it’s just
my opinion. Their intent is to communicate to others the limits, not the power, of their
own opinions, perhaps because they want to preserve their attachments to others, not dis-
lodge them.”*The search for connectedness and the articulation of the limits of individual
efforts and opinions can be worked into an interpretation of Marianne and Juliane.

Marianne and Juliane are sisters. The older sister, Juliane, is a feminist writer who has
devoted her life to living by her principles. Even her decision not to have a child is a
political decision. Marianne has taken political action to another kind of logical conclu-
sion: she has become a terrorist. In the film, von Trotta was primarily concerned by the
nature of their relationship. She used a narrative approach that collapses real time. The
film moves back and forth between their current lives and particular points in their child-
hoods. Ironically, Juliane was the rebellious teenager, and Marianne, the future terrorist,
was compliant and coquettish.

The contemporary scenes revolve around a series of encounters between the sisters; Mari-
anne’s son and Juliane’s lover take secondary positions to this central relationship. Indeed,
the nature of the relationship seems to be the subject of the film. Not even Marianne’s
suicide in jail slows down Juliane’s effort to confirm the central importance of their rela-
tionship in her life.

Generally, the narrative unfolds in terms of the progression of the relationship from one
point in time to another. Although von Trotta’s story begins in the present, we are not
certain how much time has elapsed by the end. Nor does the story end in a climactic sense
with the death of Marianne.

Instead, von Trotta constructed the film as a series of concentric circles with the relation-
ship at the center. Each scene, as it unfolds, confirms the importance of the relationship
but does not necessarily yield insight into it. Instead, a complex web of emotion, past
traumas, and victories is constructed, blending with moments of current exchange of feel-
ings between the sisters. Intense anger and love blend to leave us with the sense of the
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emotional complexity of the relationship and to allude to the sisters’ choice to cut them-
selves off emotionally from their parents and, implicitly, from all significant others.

As the circles unfold, the emotion grows, as does the connection between the sisters. How-
ever, limits are always present in the lives of the sisters: the limits of social and political
responsibility, the limits of emotional capacity to save each other or anyone else from
their fate. When the film ends with the image of Juliane trying to care for Marianne’s son,
there is no resolution, only the will to carry on.

The film does not yield the sense of satisfaction that is generally present in classic narra-
tive. Instead, we are left with anxiety for Juliane’s fate and sorrow for the many losses she
has endured. We are also left with a powerful feeling for her relationship with Marianne.

Whether von Trotta’s work is genuinely a feminist narrative form is an issue that scholars
might take up. Certainly, the work of other female directors in the 1980s suggests that
many in the past 10 years have gravitated toward an alternative narrative style that requires
a different attitude to the traditions of classic editing.

FEMINISM AND ANTINARRATIVE EDITING

Although some female directors have chosen subject matter and an editing style similar
to those of male directors,” there are a number who, like von Trotta, have consciously
differentiated themselves from the male conventions in the genres in which they choose
to work.

For example, Amy Heckerling has directed a teenage comedy from a girl’s perspective. Fast
Times at Ridgemont High (1982) breaks many of the stereotypes of the genre, particularly
the attitudes about sex roles and sexuality. Another film that challenges the conventional
view of sex roles and sexuality is Susan Seidelman’s Desperately Seeking Susan (1985). The
narrative editing style of this film emulates the confusion of the main character (Rosanna
Arquette).Seidelman was more successful in using a nonlinear editing pattern than was
Heckerling, and the result is an originality unusual in mainstream American filmmaking.

Outside of the mainstream, Lizzie Borden created an antinarrative in Working Girls (1986),
her film about a day in the life of a prostitute. Although the subject matter lends itself to
emotional exploitation, as illustrated by Ken Russell’s version of the same story in Whore
(1991), Borden decided to work against conventional expectations.

She focused on the banality of working in a bordello, the mundane conversation, the con-
trast of the owner’s concerns and the employees’ goals, and the artifice of selling the com-
modity of sex. Borden edited the film slowly, contrary to our expectations. She avoided
close-ups, preferring to present the film in midshots to long shots, and she avoided camera
motion whenever possible. As a result, the film works against our expectation, focusing on
the ironic title and downplaying the means of their livelihood. Borden concentrated on
the similarities of her characters’ lives to those of other working women.

Another antinarrative approach adopted by women directors is to undermine the notion of
a single voice, that of the main character in the narrative. Traditionally, the main character
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is the dramatic vehicle for the point of view, the point of empathy and the point of iden-
tification. By sidestepping a single point of view, the traditional arc of the narrative is
undermined. Two specific examples will illustrate this.

Agnieszka Holland was already established as a director who explored new narrative
approaches (she uses a mixed-genre approach in her film Europa, Europa, 1990; see next
section on mixing genres) when she made Olivier, Olivier (1992).

Olivier, Olivier is a story about a family tragedy. In rural France, a middle-class family has
two children, an older daughter and a young son. The boy is clearly the focal point of the
family for the mother. The older sibling is ignored. She is also the family member who
doesn’t quite fit in, a role that often evolves into the scapegoat in family dynamics. One
day, the young boy is sent off to deliver lunch to his father's mother. He never returns. In
spite of extensive investigation, there is no trace of the boy. The family disintegrates. The
local detective is transferred to Paris, determined not to give up on the case. Six years later,
he finds a street kid, aged 15, who looks like the disappeared Olivier. He is certain he has
found the boy. So is the mother. Only the sister is suspicious. The father, who had left the
family to work in Africa, returns. Just as Olivier returns, the family seems to heal, to be
whole again. The mother, who had all but fallen apart and blamed the father for Olivier’s
disappearance, for the first time in years is happy.

The new Olivier seems happy, eccentric, but not poorly adjusted, given his trauma. He
wants to be part of this family. But one day he discovers the neighbor molesting a young
boy and when the police are called, Olivier confesses that he is not the original Olivier
and the neighbor admits to killing the original Olivier. What is to happen to this family
who have already endured so much tragedy? Will they relive the original tragedy with all
its profound loss? Or will the mother deny again the loss and try for a new life with the
new Olivier?

What is interesting about Holland’s narrative approach is that she does not privilege any
one character over any other. The story presents the point of view of the mother, the father,
the sister, Olivier, and the new Olivier.

If Holland had chosen a single point of view, a sense of resolution might have resulted
in the discovery of the fate of Olivier. Without a single point of view, we have far less
certainty. Indeed, we are left totally stranded in this family tragedy. And the consequence
is a profound shock at the end of Olivier, Olivier. This is the direct result of the multiple
perspectives Holland has chosen.

Julie Dash follows a singular narrative path in her film Daughters of the Dust (1991). How-
ever, her purpose is quite different from Agnieszka Holland. Whereas Holland is look-
ing to destabilize our identification with the multiple points of view in Olivier, Olivier,
Julie Dash wants to stabilize and generalize the point of view: The multiple perspectives
together represent the African-American diaspora experience in the most positive light.

Daughters in the Dust takes place in a single summer day in 1902, in the Sea Islands of
the South, which are off the coast of South Carolina and Georgia. On the islands, life has
become a hybrid, not African and not American. The elderly matriarch of the family will
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stay behind, but she has encouraged her children to go north to the mainland to make a
life. She has also told them not to forget who they are. She will remain to die in her home
at Ibo Landing.

Julie Dash deals with the feelings that surround this leave-taking with the points of view
of the matriarch, her daughters, a niece from the mainland (called Yellow Mary), and an
unborn granddaughter who narrates the beginning and end of the story. No single voice
is privileged over any other. The conflicts around behavior—a granddaughter has been
impregnated via a rape, Yellow Mary may have made her way on the mainland through
prostitution, a granddaughter has an Indian-American lover with whom she may want to
remain on the island—all dim next to the conflict-ridden future these migrants may face
when they move north.

In order to create a sense of tolerance and power in the women, Dash presents the men
as the weaker, more emotional sex. She also empowers a matriarch as the focal center of
the life of the entire family. By doing so, she diminishes the sense of tension and conflict
among the women and emphasizes their collective power and stability. Together they are
the family and the purveyors of continuity for the family. And by giving one of the voices—
the unborn child—the privileged position of early and closing narrator, Dash frames a
voice for the future. But even that voice depends on the continuity of family for life.

Consequently, in Daughters in the Dust, Julie Dash uses multiple points of view to sidestep
linearity and to instead emphasize the circularity of the life cycle. It is strong, stable, and
ongoing.

Although these directors did not proceed to a pattern of circular narrative as von Trotta
did, there is no question that each is working against the conventions of the narrative
tradition.

MIXING GENRES

Since the 1980s, writers and directors have been experimenting with mixing genres. Each
genre represents particular conventions for editing. For example, the horror genre relies
on a high degree of stylization, using subjective camera placement and motion. Because
of the nature of the subject matter, pace is important. Although film noir also highlights
the world of the nightmare, it tends to rely less on movement and pace. Indeed, film noir
tends to be even more stylized and more abstract than the horror genre. Each genre relies
on visual composition and pace in different ways. As a result, audiences have particular
emotional expectations when viewing a film from a particular genre.

When two genres are mixed in one film, each genre brings along its conventions. This can
sometimes make an old story seem fresh. However, the results for editing of these two sets
of conventions can be surprising. At times, the films are more effective, but at other times,
they simply confuse the audience. Because the mixed-genre film has become an important
new narrative convention, its implications for editing must be considered.

There were numerous important mixed-genre films in the 1980s, including Jean-Jacques
Beineix’s Diva (1982) and Ethan Coen and Joel Coen’s Raising Arizona (1987), but the focus
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here is on three: Jonathan Demme’s Something Wild (1986), David Lynch’s Blue Velvet,
and Errol Morris’s The Thin Blue Line (1988).

Something Wild is a mix of screwball comedy and film noir. The film, about a stockbroker
who is picked up by an attractive woman, is the shifting story of the urban dream (love)
and the urban nightmare (death). Screwball comedies tend to be rapidly paced, kinetic
expressions of confusion. Film noir, on the other hand, is slower, more deliberate, and
more stylized. Both genres focus sometimes on love relationships.

The pace of the first part of Something Wild raises our expectations for the experience of
the film. The energy of the screwball comedy, however, gives way to a slower-paced dance
of death in the second half of the film. Despite the subject matter, the second half seems
anticlimactic. The mixed genres work against one another, and the result is less than the
sum of the parts.

David Lynch mixed film noir with the horror film in Blue Velvet. He relied on camera
placement for the identification that is central to the horror film, and he relied on sound
to articulate the emotional continuity of the movie. In fact, he used sound effects the way
most filmmakers use music, to help the audience understand the emotional state of the
character and, consequently, their own emotional states.

Lynch allowed the sound and the subjectivity that is crucial in the horror genre to domi-
nate the stylization and pacing of the film. As a result, Blue Velvet is less stylized and less
cerebral than the typical film noir work. Lynch’s experiment in mixed genre is very effective.
The story seems new and different, but its impact is similar to such conventional horror
films as William Friedkin’s The Exorcist (1973) or David Cronenberg’s Dead Ringers (1988).

Errol Morris mixed the documentary and the police story (the gangster film or thriller) in
The Thin Blue Line, which tells the story of a man wrongly accused of murder in Texas. The
documentary was edited for narrative clarity in building a credible case. With clarity and
credibility as the goals of the editing, the details of the case had to be presented in careful
sequence so that the audience would be convinced of the character’s innocence. It is not
necessary to like or identify with him. The credible evidence persuades us of the merits of
his cause. The result can be dynamic, exciting, and always emotional.

Morris dramatized the murder of the policeman, the crime that has landed the accused in
jail. The killing is presented in a dynamic, detailed way. It is both a shock and an exciting
event. In contrast to the documentary film style, many close-ups are used. This sequence,
which was repeated in the film, was cut to Philip Glass’s musical score, making the scene
evocative and powerful. It is so different from the rest of the film that it seems out of place.
Nevertheless, Morris used it to remind us forcefully that this is a documentary about mur-
der and about the manipulation of the accused man.

The Thin Blue Line works as a mixed-genre film because of Glass’s musical score and
because Morris made clear the goal of the film: to prove that the accused is innocent.

Mixing genres is a relatively new phenomenon, but it does offer filmmakers alternatives
to narrative conventions. However, it is critical to understand which editing styles, when
put together, are greater than the sum of their parts and which, when put together, are not.
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CHAPTER 13

The MTV Influence on Editing I

What I have called the MTV influence on editing is principally associated with that phe-
nomenon of the past 30 years, the music video. Initially viewed as a vehicle to sell records,
those 3- to 30-minute videos have captured a young audience looking for quick, evocative
visual stimuli presented as a background for the aural presentation of a single song or
series of songs.

Although this style of film was further popularized by films such as Flashdance (1983)
and repopularized by Baz Luhrmann’s Moulin Rouge! (2001), the form has its roots in
more experimental filmmaking and certainly in the success of the short form, the televi-
sion commercial. The MTV style is today principally associated with television, although
its influence has superseded television. By sidestepping the traditional set of narrative
goals, which include a linear narrative and a focus on plot and character, the MTV style
has instead replaced it with a multilayered approach. There may be a story. There may be
a single character. But the likelihood is that place, feeling, or mood will be the primary
layer of the music video. It is also likely that the traditional sense of time and place with
the conventions that are used to reference film time to real time will be replaced by a far
less direct correlation. In fact, many music videos attempt to establish their own reference
points between reality and film time. This may mean great leaps in time and place and it
is the vividness of the resulting imagery that provides the new correlation. In the world
of the music video, real place is far less important. In fact, they are not as important as
references to other media and other forms, to the landscapes of science fiction, and to the
horror film. And with regard to time: Time in the music video is any time. With time and
place obliterated, the film and video makers are free to roam in the world of their imag-
ined media meditation. And their audience, young and rebellious, is free to feel the simu-
lation of their freedom and to celebrate their rejection of tradition—from our perspective,
the rejection of the tradition of narrative.

Because the MTV style sidesteps traditional narrative, it is of interest to us. How does the
form coalesce to capture its audience? By focusing on the most aggressive stylist of our
day, Oliver Stone, we will try to understand how the MTV style can be used and why it has
such a powerful grip on the public imagination.

ORIGINS

Although Luis Bun™ uel’s early antinarrative experiments in Un Chien d’Andalou (1929)
and L’Age d’Or (1930) bear certain similarities to the contemporary music video, the more
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critical shaping device is music that has a narrative as well as emotional character. This
means that we have to look to the two early Beatles films, A Hard Day’s Night (1964) and
Help! (1965), for a starting point in the mid-1960s. Very quickly, the Lester films were
joined by John Boorman’s film with the Dave Clark Five, Having a Wild Weekend (1965).
Later, Lester's A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1966) and the nonmusical
series of Monty Python films that followed in the 1970s (And Now for Something Completely
Different, 1971; Monty Python and the Holy Grail, 1975; and Life of Brian, 1979) added sty-
listic elements to the new genre.

How these films differed from traditional narratives and musicals needs to be articulated.
Traditional musicals generally presented a narrative together with interspersed musical or
dance numbers. Films such as The Pirate (1948), An American in Paris (1951), and Invita-
tion to the Dance (1956) were exceptions. The best of the musicals, such as Singin’ in the
Rain (1952), Funny Face (1957), and West Side Story (1961), found a visual style to match
the energy and emotion of the narratives.

Turning to the Lester films, A Hard Day’s Night and Help!, on one level, they are musicals,
for the main characters are performers. The music is integral to our understanding of the
film narratives. But whereas there is a narrative that is elaborate and character-driven in
the traditional musical, we must accept the fact that the narratives in A Hard Day’s Night
and Help! have far more modest goals. In fact, we are hard-pressed to find common sense
as well as feeling arising out of the narratives of these films. In essence, the narratives were
an excuse for the musical numbers, which themselves were used to highlight what the
Beatles represented—inventiveness, anarchy, energy. These feeling states were far more
important to director Richard Lester than a narrative about a concert or about the disap-
pearance of a ritual ring from India and the efforts by a cult to retrieve it.

Here there are the first stylistic elements of the music video. The shaping device is the
music. Narrative is less important; a feeling state is more important. From an editing
standpoint, this translates as making the jump cut more important than the match cut. It
also implies a centrality for pace. Given the low involvement quotient of the narrative, it
is to pace that the role of interpretation falls. Consequently, pace becomes the source of
energy and new juxtapositions that suggest anarchy and inventiveness.

When we move to the Monty Python films, we add a literary base for reference and a
self-reflexing acknowledgment that the characters can step in and out of character and
speak to the audience directly. This process results in the acknowledgment of media, of
manipulation, and the more subtle notion that in spite of self-reflexivity, the form can
be even more manipulative as you let your audience in on it—it’s a joke, it's funny, and
you, the audience, have been let in on the construction of the joke—which in turn privi-
leges the viewer and involves the viewer in a more conscious manner. These elements,
the literary metaphor and the self-reflexive, fill out the repertoire of the music video. But
over time the referent points move beyond literature and film to other media: television,
journalism, the world of comic books, and now the world of computer games.

The Short Film

The short film and its relationship to the short story, as well as to the world of the visual
arts, has yielded many explorations of form, the creations of particular styles. The work of
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Luis Bun™ uel, Maya Deren, and the more recent work of Stan Brakhage and Andy Warhol
are marked by a number of characteristics we now find in the MTV style. So too video
art. The antinarrative position of Bun™ uel and the stream of consciousness visual style of
Maya Deren have far more in common with the MTV style than they do with mainstream
filmmaking. Filmmakers such as Stan Brakhage are interested in layering images—not to
create a special effect but rather in a self-reflexive way to suggest this media experience, this
film, is both a manipulation and reflection upon the tolls of that manipulation. And few
filmmakers take a stylistic position as minimalist as Andy Warhol. Indeed, the position
is so clearly about style as opposed to content, that the experience of his films becomes a
comment on the medium more than any other interpretation (i.e., society, the art world).

All of these filmmakers also create a distinctive style, and once their audience is in tune
with their intentions, they create as powerful an identification of the audience with their
work as did Richard Lester in his Beatles films. The only difference between these filmmak-
ers and the MTV style is the role of sound, particularly music, as a shaping device. From
a visual point, however, the MTV style has a great deal in common with the short film,
particularly the experimental film.

WHERE WE ARE NOW—THE STATE OF THE MTV STYLE

Because of the volume of music videos produced to promote records and because TV
stations and international networks welcome programming that appeals to the 15-to
25-year-old audience, MTV is not only here to stay, but it is actually a powerful force in
broadcasting. Its interrelationship with advertising underpins its influence.

Consequently, we must view the MTV style as a new form of visual storytelling. Part narra-
tive, part atmosphere, sound-intensive, and image-rich, the form has a remarkable appeal
to the new generation of filmmakers and videomakers whose media viewing experience is
preponderantly television.

Although the MTV style has not made a broad entry into the feature film, it has char-
acterized much of the style of those directors who began in commercials—Adrian Lyne
(Flashdance, 1983), Tony Scott (Top Gun, 1986), and Ridley Scott (Thelma & Louise, 1991).
It has also accounted for the success of at least one new director, Ben Stiller, in his debut
film, Reality Bites (1994). Newer directors, such as Richard Linklater (Dazed and Confused,
1993), and older directors, such as Luc Besson (La Femme Nikita, 1990), are attracted to
the ideology and style of MTV. But few filmmakers have leaped as headlong into the MTV
style as Oliver Stone did in his film Natural Born Killers (1994). We will look at Natural
Born Killers in some detail later in the chapter, but before we do, it’s necessary to highlight
the key characteristics of the MTV style.

The Importance of Feeling States

One of the central features of the MTV style is the importance of creating a definite feeling
state. This is not an issue of the need to challenge the primacy of plot. Rather, it begins
with the close relationship of the MTV style with music.

Music—particularly without lyrics—synthesizes human emotion. The brain processes
sound. It was Bergman who stated the goal of the film experience—it should be like music.
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This equation of music with heightened emotional experience was applied by Bergman to
the overall experience of film. The sound of music in this sense is even more concentrated
than the film experience itself. And the music of a single short song can be viewed as an
even greater concentration of emotion.

When we add the lyrics of a song, which tend to the poetic, we are given a direction for
the emotion of the music. If there is a sense of narrative, it yields from those poetic lyrics.
But to repeat: The purpose of music and lyrics is to give a defined emotional state to the
feeling state that is created.

A feeling state can be sharp and deep or can be developmental and dreamlike. In either
case, the state creates a disjunctive, disconnected sense to a narrative. Because of the depth
of feeling of a single sequence associated with a single piece of music, it is difficult to
create a continuum of narrative. Rather, we have in the longer MTV-style film a series of
disjunctive sequences, memorable in and of themselves, but hardly organized on an effec-
tively rising arc of action characteristic of the narrative film. This is why there are moments
one remembers in films like Flashdance or Top Gun, but one is left without a powerful
sense of the characters or the story. This does not diminish the overall film, but it does
make it a different kind of experience than the conventional film.

Feeling states can also appeal as dream fragments—pleasurable, but not entirely real, in
the way the experience of a traditional narrative tends to be. Clearly, a film that concen-
trates on feeling states will appeal only to an audience accustomed to it—that young audi-
ence that views and enjoys a series of visualized music videos one after the other, that have
no narrative connection but each of which provides a distinct sensation or feeling. This
audience does not mind the fragmentation or the pace or the brevity of the experience. For
this audience, the feeling state is a desirable audiovisual experience.

The Downgrading of the Plot

It's not that this new audience is disinterested in plot. The success of films such as Amy
Heckerling's Clueless (1995) and Ang Lee’s Sense and Sensibility (1995) with a young audi-
ence is proof that the narrative drive and energy in both of these love stories appeals to
that audience. Ironically, both are based upon the novels of Jane Austen. But these films,
although popular, are not “icons” to this young audience. Those filmic icons are Reality
Bites, Natural Born Killers, and Slacker (1991). These icons are notable for their put-down
of plot, of the elevation of adolescent rage and anarchy over the continuum of the happy
ending in Clueless and Sense and Sensibility.

When plot is less important, incident, or scene, takes on a different meaning, and charac-
ter becomes everything. When the logic of plot progression is less pressing, set-pieces can
stand more readily. Mood, alternating shifts of mood, fantasy, play, nightmare, all can be
juxtaposed more readily because their contribution to the plot progression is unnecessary.

Add to that a character who stands against the prevailing values of the society, and for the
destruction of those values, and you have the hero/main character of the MTV-style film:
Ethan Hawke in Reality Bites, Woody Harrelson in Natural Born Killers, Anne Parillaud in
La Femme Nikita. It's as if the Brando character in The Wild One (1953) has returned and
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again answered the 1950’s question, “What are you rebelling against?” The answer: “What
have you got?”

In a standard plotted narrative, such a main character would seem reactive and immature,
rootless and without a goal. In the fragmented narrative of the MTV-style film, the char-
acter is a hero in a fragmented world, a hero who can recite poetry and kill in the same
breath, a hero who can’t be held accountable. It’s his world that has made him so.

Having a degraded (or downgraded) plot simulates the world of these heroes. Their audi-
ence recognizes that world with ease. It's the world they live in, the TV world, the video-
game world. They see it as a game to cope with the incomprehensibility of that world. For
them, the MTV style is a tool, a stimuli, and a philosophy. Less plot facilitates the audience
entry into the MTV world view.

Disjunctive Editing—The Obliteration of Time and Space

In order to create feeling states and to downgrade plot and its importance, the film-
maker must also undermine the gestalt impulse—to make sense of what we see. To put in
another way, the viewer will organize a pattern of sounds and images into a progression
of thought— an applied linearity—even if one is not available on the surface.

To counteract the impulse to organize those images and sounds into the narrative that
may not be present, the filmmaker must challenge the impulse more deeply. She must
undermine the sense of time and space in the MTV-style film or video.

To understand how this is done, we must back up to some issues raised in Chapters 8, 9,
and 10. In the work of Kurosawa, we saw him visually play with the idea that the truth
was relative, that it was influenced by whoever was telling the story (Rashomon, 1950). In
Resnais’s work memory, the past and its intervention posed the question about time and
its continuum. If a character is gripped by events of the past, what does this mean for their
current conduct and perception (Hiroshima, Mon Amour, 1959)? Fellini went even further
to suggest not simply the past, but the character’s fantasy/fantasies about the past over-
shadowed the present (8 Y2, 1963). In the case of Antonioni, place and the environment
overwhelms character and perception. Place obliterates the time gestalt of thinking and
replaces it with the objective power of place. Will, an expression of character’s goals, is
replaced by will not, cannot; place replacing time in importance (L'Eclisse, 1962).

Peter Brook poses questions about reality through his exploration of performance, and
his understanding of history (Marat/Sade, 1967). Again, time and place are reconfigured.
They become relative and less important. Herzog and Wenders both challenge the notions
of personal history and objective reality (The Enigma of Kaspar Hauser, 1974; Paris, Texas,
1984).

Together these filmmakers and numerous others have challenged conventional notions of
time and place in their work. Their artistic advances in turn opened up options for those
working with the MTV style. Central to that style is the obliteration of a conventional
sense of time and place. Even though Tony Scott’s Top Gun has a location for the story
(the Southwest) and a time (the 1980s, the last phase of the Cold War), its actual dream
state— the marine pilot as invincible hero and lover—actually bears little resemblance to
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training, to the history of the 1980s; rather, it resembles a cartoon, or a piece of advertis-
ing. To succeed, Scott has to pay lip service to time and place but little more.

By focusing on the feeling state, by mixing dream and fear, by obliterating history, and
replacing it with a new mythology, Scott uses style to move us into a less narrative experi-
ence, a more sensation experience. And he succeeds because of the work of Fellini, Anto-
nioni, Kurosawa, and Brook in their challenges to our sense of time and place.

What we haven't focused on until now is the mechanical editing choices that help the film-
maker obliterate time and place. The first choice is to use many more close-ups than long
shots. This choice withdraws the context that, when present, lends credibility to the sequence.
The second choice is to emphasize foreground over background in the frame. Whether this
is done by using telephoto shots rather than side-angle shots or through the crowding of the
character into the front of the frame, which can, with a wide-angle shot, distort the character,
both choices yield the same result—withdrawal of visual context. Add the art direction—
lighting choices that move away from realism—the sepia of Top Gun, the gauzed images of
Flashdance, the hot reds alternating with the cool blues in Tony Scott’s Crimson Tide (1995)—
when combined with the oversize of the close-up and of the foreground image, all under-
mine context. Add the use (where possible) of the jump cut and the overuse of pace and we
have the mechanical editing repertoire of the obliteration of time and place.

The Self-Reflexive Dream State

To create a dream state is to imply that the viewer temporarily loses oneself in that state.
The self-reflexive dream state suggests that on another level, viewers watch or reflect upon
themselves dreaming, or to put it another way, to be simultaneously very involved and
not involved at all.

Turning back to the Monty Python films, as well as the Beatles films, there is in both
the acknowledgment by the characters that they are performing as well as participating.
Almost ironic in tone, these performances veer wildly from viewing the characters as inno-
cents and then as having enough mastery over the situation, that they step out of the role
and address us, the audience, directly.

Whether the technique is Brechtian or closer to Beckett, the device allows for a range of
genres—adventure to satire—that helps the MTV-style film transcend what could easily
become marginalized to pictures for the music. It reinforces an attitude in its audience—
the will to reconfigure their world via their dreams, all the while acknowledging, “Just
playing, folks!”

But the self-reflexivity plays another, more serious, role in the MTV style. Because self-
reflexivity acknowledges that it is a film being watched (as opposed to reality), this creates
a tolerance for ranging more widely. It pulls the film closer to theatre, where the suspen-
sion of belief is far higher than in film (which looks real). This freedom allows for shifts in
feeling, narrative, fantasy, and so on without needing to make those shifts plausible. It is,
after all, only a film that you are watching. “Go with it,” is the message to its audience, and
knowing that it is a media event (unlike a real dream), the audience is tolerant of those
shifts in tone, time, place, and so on that are undertaken.
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The Media Look at Themselves

Just as the character stands apart and comments on himself within the film, so too do
the media. The MTV style embraces a self-reflexivity of the particular form, film or video,
upon itself, its power, and its manipulative techniques. The MTV style also embraces a
referential base to comment upon as well as to include other media.

Top Gun deploys and celebrates the techniques of the TV commercial; the recent music
videos of Madonna reference the paintings of Frida Kahlo; and Michael Jackson’s music
video Thriller is a mix of West Side Story meets The Wiz (1978), which in turn is based on
The Wizard of Oz (1939). Flashdance is itself a long series of music videos.

One can imagine music videos referencing key journalistic events (an election, a revo-
lution), famous TV situation comedies, and various other media renderings of histori-
cal events: the deaths of Abraham Lincoln, John F. Kennedy, and Mahatma Gandhi, for
example, as well as media interpretations of serious social issues (AIDS, racism, spousal
abuse). The MTV style will mimic and comment upon the other media’s presentation of
such key events or issues.

By doing so, a reductive view can be confirmed and transcended. It says to its audience,
“Everything can be criticized and by using this style, even the critics can be criticized.” Rather
than providing the audience with the restorative power of the classic narrative, the MTV
style plays to paranoia and to narcissism. By criticizing the media itself, the MTV style criti-
cizes the power of the media and confirms in its audience the suspicion that there is no trust
out there and the last element of the society that is trustworthy are the media themselves.

Having looked at the elements of the MTV style, we're ready to turn our attention to a
detailed look at Oliver Stone, who represents the most artistic use of the style to date.

OLIVER STONE'S CAREER

After leaving the film program at New York University, Oliver Stone made his way as
a screenwriter. His credits include Midnight Express (1978), Scarface (1983), and Year of
the Dragon (1985). As a writer-director, Stone is responsible for Salvador (1986), Platoon
(1986), Wall Street (1987), Born on the Fourth of July (1989), JFK (1991), Natural Born Kill-
ers (1994), and Nixon (1995).

He has made at least three films about the Vietham War (including Heaven & Earth, 1993),
two films about American presidents, and at least two other films about the media and
violence (Salvador and Natural Born Killers). Aside from the seriousness of the subject mat-
ter and a good deal of narrative bravado, Stone has a very distinctive style—lots of camera
motion and pace. He has often been criticized for manipulating—whether it is in JFK or
Nixon, he is quite willing to use editing, juxtaposition, and pace to make whatever point
he wishes. Although powerfully fascinated by the forceful nature of the medium, Stone is
not beyond criticizing those forceful tools he himself uses. This is the source of the great
controversy in JFK. He uses simulated footage of real-life events, rephotographs them, and
then proceeds to declare that he is using those same tools to reveal “the truth.” In this
sense, he is the ideal self-reflexive filmmaker.
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But to be fair to Stone, he is also part of a tradition from Eisenstein to Peckinpah of direc-
tors who see editing as the real art of directing. In Natural Born Killers, Stone uses this self-
reflexivity to create a multilayered film experience. Using the MTV style, Stone creates an
explosive, creative commentary on family, violence, and the media in America.

Natural Born Killers

Natural Born Killers, from a story by Quentin Tarantino, tells the story of two mass mur-
derers, Mickey and Mallory Knox (Woody Harrelson and Juliette Lewis). The film begins
with a killing spree, then moves back to their meeting and their three-week sweep through
the Southwest. In those three weeks, they kill 52 people. They are captured, after being
snakebitten, while looking for snakebite serum in a drugstore. Their captor, Detective Jack
Scagnetti, seems as pathological as the two young killers. The story flashes forward a year
to the maximum-security prison where they are held.

It seems that a television journalist, Wayne Gale (Robert Downey, Jr.) has a television
show, American Maniacs, where he profiles serial killers. The public is quite fascinated by
Mickey and Mallory, and Wayne has fed the fascination. He proposes to Mickey and to the
warden (Tommy Lee Jones) that he, Wayne, interview Mickey live on Super Bowl Sunday.
Both parties are agreeable, but the warden wants Mickey and Mallory put away for good.
They have incited trouble in the prison; the other prisoners idealize them. He invites Jack
Scagnetti to take both out of prison and dispose of them right after the interview.

This doesn’t happen, because the interview is so inflammatory. Mickey celebrates that he
does what he does so well because he was born to it—he’s a natural-born killer. Upon
hearing this, the prison erupts, the convicts go on a rampage. In the confusion, Mickey
disarms a guard and begins to kill again. He takes hostages, including Wayne Gale, and
they free Mallory and kill Jack Scagnetti, while the majority of hostages are killed by police
fire. Using a guard and Wayne Gale as human shields, while Gales’s TV camera records it
all, Mickey and Mallory make good their escape. In the woods, on live TV, they kill Wayne
Gale, who they claim is worse than a killer, a parasite, and they go on, it seems, to live
happily ever after. Mallory speaks of it being time to have a family.

This narrative description can’t give more than an outline of Natural Born Killers. The film
is actually organized in a series of set-pieces—in the precredit introduction to Mickey and
Mallory in a roadside diner, they kill all but one of the customers. A television situation
comedy show follows. It introduces Mickey and Mallory, her abusive father, the impotent
mother, and the young brother. This show is complete with laugh track. The show is called
I Love Mallory. The next sequence introduces Australian-American reporter Wayne Gale
and his television show, American Maniacs. On the show, they do a dramatic reenactment
of two Mickey and Mallory killings. London, Tokyo—the media spreads the fame of these
killers around the world.

A set-piece of Mickey and Mallory in a motel room follows. They have a spat and he amuses
himself with a female hostage; she amuses herself with a gas station attendant. When he
recognizes her, she kills him. A sequence with an Indian who handles rattlesnakes fol-
lows. The Indian seems to be the first person Mickey respects. Accidentally, Mickey kills
the Indian.
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As the lovers run away, both are bitten by snakes. A set-piece in a drug mart follows. Both
are ill. In this sequence, the lovers are captured by the police. A year later in jail, Wayne
Gale requests an interview with Mickey. Mickey agrees. In this sequence, the hero worship
of Mickey and Mallory by young people is highlighted. The interview is the next set-piece.
Jack Scagnetti’s parallel encounter with Mallory is the next. The strong sexual current of
this sequence is juxtaposed with the romantic dimension of the first part of the live inter-
view with Mickey—the theme is that love can tame the demon.

The prison riot is the next set-piece, followed by Mickey’s escape. Shortly thereafter is a
final sequence in Mallory’s cell. The next sequence captures their escape from prison. In
the woods, the last taping of Wayne Gale’s show ends with his murder on camera. The title
sequence that follows is a merging of past and future images. They imply that Mickey and
Mallory survive and have a family.

Looking at the sequences in a general way, one notices how much each resembles a music
video. Music is the overall shaping device. The first sequence begins with Leonard Cohen’s
“Waiting for a Miracle.” The last sequence is shaped by Cohen’s “The Future.” Thirty songs
are used in between. Each sequence has within itself remarkable latitude to use images of
the characters, images of animals, and theatrical images of monsters, dragons, and head-
less bodies, presented in a highly stylized manner: black and white, natural color, filtered
color (usually blood red), TV images of the Menendez brothers and O. J. Simpson trials,
TV images from the 1950s, filmic images from The Wild Bunch (for example), and ani-
mated cartoon-like drawings. Add to this distortions from morphing, highlight shifting to
low light, and you have a range of images that runs the gamut from natural to unnatural.
Often these images are thrown together in the same sequence.

The capacity to reflect on the media itself is ever-present. Beyond the references to other
films, much is made in the film of the role of television in American life. The introduction
of Mickey and Mallory’s meeting is presented in the form of a situation comedy. Three of
their clashes with the law are presented in the form of a Saturday morning cartoon. And
the actuality television style of Wayne Gale's television show, American Maniacs, to sketch
their career and to demonstrate its power on the young as well as the convicts in prison, is
a frightening condemnation of the role of television in the promotion of violence.

Finally, each sequence uses black-and-white and color images intertwined to pose the ques-
tion: Which is imagined and which is real? The crossover doesn’t make the answer any
clearer. Sometimes the black-and-white images seem to be remembrances of Mickey’s child-
hood. At other times, they reference in a journalistic way the faces and feelings of the other
convicts in maximume-security prison. In terms of color, it starts with the unreal use of green
as a motif in the diner sequence that opens the film. The green is the key lime pie Mickey
eats, and it is the cartoon color of the diner. That green can alternate with black and white or
with blood red. In each case, the sharp shifts in color create a sense of stylization that affirms
this is a media event and manipulation you are watching. Enjoy! The black-and-white news-
reel interspliced goes with the confusion between reality and dream this film plays with.

These are the general elements of the MTV style in Natural Born Killers. More specifically,
we can look at any sequence and see how Oliver Stone pushes the feeling state over the
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narrative linearity of plot. In the opening sequence, for example, one is aware of the
extreme close-ups intercut with long shots. It is the dead eye of a deer in close-up cutting
to a distorted wideangle shot of the truck in front of the diner, complete with dead deer
on its roof. Mickey is eating his pie in color and remembering his past in black and white.
The camera studies him in close. The back of his head crowds the front of the camera. Mal-
lory, on the other hand, is presented in a long shot dancing alone initially to the music of
the jukebox. The camera undulates side to side, as unstable as she is. When she is joined
by one of the men from the truck, she is seductive and suggestive and soon lethal. Here,
Stone jump cuts her attack on the male, details it, and makes it more violent through the
use of the jump cuts.

The pace increases as the killing begins, only to be slowed down when Mickey throws a
knife at the man outside. The camera tracks the trajectory of the knife, emphasizing the
unreality of the killing. Only the man’s death brings back the sense of realism via sound.
The next death, the stylized death of the waitress, is presented in almost farcical terms. The
camera sways with the choosing of the last victim between the waitress and the last male.

When the choice is made, Mickey shoots her, but his bullet hits the pan she is holding. The
impact of the pan kills her. It seems a comic moment in its presentation. She is the fourth
victim of Mickey and Mallory in the diner. The movement of the camera, the extreme
close-ups, and the foreground crowding of character in the frame alternating with extreme
wide-angle shots of action and character in the background give the sequence a tension
that Stone uses to make the sequence function on a stylized as well as narrative level.
The color shifts increase the stylization. And the occasional images of nature—tarantulas,
rabbits—contextualize the events with the natural world. Whether Stone is implying the
similarities or differences becomes clearer later in the Indian sequence when he uses both
perspectives in nature and man’s behavior. Mickey also refers to the natural order of things
in his live interview with Wayne Gale.

This pattern of viewing each sequence as a music video unto itself, when put together on a
two-hour narrative frame, yields the sense that Stone has put together a narrative that is a
music video and that comments on the ethics of the music video. His style, as well as the
unappealing actions and goals of the main characters, gives us little choice but to consider
Natural Born Killers as Oliver Stone’s meditation on violence and the media in American
society.

Stone has always been a vigorous filmmaker interested in ideas, society, and history, but
nothing before has prepared us for the artfulness of the challenge he meets and transcends
in Natural Born Killers. As much as we don’t like to acknowledge it, Stone has created in
Natural Born Killers a meditation on what he does—manipulates—and he both celebrates
and condemns the power of the media. The MTV style, along with its qualities and its
goals, have never been used in so creative a way.



CHAPTER 14

The MTV Influence on Editing II

In the previous chapter, we explored the characteristics of the MTV style in editing. Whereas
linear narratives proceed by focusing a viewer’s identification with a main character, the
MTV approach proceeds using a less specific focus. Consequently, pace, subjectivity, and
the closeup are not used to build an identification with the main character. In the MTV
style, they are used to generate a less specific intensity. Pace and subjectivity in general are
not used to move us up a dramatic arc; instead, they are used to intensify in effect a set-
piece that may or may not contribute to a dramatic arc.

The MTV style is more clearly understood if the developmental narrative structure of the
linear narrative is set aside, and if instead the narrative is seen as a series of set-pieces that
each embodies a dramatic arc of their own. You might even consider the set-pieces to be
the equivalent of short films strung together by a loose-shaping device. The most impor-
tant point is that the editing implications of the MTV style shifts the focus from character
and the structure of the narrative as a whole to the set-piece itself. In a sense, the MTV style
subverts the linear experience and elevates the scene over a sequence, an act, or indeed the
whole film.

Within the scene itself, the MTV style focuses on feeling over the progress of the narrative.
In the previous chapter we looked at a single example, Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers
(1994). In this chapter, we expand this exploration to look at different narrative conven-
tions that have emerged from the influence of MTV style. In the case of Wong Kar-wai's In
the Mood for Love (2000), the filmmaker has taken a classic melodrama, a doomed love
story, and by adopting an MTV-style approach, he alters the specificity of the narrative to
become an existential meditation on yearning and loneliness. Similarly, Ang Lee’s MTV-
style editing of the fight sequences in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) transforms a
kung fu action film into a feminist melodrama about the clash of the “traditional” with
the “modern.” Very often, the MTV style self-reflexively uses the media itself as a character
in the narrative.

Juzo Itami in his film Tampopo (1985) uses this characteristic to both frame his narrative
and interrupt the main story line. By doing so, he uses the MTV style to interject his own
voice into the story line, thereby giving a layered, more complex experience to what is oth-
erwise a simple story. In the case of Life Is Beautiful (1997), Roberto Benigni uses his own
character in the narrative as the focus for the set-pieces that together propose a philosophy
at odds with the plot. Here the MTV style transgresses plot to yield a powerful but very
different interpretation of the narrative.
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In Chapter 39, Nonlinear Editing and Digital Technology II, we will look at the use of the
set-piece in the nonlinear film. In both Terrence Malick’s The Thin Red Line (1998) and
Paul Thomas Anderson’s Magnolia (1999), the filmmakers create powerful and intense set-
pieces. Although there are similarities between these two films and those discussed in this
chapter on the MTV editing approach to the set-piece, they also differ from the films dis-
cussed here in two areas. First, each of these two films uses a single character as opposed
to multiple characters as a vehicle for the narrative. Second, these MTV-influenced films
move to resolution, whereas the nonlinear film more often has an open ending.

To begin our deliberation of the influence of MTV style, we turn first to the D-Day set-piece
that occurs early in Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan (1998).

THE CASE OF SAVING PRIVATE RYAN

Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan is a traditional war film framed by a modern pro-
logue. The former Private Ryan, with his wife, children, and grandchildren, visit the Amer-
ican cemetery where so many who died on D-Day and in its immediate aftermath are
buried. He is there to visit the grave of Captain John Miller, who died on the rescue mis-
sion that saved Ryan’s life. The body of the narrative focuses on D-Day and the mission
to save Ryan, after the War Department receives word that his three brothers have all been
killed in action. Army Chief of Staff George Marshall issues the command: Save the one
remaining Ryan so that his mother will not have lost all four sons fighting for their coun-
try. Captain Miller and his men are given the tough assignment, and six of the eight will
die in carrying out the mission, including Miller himself. While he is dying, Captain Miller
exhorts Ryan to live a worthy life or, put another way, to “make my sacrifice worthwhile.”
In the epilogue, Ryan in deepest sorrow tells us he has lived up to Miller’s invocation.

This brief description can’t capture the powerful emotions created by the experience of the
film. Saving Private Ryan is a classic war film, and the goal for Miller, the main character, is
to try to survive. His conscious self-sacrifice to save Ryan elevates the premise of the narra-
tive to a meditation on the question of what is worth dying for, and the film implies that
there are issues and events in life that are worth dying for. Whether this notion is roman-
tic or realistic is not the point we're concerned with here. Our concern is how Spielberg
elevates the narrative beyond a conventional war story. An important if not vital contribu-
tor to this shift is the MTV style that Spielberg employs in the D-Day landing sequence.
This 24-minute sequence is the subject to which we now turn. The place is Omaha Beach,
Dog Green Sector.

The sequence proceeds under the following subheadings. Lengths (rounded off) are noted:

In the Landing Craft: 2 minutes

In the Water: 2 minutes

At the Edge of the Beach—What Do We Do: 2 minutes

Movement Off the Beach: 3 minutes

Up to the Perimeter (Barbed Wire): 3 minutes

Gather Weapons: 3 minutes

Advance on the Pillbox—Take Machine Gun Emplacement: 3 minutes

Nogapwhe#
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8. Take the Pillbox and the Surrounding Environment: 3 minutes
9. The Beach Is Taken—Stop Shooting: 3 minutes

Before we turn to the individual sequences, here are a number of general observations
that drive the overall sequence. The first observation is that although mastery of a sort is
achieved by the characters by the end of the sequence, the emphasis is on the casualties,
their extensive number, the pervasiveness of death on the beach, the chaos of trying to
survive on the beach, and the horror of how mutilating death can be when it occurs in
war. Second, Spielberg has adopted a cinéma vérité style involving handheld shots, a lot
of telephoto images where context is flattened to emphasize crowding, and the creation
of the effect that there is nowhere to hide from the steady machine gun and mortar fire.
Spielberg also uses close-ups to a far higher proportion than he usually does when pre-
senting an action sequence. Finally, as expected, pace plays a very important part in the
experience of the sequence as a whole.

Now we turn to the individual sequences.

1. In the Landing Craft
The emphasis in this sequence is on intensity. We begin in a close-up of Captain
Miller’s shaking hands as he takes some water from his canteen. Whether it is fear of
dying or just fear, the camera pulls back to other expressions of fear. A man vomits;
another kisses his crucifix. Miller and his sergeant bark short, clear orders. They are
in command and they have the experience few men on the landing craft have. Point-
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FIGURE 14.1
Saving Private Ryan (1998). Dreamworks/Photofest. © Dreamworks.
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of-view shots and close-ups build the intensity. As the landing craft opens its front
to allow the men to move onto the beach, those upfront are greeted with instant
death. They are cut down by enemy machine-gun fire. A cutaway to the German
pillbox atop the beach positions the killers” point of view. To save his men, Miller
orders them over the side, into the water. It's the only way to survive the enemy fire.
Pace, movement, and the telephoto cutaway together create the claustrophobia of im-
minent death in this sequence. The feeling is one of intensity and fear.

2. In the Water
Men are pushed or jump over the side. As they enter the water and sink under the sur-
face, the sounds of combat are lost and everything slows down. Men grapple to
shed the equipment that weighs them down. A rifle falls to the sea floor. Bullet tracers
reach their mark and kill two soldiers as they struggle with their gear. There is a ma-
cabre beauty to their deaths. Another soldier simply drowns. Survivors emerge from
the water and head for the beach. The sounds of combat return only to be muted
again as underwater shots of the footsteps of soldiers are intercut with the struggle
above water. Miller makes his way out of the water. He helps a soldier but to no
avail. The soldier catches a bullet in his chest and his struggle not to drown is over.
The feeling in this sequence is surprise—surprise that death can’t be evaded. There are
fewer close-ups and less pace used in this sequence.

3. At the Edge of the Beach
Here the pace and camera position change. The pace quickens and close-ups return.
The cutaway to the German pillbox position presents the source of the killing in a
dominant (foreground) position. The throughline for this sequence is the chaos on the
beach. Miller loses his hearing from a shrapnel hit close by. He looks about on the
beach. A soldier with a flamethrower blows up. Another soldier loses his arm. The
soldier searches out his arm and carries it looking for someone to help him. A landing
craft is on fire. The soldiers on it exit ablaze. Miller empties his helmet of blood. His
face is splattered with blood. The overall feeling of this sequence is beauty, stillness;
there shouldn’t be so much blood and death, but there is. But it's a stylized death,
almost abstract. The feeling in this sequence is surprise that death can’t be evaded
and, as a consequence, a feeling of helplessness, of victimization. Close-ups and less
pace are used in this sequence.

4. Movement Off the Beach
Now the sequences increase in length. Until now there have been modest narrative
goals in each of the sequences; in essence, they have been more about creating a
feeling than about narrative complexity. This sequence begins as a soldier in close-up
tries to speak to Miller. Miller’s hearing returns and his message is simple—get off this
beach or die. Here the camera sits low and the telephoto lens compresses and cramps
the men. The cutaway to the German machine gun creates a sense of proximity—they
can’t miss the Americans on the beach. The wounded scream. The shot of a gut-shot
soldier is lengthy, almost endlessly painful. Miller attempts to drag a wounded man
up to medical attention on the beach. By the time he reaches his goal, the wounded
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man is hit by shrapnel and all that is left is a body part. The feeling state is one of
overwhelming chaos, violent death, and growing helplessness. So far the landing is
an unmitigated disaster.

. Up to the Perimeter

If the earlier sequences were characterized by victimization, chaos, and death, this
next sequence begins specifically to move the audience away from the sense of vic-
timization and helplessness that has prevailed until now. The focus is on Captain
Miller and on movement. Handheld movement from Miller’s point of view, complete
with his breathlessness, creates the feeling level of this sequence. Miller reaches the
barbed wire at the hill embankment where he attempts to assess the situation. He
establishes radio contact with Command and lets them know that Dog One of Dog
Green Sector is not open. His men—those who have survived—are pinned down. He
takes a count of those alive and at the embankment. Sergeant Horvath confirms the
situation. There is enormous frustration—the radio man is killed. Medics attending
to the wounded on the beach are frustrated and angry as the wounded are killed
where they lie as the medics try to stabilize them. This sequence is a transitional
sequence; it is the first where there is a feeling of power rather than powerlessness,
which is emphasized by the handheld movement up to the embankment. On the
other hand, the slaughter of Americans continues.

. Gather Weapons

The call to action in this scene is marked by quick cuts. The call creates a dynamic
sense. Bangalore explosives are rushed to the scene. They are maneuvered into posi-
tion; again, the handheld shot yields a powerful sense of assertion. The explosives are
effectively detonated, creating a path to move up toward the pillbox. Meanwhile, men
continue to die. A young soldier takes a bullet in his helmet. Shocked and grateful to be
alive, he removes the helmet to admire where the bullet hit. He is shot in the head and
dies. Nevertheless there is a dynamic sense in this sequence, a feeling that there have
been survivors in Miller's company and that they are beginning to take action against
the German enemy. The prevailing feeling of the sequence is dynamic and forceful. The
feeling of victimization lessens.

. Advance on the Pillbox

The throughline in this sequence is attack. In a strategic assessment of the situ-
ation, Miller organizes his men and coordinates the attack. In this sequence, his
men successfully take the machine gun emplacement to the right of the pillbox. The
individual members of Miller's company (later patrol members) are also character-
ized in this sequence. Jackson the sharpshooter is a religious man; he kisses his
crucifix prior to moving up. Fish the Jew provides the captain with gum so that
he can create a makeshift periscope using a piece of glass gummed to his bayonet.
The action in this sequence is highly fragmented. Spielberg uses many close-ups to
identify the individual soldiers and to create the elements that will underscore the
attack, particularly the view of the pillbox through the makeshift periscope. Quick
images of the pillbox itself suggest its daunting quality from the point of view of

179




CHAPTER 14: The MTYV Influence on Editing II

these soldiers. Miller is also characterized as experienced and professional in this
work. The feeling state in this sequence is mastery. Miller, his sergeant, and those
he’s working with closely, at least, are professional soldiers. There is a feeling of hope
for the first time within the larger 24-minute sequence.

8. Take the Pillbox and the Surrounding Environment
The sense of action escalates. The members of Miller’s company advance their attack on
the pillbox. Sharpshooter Jackson eliminates a number of the machine-gunners. He
also fires a grenade at the bunker. Closer to the pillbox, grenades are thrown into it.
As soldiers exit, they are shot. A torch-thrower advances and burns out the bunker.
Burning German soldiers fall from the front of the bunker that had been the platform
for firing down on the Americans. As we move through this sequence, the number of
telephoto shots that compress context begin to give way to more long shots with visual
context. We no longer have the sense that the camera is crowding us. That greater
sense of freedom begins to imply that the chaos and killing that have marked the se-
quences so far is coming to an end.

9. The Beach Is Taken
Although sporadic shooting continues, this sequence focuses on the men who
have survived. Again in close-up, Captain Miller's hands shake as he opens his can-
teen and drinks from it. Sergeant Horvath packs earth into a tin container marked
France. He puts it into his knapsack where we see similar cans marked Italy and Africa.
Private Fish simply cries, finally allowing his fear to emerge. The beach, littered with
the dead, now becomes the focus of the sequence. There are so many. A long
crane shot moves slowly in on one body whose knapsack reads his name, S.
Ryan. This sequence is marked by lingering close-ups. The pace is very deliber-
ate, even slow, to bring us to the end of Spielberg’'s 24-minute minifilm about
the D-Day landing.

To sum up, the 24-minute sequence uses the MTV style to create a feeling: what it
was like to be on Omaha Beach as an American combatant. The experience is quite
unlike any created by a previous war film. This is due to the power of the MTV style.

THE CASE OF ANG LEE’'S CROUCHING TIGER, HIDDEN
DRAGON

The set-piece as a challenge for filmmakers is as old as Griffith’s Intolerance (1916).
The setpiece has ranged from sensational to more purposeful intentions. The attack
on the train in Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia (1962) is spectacle attuned to mythmaking.
The cornfield sequence in Hitchcock’s North by Northwest (1959), on the other hand,
is almost academic in its confident approach to the chase. Ranging in between we have
the final shootout in Peckinpah'’s The Wild Bunch (1969) and the car chase in Friedkin's
The French Connection (1971). Filmmakers have even begun to parody those set-pieces.
Witness the Spaghetti Westerns of Sergio Leone and the homages of Brian de Palma.
The kung fu films of Hong Kong have used such set-pieces to make superheroes of their
main characters.
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Ang Lee has overtly made a kung fu film in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000), but his
primary intent is not to create superheroes. He is far more ambitious in his intentions for
the set-piece. To explore those intentions, we now turn to Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.

Ostensibly the plot revolves around the theft of a famous sword called Green Destiny. Its
owner, the great warrior Li Mu Bai, has grown weary of battle; as if in a mood of existential
doubt, he decides to give the sword to Sir Te, a trustworthy custodian. He asks Shu Lein, a
woman he has long admired, to take the sword to Sir Te. Although Li Mu Bai was trained
at Wudan Mountain, a center known for creating the greatest fighters, Shu Lein is also a
very capable warrior. From their conversation, we understand that only one who is wor-
thy of carrying it can possess the Green Destiny sword. Two more narrative notations are
made in this sequence—that Shu Lein and Li Mu Bai yearn to be together, but something
holds them back. The second point is that Li Mu Bai has one adversary, Jade Fox, a woman
who killed his master.

The sword is delivered to Peking, and its custodian shows it to Governor Yu, but in short
order the sword is stolen. Shu Lein suspects the thief is the Governor’s daughter Jen. Jen,
who is much younger and very willful, indeed is the thief, but much to our surprise her
housekeeper is Jade Fox. Jen is unhappily scheduled to marry, in a politically opportune
marriage. She is disinterested, as we discover, because she loves the bandit Lo, known as
Dark Cloud. In a flashback into the past, Dark Cloud stole Jen’s comb, and she pursued
him into his home territory. There on the desert steppes of China they fought and fell
in love.

The story line then follows the Green Destiny sword. First it is recovered by Li Mu Bai,
who attempts to encourage Jen to become his student. (He admires her skills.) Jen in
turn steals the sword again after Dark Cloud breaks up her wedding party. She runs off
but soon encounters Shu Lein and then Li Mu Bai. She is captured by Jade Fox, drugged,
and has to be rescued by Li Mu Bai. There Jade Fox is finally killed, but not before she has
poisoned Li Mu Bai with a poison dart. Jen attempts to make the antidote for the poison
but returns too late. Shu Lein sends her to her love, Dark Cloud, who waits for her on
Wudan Mountain. The young lovers are reunited, and Jen, asking Lo to make a wish, leaps
into the air, to descend to the desert where they can once again be alone and together. The
older would-be lovers, Li Mu Bai and Shu Lein, have earlier sworn loyalty and love to one
another and express the wish to be reunited together in heaven.

Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, ostensibly an action-adventure film, is actually also a melo-
drama about two capable women, Shu Lein and Jen. They struggle with traditional values
and modern values, the society and the individual. Jen represents modern values, and she
alone achieves a union with her lover Lo (Dark Cloud). Shu Lein, on the other hand, repre-
sents the forces of tradition; because, years before, her fiance” died before they married, she
could not accept Li Mu Bai’s attentions, nor could he offer them as he wished. Both were
bound by tradition, and consequently their love was always platonic rather than physically
manifest. Together, these two women represent the deep struggle for so many women in
the world today: Should I make my own way above all, or should the family and tradition
take precedence? This is the context for the set-pieces in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.
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The Set-Pieces

The set-pieces are approached with the MTV style. They are, in effect, self-contained,
standalone experiences. They may or may not add to the progress of the narrative. They
may or may not help the narrative build. It's my contention that the set-pieces in Crouch-
ing Tiger,Hidden Dragon bend the narration away from the traditional exciting impact of
a superhero saving society from a supervillain. To understand where Ang Lee takes us
instead, we need to begin by examining the set-pieces in a more general manner. First,
of the six set-pieces in Crouching Tiger, a woman participates in each of them. In two
of the six, the combatants are both women. A second observation is that a clear death
occurs in only one of the set-pieces. This is important because kung fu set-pieces are
conventionally marked by multiple deaths in every set-piece. A third observation is that
three of the set-pieces take place at night, and of the three that take place in daylight,
the environment is unusual and open: one of these takes place in the desert, the other
up in the trees.

A final observation is that at least three of the participants—Li Mu Bai, Shu Lein, and Jen—
are trained in Wudan; they can move up buildings, fly, and stop, by hand, a poison dart
so small it's barely visible to the human eye. Their skills, in other words, go far beyond
weaponry and introduce a kinesis not generally associated with skilled warriors. Whether
this is supernatural or mind over body, it allows a woman to be strong beyond the weight
and muscle of her male opponent, and it also narrows the field of worthy opposition.
Only the best, only the most worthy, can fight as these three can.

If the set-pieces are not about primacy through killing, then, what are they about? If  had to
articulate the purpose of the set-pieces in Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, 1 would say they
have much to do with the four characters who dominate the narrative: the two main char-
acters, Shu Lein and Jen, and their two love choices, Li Mu Bai and Lo. All four are skilled in
matters of war, whether from the point of view of self-defense or of attack. But Li Mu Bai in
particular is looking for much more. In his restless search, he has chosen to understand and
experience the meaning of life first through the sword and later to move beyond the sword.
If Li Mu Bai looks for meaning in the sword, Lo sees the sword or combat as a means to an
end—to get what you want, whether it is material gain or social status, and be associated
with freedom, ferocity, and banditry. Jen seems to want to prove that she is as good as any
man. And Shu Lein seems to accept the responsibility and limits of combat—she seems to
be the most mature in her articulation of what combat can and does mean.

Each of these characters exhibits skill beyond the ordinary. Their identity issues, confu-
sions, and aspirations imbue the set-pieces with an emotion that the fighting in and of
itself cannot yield. The dignity each deports in the fight implies grace, and it is this sense
of grace that resonates from the majority of set-pieces. Only the fight at the inn between
Jen and a multitude of men does not display such grace; it's the only set-piece that is
almost comical in a slight woman’s primacy over many large, heavily armed men.

Thus, graceisAnglLee’sgoal intheremainingset-pieces. In a practical sense, thatsense of grace
is achieved through a series of visual strategies. The range of shots moves between medium
shots and extreme long shots. Movement is a distinct feature of the shots— movement
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of the camera as well as movement within the frame. Cutting on movement makes the
movement seem more dynamic. Rather than focusing on the immediate danger, Lee is
anxious to see the mechanics of the fight-thrust and counterthrust. More distance allows
that skill to be in the foreground, as opposed to an anxiety as to who will survive. Over-
all there is a formal quality to the set-pieces—a quality that makes them ethereal, as if
we were watching the combat of two gods rather than a thief and a protector of private
property. To get a more detailed sense of this, I turn to the first set-piece in the film—the
robbery of the Green Destiny sword.

The First Set-Piece

This set-piece, detailing the robbery of the Green Destiny sword and the consequent escape
of its thief, is six minutes long. The theft itself is quick, and the thief quickly overcomes
the guard. Once the thief escapes, Shu Lein is alerted and she becomes the primary pur-
suer. The guard at Sir Te’s house also continues the pursuit and is puzzled by the fact that
he is led to the house of Governor Yu. The thief will eventually get away when Jade Fox
fires a poison dart at Shu Lein. Although she catches the dart, the shift of focus allows the
thief to evade capture or harm. Additionally, although we have not been shown the iden-
tity of the thief, we note that the thief is slight, and that Jen was shown the Green Destiny
sword, as was her father. We also note that Jen's governess is dismissive of people like Shu
Lein, although this is not the case for Jen. Consequently, we believe the thief to be Jen. The
only surprise is the level of her skill, which is considerable.

The major portion of the set-piece is Shu Lein’s pursuit of the thief. They seem equally
skilled and inventive in the combat. They also alone have the capacity to climb buildings
and to leap or fly in pursuit. The height of the buildings, or their number, don’t seem to be
a barrier. Both master space in a fashion unavailable to any of the other pursuers. In this
sense, until Jade Fox tries to kill Shu Lein, they are in effect alone. Hands, feet, movement,
and artifacts all become weapons in the combat. Jen even uses her whole body against
Shu Lein.

The feeling that the set-piece creates is that these two women are special warriors; they
have a knowledge and skill available to few. Shu Lein also does not kill. She only wants
the return of the stolen sword. This implies her values. She doesn’t exploit her powers to
show her power. She uses her power in service of something worthwhile: the retrieval of
the sword. Jen, on the other hand, is less mature. She wants to get away with the theft.
Because the subtext of the story is teaching Jen higher values that are in accord with her
talent, this exchange with Shu Lein will be her first lesson.

Whereas the narrative has proceeded in a kind of stillness and serenity until now, the tone
shifts in the set-piece. First, the theft is exciting. Camera movement and cutting on move-
ment makes the scene dynamic. The flight, particularly of Shu Lein pursuing Jen across
rooftops and up the sides of buildings, is utterly graceful. The values of power or violence
are nowhere to be seen in the set-piece. The camera moves a good deal; it is often close to
the action or, when an extreme long shot is used, the action moves away from the camera
position. Again, there is a formal beauty to what we are watching. Once the fighting gets
in close, Lee resorts to medium close-ups rather than extreme close-ups. This is not a fight
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to the death, as in the combat between El Cid and his would-be father-in-law, the King’s
Champion, in Anthony Mann’s El Cid (1961), a scene in which extreme close-ups were
integral. Movement, pattern, move, and countermove are more important in Lee’s combat
than the exercise of power. What more powerful notion can he apply to these two women?
Who will be his two main characters? The fight scene is not about primacy; it's about char-
acter. This is the subtext to this set-piece as well as to the final one—between Jen and Shu
Lein and then Jen and Li Mu Bai.

The six minutes of this set-piece create the feeling that will become the real theme of
Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. In a world of violence, deceit, and power, grace and
inner beauty are offsetting critical values that must prevail, as they certainly do in this
narrative.

THE CASE OF IN THE MOOD FORLOVE

Wong Kar-wai’s In the Mood for Love is ostensibly a very simple love story set in 1962 Hong
Kong. Overcrowding leads two young couples to rent rooms with other families. The man,
Chow Mo Wan, works in a newspaper office. The woman, Su Li Zhen, works as a secre-
tary for the head of a business. We never see his wife or her husband, but eventually we
understand that his wife and her husband have been carrying on an affair. The marriages
dissolve, and Chow Mo Wan and Su Li Zhen begin their own affair. The body of the film
follows the course of their relationship. The relationship ends when he goes to Singapore.
A few years later, he returns and revisits the apartment where she used to live. He discov-
ers that she had a son, and it is implied that the son is his. The film ends with his trip to
Cambodia, where he deposits a note in a prayer box.

What is important to say about this film is that Wong Kar-wai is an unusual filmmaker
who prefers to work in the experimental narrative form. Like Tom Tykwer in Run Lola Run
(1998) and Peter Greenaway in The Draughtsman’s Contract (1982), style is more impor-
tant than the actual content. The struggle between style and content creates a powerful
forum for the voice of the director. The experimental narrative is thus very much about
voice. So what is it that Wong Kar-wai wants to say in this simple romantic melodrama?
Before we examine how the MTV style helps create his voice, a number of observations
need to be put forward.

The first observation is that a story of a romantic relationship between a man and a woman
conventionally has a particular progression. They meet, he or she pursues the other, they
reach a hurdle, somehow that hurdle is overcome, another crisis develops, and finally the
relationship is or is not a success. The story is structured with a beginning, middle, and
end, and it is approached through character. Status, background, shared goals, and other
elements all factor in to the success or failure of the romance, with all versions of Romeo
and Juliet at the tragic end of the spectrum, and Nora Ephron’s Sleepless in Seattle (1993)
at the successful end of the spectrum. Wong Kar-wai’s narrative follows the expected pro-
gression, but he constructs his key scenes out of minute details without actually showing
the expected scenes. Consequently, the relationship is alluded to in its progression rather
than treated conventionally.
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A second observation is that the place, Hong Kongin 1962, is implied rather than actually
seen. No cinéma vérité here. Hong Kong is represented by a dark street, a crowded hall-
way, a restaurant table, and two workstations. There is no sense of crowding beyond the
fact that the two couples are renting rooms in the apartments of others. The time, 1962, is
implied through the cut of clothing, the hairstyles, and the look of a clock or a restaurant.
Time and place are implied rather than pronounced, as was the case with the narrative
progression.

A third is that the visual focus is on Chow Mo Wan and Su Li Zhen. His wife and her
husband are never seen, and aside from his landlady, his colleague at work, and her boss,
there are few other characters on view. This is a Hong Kong that is implied without its
mass of people. Perhaps Wong Kar-wai means for it to be a dreamt Hong Kong.

This idea brings us to the director’s intention. The narrative is austere, the dialog is austere,
and the pace and camera movement are an austere equivalent. But the color, the lingering
close-ups of the two characters, and the stylized movements are not austere; they are rich
and create the mood appropriate for passion. So too is the music. Wong Kar-wai, through
the dissonance between style and content, is trying to create the mood of a doomed love
story. Whether he is trying to say that loneliness is the human condition or whether his
Hong Kong is a unique barrier to “being together” is for you to decide. What can be said
is that Wong Kar-wai employs MTV style to show how passion can only be sustained for a
short time in a relationship.

The MTYV Style of In the Mood for Love

Wong Kar-wai uses two pieces of music a number of times in In the Mood for Love. One is a
Spanish number sung by Nat King Cole, the other a romantic lament without lyrics. These
pieces of music provide the shape for the set-pieces. Within the set-piece, the music creates
an aura of tremendous anticipation and romanticism. Visually, Wong Kar-wai presents
movement.

Chow Mo Wan smokes a cigarette under a street light. The smoke focuses our attention
on his sense of anticipation. Su Li Zhen walks by. The visuals focus on the rhythm of her
movement. It's as if she glides. She is swinging a pot of soup, and it too has a rhythm that
Wong Kar-wai notes. His stillness, the movement of the smoke, her movement, the soup
pot—all project an erotic possibility of their meeting. The movement is slowed down, the
smoke is slowed down, and both together with the music build a sense of anticipation.
What the sequence leaves us with is a mood, a feeling of desire, of his desire for her.

Wong Kar-wai puts forward similar sequences as Chow Mo Wan and Su Li Zhen joust early in
theirrelationship, then bicker later in the relationship, as one feels disappointed in the other.
All thewhile, Wong Kar-wai shows us duplicity in other male-female relationships. Neverthe-
less, the prevailing focus is the moods that mark the phases of the main characters’ relation-
ship. The short movements, the extreme close-ups, and the clarity of composition,together
with the romantic lighting, all support the overall romantic feeling—the longing—
that pervades the set-pieces. This longing in turn becomes the overall feeling accentuated
by the dominance of style over content in In the Mood for Love.
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THE CASE OF LIFE IS BEAUTIFUL

Roberto Benigni’s Life Is Beautiful (1997) is unusual in that its set-pieces are concept-
driven and their pace has almost no role in their effectiveness. They are, nevertheless, an
example of the MTV style. Rather than looking to the historical examples mentioned ear-
lier in this chapter, it's more meaningful to look at Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936)
and Woody Allen'’s Sleeper (1973).

Like those comedies, which were built up around the persona of the actor-director, Life
Is Beautiful is a fable of which the moral is that love can sustain us through terrible life
experiences. Guido Orefice is a young man who comes to the city of Arezzo to follow his
dream: to set up a bookstore. But the time is 1939 and Guido, as we discover 40 minutes
into the story, is a Jew. The narrative is organized in two distinct sections. The first half
is 1939 Arezzo, and the focus is Guido’s pursuit of his dreams, particularly to catch his
princess, Dora. He achieves his goal, snatching Dora from the arms of a local bureaucrat
on the very evening of her engagement party. This part of the narrative focuses on the
barriers to Guido’s dreams: He needs a permit to open a bookstore—a permit that has to
be signed by the very same bureaucrat who is to marry Dora; he is a Jew, an already perse-
cuted minority; he takes work of low status when he becomes a waiter. Nevertheless, his
persistence and his inventiveness win over his princess, who is not Jewish.

The second half of the film takes place in 1944. He is now married to Dora, and they have
a young son, Joshua. He also has a bookstore, albeit not commercially successful. But he
does have a wonderful, playful relationship with his son. In short order, he and his son
are picked up and shipped off to a concentration camp in northern Italy. Dora chooses to
go as well. At the camp the issue is survival, as the old and the young are quickly gassed
and their bodies burned. Guido makes up a game to help his son: If you earn 1000 points,
you will win a real tank. But to do so Joshua must listen, pretend he doesn’t want snacks
with jam, and generally follow his father’s enthusiastic lead. Guido also finds various ways
to communicate with the women's barracks that he and Joshua are alive. In this sense, he
keeps both his wife and his son alive. The game continues to the last night in the concen-
tration camp, when the Germans kill all the prisoners they can before they abandon the
camp due to the arrival of the Americans. Guido dies, but not before he has saved his son.
Even at this last stage, he has made a game of survival.

Before we look at the three set-pieces composing the body of the narrative, let me make a
few points. First, the tone, as one would expect in a fable, is not realistic. It is formal and
rather fantastic, as one finds in hyperdramas! such as Volker Schléndorff's The Tin Drum
(1979) and Robert Zemeckis’s Forrest Gump (1994).

Second, the concept that shapes the set-pieces arises out of the fable’s moral. The narrative
as a whole, as well as the set-pieces, follows the same progression: a character is hopeful,
even enthusiastic; a misfortune befalls him and then, arising out of the misfortune, he
finds good fortune. In other words, goodness and love prevail in spite of personal loss of
economic status, freedom, and even life itself. It’s as if the Holocaust itself cannot dim the
will of a father that his child be a child, that games, playfulness, and creativity can actually
crowd out deprivation, pain, loss, and tragedy. To understand how Benigni conveys the
moral, we turn to three set-pieces in different phases of the narrative.
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The Set-Pieces in Life Is Beautiful

The first set-piece we examine occurs in the early part of the film. Guido has come to the
city office, where he will apply for a permit to establish a bookstore. He has only recently
arrived in the city. The first phase of the set-piece is Guido’s enthusiasm to get on with his
dream. He is told that it’s lunchtime and the person who needs to sign will now go for
lunch. When he complains, he is told that the next person who can sign will arrive in one
hour. Guido quickly gets into an argument with the bureaucrat, who now leaves. Upset,
Guido looks out the window, accidentally pushing a flowerpot off the window ledge. The
pot shatters on the head of the bureaucrat.

Guido rushes out to apologize. He places his hat, which has raw eggs in it, on an adjacent
car. The bureaucrat tells Guido he will never get the needed signature, mistakenly picks up
the hat with the eggs, and puts it on his head. The eggs crack and the bureaucrat, humili-
ated again, is infuriated. He begins to pursue Guido, who borrows a bicycle. As he flees he
crashes into the woman of his dreams, Dora, whom he refers to as princess. This is their
second accidental meeting. The misfortune of losing the chance to apply for the book-
store and of being pursued by an angry bureaucrat turns into the good fortune of finding
Dora again. Throughout the set-piece, Guido has maintained a high level of energy, first
as enthusiasm, then as indignation, and finally as passion. The feeling created by the set-
piece is that his career will persevere in spite of setbacks.

The next set-piece I will refer to as the Engagement Party. The set-piece occurs in the res-
taurant where Guido works as a waiter. Tonight the bureaucrat will announce his engage-
ment to the reluctant Dora. She is clearly being prompted by her mother to be enthusiastic
about this relationship.

The set-piece begins with the reluctant Dora hiding in her dress under her bedcovers, and
ends with her riding off on a horse with Guido. The scene is filled with signs of misfor-
tune for Guido: his uncle’s white horse has been painted green to designate it as a Jewish
horse; a stuffed ostrich sits atop the celebratory “Ethiopian” engagement cake (a reference
to Italy’s territorial ambitions); and a live poodle ends up decorating Guido's serving tray.
The scene has a serious intention, but absurdity abounds. Finally, to get away from the
absurdity, Dora sees Guido hiding under her table and decides to join him in order to
declare her love. He is clearly her type of man. He takes her home and, within the same
shot, five years have passed. We understand that time has passed because a child emerges
from the door that Guido and Dora just entered. The feeling created in this set-piece is
that society is becoming absurd and that Guido’s imaginative nonconformity seems sane
in comparison.

The third set-piece takes place late in the film. I will call it A Good Lunch in the Concen-
tration Camp. Guido now works as a waiter in the mess hall. A German doctor he knew
in Arezzo is now the camp doctor. That day, a group of officer’s children are brought to
the camp. They play on the grounds and Guido encourages Joshua to play as well. When
the children are called to lunch, a matron mistakes Joshua for a German child. Guido
tells him to be silent, for any speech would give away that he is Italian. And so Joshua
goes to lunch where his father will be one of the waiters, but he is playing the “be quiet
game,” according to his father. As he is offered food and being polite, he says “grazie” to
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the German waiter. The waiter rushes for the matron—an Italian boy is among the Aryan
youngsters. Guido hastily organizes a game among the German children. By the time the
matron and waiter appear, all the children are saying “grazie.” Playing a children’s game
has saved Joshua. Satiated with food, the boy goes to sleep at the table. Guido then puts
Offenbach on the gramophone and points it out of the windows.

His wife hears and goes to the window. Guido is saving her as well, in this case by keeping
her spirits up—he and their son are alive, and seemingly well. Once again Guido’s attitude
and his active imagination have saved his family. The feeling in this set-piece is that play,
in essence, children’s games, are curative.

None of these set-pieces are fast-paced; in fact, each is very deliberate, even slow. But each
has a concept at its core, and each confirms the moral of the fable—that love can help you
overcome any adversity.

THE CASE OF TAMPOPO

The MTV style was used to create a chaotic context for the main character in Saving Private
Ryan. The result is to pose the question—how will he survive?—rather than the traditional
question about the main character in a war film—uwill he survive? In Crouching Tiger, Hid-
den Dragon, the MTV style realigns our expectations of the kung fu adventure film. And in
Life Is Beautiful, the MTV style reiterates the central theme of the narrative. In each case,
the MTV style has had a relation to the narrative, either deepening or altering that narra-
tive. The MTV style is deployed for an altogether different purpose in Juzo Itami’s Tampopo
(1985). In Tampopo, the MTV style is altogether distinct from the narrative. What it does
add is the powerful statement of mood: a mood that acts against the narrative content.
The ironic tone created is the vehicle for Itami’s voice.

The main narrative follows how a stranger helps a young widow transform her ordinary
noodle shop into the “best noodle shop in Tokyo.” This seems like a modest enough tale,
but Itami approaches the story by borrowing heavily from Kurosawa and his epic “West-
ern” Seven Samurai (1954), which was later remade by John Sturges as The Magnificent
Seven (1960).

This epic treatment means that the mentor character, here called Goro, has to assemble
a group that can help Tampopo “save” her shop. They include an impudent young man,
a “fallen” older doctor, a rich man’s valet, and a rough and tumble builder. Tampopo’s
young son is also a member of these unlikely helpers. Goro, by the way, always appears in
the film wearing a cowboy hat. The opposition to Tampopo is composed of other noodle
shop owners, and, appropriately, each acts as if he were a cattle baron whose wealth is
under threat from the suspicious Goro and the modest Tampopo. Soup preparation, noo-
dle composition, pork fat—each is treated like the weaponry in a Western.

The tone Itami uses is ironic and filled with allusion to the Western genre. Occasion-
ally Itami will also reference the gangster film. Itami effectively establishes the tone by
framing the narrative, first as a film and then as a pulp novel. In the opening, a gangster,
dressed like a dandy, enters a cinema with his retinue. He sets up in the first row, complete
with champagne. He acknowledges that a film will be seen, then he issues a warning to a
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viewer: No loud eating during the film; it’s rude and will lead to the viewer’s violent end
at the gangster’s hand. Then he allows the film to proceed. In the next scene, a young man
is instructed on how to eat good noodle soup. This extended introduction to soup is then
acknowledged as the visualization of a book being read by a truck driver. The truck drivers
are hungry and decide to stop at a noodle shop. One of them is Goro, and what follows is
his introduction to Tampopo. Later in the narrative, whenever Itami feels the need (there
is no logic to these set-pieces), he wanders away from the narrative into an MTV set-piece.
Each set-piece has something to do with eating. A number of set-pieces have to do with
the gangster from the opening. Others simply stand alone.

Before we proceed to look at two of these set-pieces, here is a summary of their context:

1. A narrative that is essentially a melodrama is treated as a Western.

2. The Itami voice is highlighted by a sense of irony about Japanese social conventions
as well as filmic narrative conventions.

3. Food—its importance and its elevation to a status beyond simple eating—unites the narrative as
well as the set-pieces.

4. The tone is extreme, running from playful to absurd; to put it another way, the tone is widely
variable.

The Set-Pieces in Tampopo

The first set-piece, which occurs in the first third of the film, focuses on dining. A group of
Japanese businessmen eats in the exclusive dining room of a high-class hotel. The cuisine
is French. The group is principally elderly with the exception of one young man. As the
waiter requests everyone’s order one of the elderly gentlemen places his—a simple fish
dish, beer and soup, and no salad. As the waiter moves around the table, others replicate
the order of the “leader” of the group. As the waiter comes to the young man clearly the
pressure is on—conform. But he doesn’t. He recognizes the menu as a replication of the
number one restaurant in Paris. He then proceeds to order snails and a special cham-
pagne, much to the consternation of his colleagues. Clearly, he is an individual among
corporate conformists.

The scene shifts to another dining room in the hotel. A “group leader” is teaching young
Japanese women the etiquette of eating spaghetti. The procedure is formal, slow, and silent.

The young women are very attentive. Close by, an American is served spaghetti. He pro-
ceeds to eat it vigorously and messily. The young women are taken with his zeal, and they
proceed to noisily eat their spaghetti. Finally the group leader succumbs. She too begins
to eat her spaghetti noisily.

This set-piece is all about conformity among the upper class. What Itami is saying is “enjoy
yourself—conventions be damned.” What is important is to be yourself and to enjoy your-
self. The set-piece is ironic and humorous. It’s difficult to remember, but as he reminds us:
it's only lunch.

The second set-piece takes place early in the second half of the film. All efforts to learn
the secret of making exceptional broth for the noodle soup have failed, and so Goro takes



CHAPTER 14: The MTYV Influence on Editing II

Tampopo to see “the doctor.” He is an old man and a homeless person, living among
other vagrants—in effect a community of the homeless. The “doctor” left his practice and
family for this new life. Goro enlists the doctor in Tampopo’s cause. As Tampopo’s son is
hungry, one of the doctor’s colleagues, a “chef,” takes the boy to the local hotel. There he
breaks into the kitchen and proceeds to make him a rice omelet. The cooking is precise,
and the effort yields perfection. They steal away as the hotel security guard inspects the
kitchen where a light suggests mischief. They get away and the boy has a great meal.

The notion that a cooking genius resides in a group of homeless people offers the oppo-
site end of the social spectrum from the first set-piece. Indeed, the sense of togetherness,
respect, and aesthetic cooking sensibility all suggest the opposite of the earlier scene, in
which conformity and class were the order in approaching the what and how of eating.

Again, irony abounds in this set-piece, but what is also critical at its core is the sense of
an aesthetic about food, its creation, and its consumption. As in the first set-piece, there
is considerable surprise here—surprise at individual behavior and surprise about indi-
vidual values. Finally, as in the first set-piece, there is enormous humor. The creation of
an omelet is treated with a reverence deserving of the creation of something far greater. Or
perhaps Itami is saying that it all stops here, at the eye, the mouth, and the stomach. In
the end, we are what we eat and how we eat it. The feeling state Itami is working with is to
elevate originality in all its aspects.

CONCLUSION

Whether the purpose of the set-piece is to highlight the voice of the author, as in the
case of Itami, or to subvert the genre expectation, as in Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden
Dragon, the MTV set-piece is a powerful tool in the filmmaker’s tool box. Its use often
alters conventional narrative. Used strategically, that alteration can add meaning to the
narrative, as in Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan, or it can tilt our experience toward feeling
and mood rather than narrative, as in Wong Kar-wai's In the Mood for Love. In either case,
the MTV style has a powerful impact.

NOTE/REFERENCE

1. See discussion of hyperdrama in K. Dancyger. The Centrality of Metagenre in Global Scriptwriting, Focal
Press, Boston, 2001, pp. 197-208. Hyperdrama is a genre structured as a moral fable for adults. It is plot-
driven, varying in tone, and usually far from realism. It is characterized by the distinctive voice of its author.
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Changes in Pace

Pace has been a critical editing tool since D. W. Griffith perfected the chase sequence.
Although an existing dramatic climax was Griffith’s goal, the purpose of pace has proved
far more diverse over time. The context of this diversity begins with Sergei Eisenstein. Ger-
man expressionists such as E W. Murnau moved the camera to avoid editing; Eisenstein
built upon Griffith’s ideas about pace and brought more rapid editing into filmmaking
with a political rather than an entertainment agenda. In films memorializing the revolu-
tionary spirit (Stachka [Strike|, Bronenosets Potyomkin |Battleship Potemkin]|) and collectiv-
ization (Staroye i novoye [The General Line]), Eisenstein worked out his theory of montage:
pace, or metric montage, was one of its central traits. The core issue for Eisenstein was con-
flictual—the ordinary sailor against his officers, the oppressed workers against their rulers,
the people against the czar. Pace was used to juxtapose oppression and political action in
the most powerful fashion. Eisenstein was not afraid to exploit the emotionalism inherent
in the audience’s relationship with the film medium. Pace promoted that emotionalism
and its exploitation.

EVOLUTION OF PACE IN FILMMAKING

Eisenstein opened the door on the issue of pace, and a wide variety of filmmakers walked
through that door. King Vidor effectively used pace to build an aesthetic tension in the
march through the woods sequence in The Big Parade (1925). Walter Ruttmann used pace
to capture the energy of the city in Berlin: Symphony of a Great City (1927). And Frank
Capra used pace to energize his dialog-heavy narrative in You Can't Take It with You (1938).
The great leaps forward, however, would await the 1950s. In that decade, with Akira Kuro-
sawa’s dynamic use of pace in Rashomon—together with Alfred Hitchcock's set-pieces in
The Man Who Knew Too Much and, in 1960, Psycho—new pathways emerged, suggesting
that pace could be used for more diverse purposes.

In Rashomon, Kurosawa presents four versions of the same story, each from a different
person’s point of view. The interpretations vary widely. Kurosawa’s main editing device to
underscore the differences in view is variation in the pace of each of the four stories. In
the Hitchcock instance, the shower scene in Psycho has become the second most famous set
piece in the history of film, and at its editing core the changes in pace are what move the
sequence from anticipation, to the violence of the killing, to the stillness of death.

The next significant development in the use of pace was seen in the work of Richard Lester
in the Beatles films A Hard Day’s Night and Help! Their dynamic mixture of movement,
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jumpcutting, and variations in point of view (performers, audience, and the media) cre-
ated a filmic persona of youthful energy and joyful anarchy. There is little question that
the effective use of pace in these films accelerated—dare I say—the pace of pace in film.
After A Hard Day’s Night, commercials and feature films were cut faster.

The next step in the use of pace seemed on one level a reversion to the ideas of Eisenstein.
Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch—particularly in its opening and climactic set-pieces,
a robbery and a massacre—relies on modulation of pace to create a sense of the chaos
of violence. Building out from the death scene in Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde, the
massacre that ends in the death of the final four members of The Wild Bunch seems the
ultimate use of pace to mesmerize and simultaneously horrify its audience. At this point,
pace seems to affiliate with particular genres—the police story in The French Connection
(1971), the gangster film in Scarface (1983), the thriller in Jaws (1975), and the war film in
Apocalypse Now (1979). In each genre and film, a different purpose might be served, but,
in general, the mix of excitement and insight into the fragmented psychology of the main
character captures the intent.

Perhaps no filmmaker best encapsulated both of these agendas—excitement and insight—
as did Oliver Stone in his 25 years of work as a director, from Salvador (1986) through
Natural Born Killers. Stone, in his use of pace, seems to be the direct descendant of Sergei
Eisenstein by way of Sam Peckinpah.

For each of these filmmakers, pace was the primary editing strategy for their storytelling
agenda. Each wanted to move their audience by marrying an aggressive editing style to
highly political, or at least politicized, content.

Although pace has been more recently affiliated with action directors such as McG (Char-
lie’s Angels) and Tony Scott (Man on Fire), the most aggressive use of pace has been dem-
onstrated by John Woo in his action-adventure renditions of police and gangster films
(The Replacement Killers). The most consistent exploration of pace and its possibilities can
be found in the work of Steven Spielberg, from Saving Private Ryan (1998) to War of the
Worlds (2005). In order to clarify the changes in the use of pace, we now turn to its use in
four different genres, starting with the docudrama.

Pace in the Docudrama

Jean-Pierre and Luc Dardenne made Rosetta in 1999. Since then, they have continued to
refine their approach in Le Fils (The Son) (2002) and L'Enfant (The Child) (2005). The style
is essentially a cinéma vérité approach—handheld camera and the absence of lights and
music.

Rosetta is the story of a 17-year-old girl. The film begins with her being forced from a fac-
tory job, and essentially the film follows her efforts to secure a full-time job in order to
stabilize a life marked by a trailer-park existence caring for an alcoholic mother. A young
man (Riquet) who works at a local waffle stand is interested in Rosetta. He confides in her
and shelters her. In the end, she betrays him to his boss to secure his job. Riquet has been
making waffles at home and selling them at the stand—in effect, stealing from his boss.
Rosetta reports him and gets his job, but life is too challenging. She gives up the job and
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the film ends with Rosetta unsure about the future—not knowing whether she should take
up with the young man or continue her hand-to-mouth existence.

The locations for Rosetta are the workplace, the waffle stand, the young man’s apartment,
and the trailer park. The trailer park particularly seems rural and cut off from the city. A
muddy-bottomed river that passes through the trailer park represents a constant threat to
it; there is no pastoral sense in this film.

The Dardenne brothers rely on a handheld camera positioned close to the characters, par-
ticularly Rosetta. They stay close, yielding few long or locating shots. Their preferences are
closeups, but they occasionally include midshots to allow for two characters in the frame.
Pace is accelerated by a reliance on jump cutting, both in simple locations and between
locations. In Rosetta, the Dardenne brothers are using pace principally to capture Rosetta’s
fierceness, her means to have what she calls “a job in order to have a normal life.” This
fierceness is illustrated in the opening. Rosetta is fired from her factory job. Her resistance
is powerful as she tries to stay, in the end requiring security to escort her out when the
efforts of the boss prove insufficient. The moving camera, the jump cutting, and the pace
of this sequence palpably demonstrate Rosetta’s fierceness. This quality seems to be the
primary purpose of pace in the film.

A secondary purpose of the pace is to capture the instability of Rosetta’s life. Her mother’s
condition leads the mother to be promiscuous with the caretaker of the trailer park. The
caretaker plies the mother with liquor, while Rosetta attempts to moderate her drinking.
Rosetta is, at different points in the narrative, facing a dire financial situation. At one
point, she sells her clothes to raise cash. Her attempt to do so takes her to various sec-
ondhand outlets. Then there is a point in the film when Rosetta secures a job assisting the
baker who owns the waffle outlet. The job ends after a few days, when the baker chooses
to employ his ne’er-do-well son instead.

Rosetta’s desperation and her refusal to accept the situation are desperate moments for
her character—she wants nothing more than a normal life. At each of these points in the
film, the Dardenne brothers use pace to capture the instability of Rosetta’s situation. Her
reactions, together with the pace, serve to demonstrate the depth of her desire and des-
peration. Pace has rarely so powerfully evoked the inner life of a character.

Pace in the Thriller

The docudrama as a genre tends to emphasize the voice of the filmmakers. How we feel
about the conflict between Rosetta’s fierce desire for a normal life and the very instability
of her life is the space the Dardennes want their audience to occupy. How do we feel about
the space they have trapped us in? The thriller as a genre has quite a different goal. Above
all, it's a more entertainment-oriented goal and, consequently, pace takes on differing
purposes in the thriller.

For the most part, the thriller is the story of an ordinary person caught in extraordinary
circumstances. If he doesn’t figure out by who and why he is being pursued, he will, in
short order, be dead. If he prevails, he will be a hero. In Paul Greengrass’s The Bourne
Supremacy (2004), the main character, Bourne, isn't ordinary. He’s a CIA-trained killer.
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But his adversaries are not the usual run-of-the-mill killers, either. Here, Bourne is being
pursued by the CIA and a Russian supercriminal. Before this thriller begins to sound like
the ultimate action-adventure film, a number of character and story details will serve to
humanize the main character.

Jason Bourne has amnesia, and Marie, the woman he lives with, tries to help piece together
his past. He knows he has killed others. He also knows he has instincts that help protect
life, but he can’t save Marie. In the first 10 minutes of the film, he is blamed for killing two
CIA operatives in Berlin. The real killer has planted Bourne’s fingerprint at the scene. And
he tracks Bourne down in Goa, India. There, in his attempt to kill Bourne, he kills Marie
instead. In the balance of the film, Bourne will attempt to stop the CIA, who he believes
is trying to kill him. He will also recover the memory of his last time in Berlin. There, his
first assignment was to kill a Russian dissident politician. Finding the politician’s wife in
the room, Bourne killed her as well. Realizing his past deeds, he goes to Moscow to seek
out the daughter of his two victims. He tells her how her parents died, in the hope that the
truth (she was led to believe at the time of her parents’ deaths that the two were a murder-
suicide) will help the teenager. In Moscow, Bourne is pursued, in a high-speed chase, by
Marie’s killer. During that chase, the killer is killed.

What is also useful to the sense of the story is that the women in the film (Marie; Pamela
Landy and Nicky, both with the CIA; and the Russian victims’ daughter), each in their way,
are helpful to Bourne. All of the men (Russian, American, and German) are against him.
Paul Greengrass, the director, also made the docudramas Bloody Sunday (2002) and United
93, and his approach to The Bourne Supremacy is to treat events and people as realistically
as possible. Pace plays a very important role in the creation of that sense of realism.

Let’s look at the way Greengrass characterizes Bourne’s struggle against his loss of mem-
ory. The film opens with a series of quick images—-city lights, a hotel room, a body. The
images pass by quickly. They are presented as recaptured fragments of Bourne’s memory.
They are fleeting and they are frustrating. Together, they yield a logical explanation. As we
move farther into the narrative and to Bourne’s return to the city where the crime took
place, and to the room where he killed the diplomat and his wife, the pace slows down
and we're given fuller information. But the movement—from the fragmentary opening
to the gains in memory Bourne makes—illustrates how Greengrass opts to use pace. He's
using it to give us insight into the personal problem, which is the memory loss, and into
the means by which the character recovers his memory. Pace is the key to the pictorializa-
tion of the problem and to its solution.

Another purpose for the use of pace is to illustrate Bourne’s instinctual survivalist skills.
On one level, his are lethal skills. But on the level of characterization, they illustrate a level
of training that has made him anticipate and react instantly to that threat. There is a point
in the film at which Bourne has been apprehended by customs officials in Naples. He is
traveling under his own name rather than under the assumed identity he so often uses.
A CIA operative has entered the room to interrogate Bourne. Bourne is nonresponsive. A
call comes in telling the agent that Bourne is dangerous. As soon as the agent begins to
reach for his gun, a rapid-fire Bourne disarms and disables him as well as the two Italian
Customs police.
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The characteristic instinct is even more rapid when Bourne visits another CIA “killer” in
Munich. They are the only two of their kind still alive. Yet each is wary of the other. Bourne
has the man secure his own hands. Nevertheless, a fight to the death ensues. This proceeds
so speedily and with such a clear goal—each striving to ensure the death of the other—that
the pace is breathtaking, all in the service of conveying just how dangerous and capable
these men are. This editing approach is used at least a half-dozen times; each time it’s
exhilarating and convinces us that Jason Bourne is not a man to go quietly into the night.

A third and perhaps the most dramatic use of pace in this thriller is in the narrative, par-
ticularly in the plot. The scene in which Marie is killed is a pursuit, a car chase through
Goa’s streets, back alleys, and bridges. Greengrass must keep the narrative clear, yet cap-
ture Bourne’s determination to escape as well as the killer’s goal, the killing of Bourne.
Greengrass focuses on the details such as Bourne switching out of the driver’s seat in order
to be able to return fire. The Kkiller fires at the driver and kills Marie. The pace of this scene
focuses on chaos and credibility, while including those critical shots needed to clarify the
narrative progression of the scene. The pace is appropriate and effective to the narrative
goals of the characters.

This editing idea is even more dynamically present in the climactic confrontation between
Bourne and the killer on the streets of Moscow. The information that the killer is from
the Secret Service, that he has telephone communication about Bourne’s whereabouts,
and that he all but owns the streets of Moscow, contrasted with a wounded Bourne (shot
by the killer) commandeering a cab and fleeing for his life through the streets of the city.
Add to this a high-speed chase that ends in an underground tunnel in a shootout between
Bourne and the killer. When Bourne shoots out the killer’s tires, the killer's car smashes
into a concrete pillar.

The pace of this chase differs from the car chase in The French Connection, in which the
goal was to emphasize the crazy determination of a policeman in pursuit of a French
gangster who tried to kill him. It also differs from the chase in Bullitt (1968), which is all
about the excitement and the thrills of a pursuit through the hilly streets of San Francisco.
In The Bourne Supremacy, the pace is deployed to make the chase realistic, and to keep the
chaotic narrative utterly clear. Greengrass succeeds in these goals. As in the other uses of
pace in the film, Greengrass never forgets that editing is in service of a larger directorial
idea, in this case making that narrative seem utterly realistic.

Pace in the Action-Adventure

Another genre that has used pace as an important feature is the action-adventure film.
Pace has long been an exciting feature of the action-adventure films, some of the best
examples being found in the opening and the horse-truck chase in Raiders of the Lost Ark.
Here the thrill of the chase is vitalized by the use of pace. Pace has been used to heighten
the tension and amplify the stakes in Michael Bay’s Armageddon (1998) and Roland Emm-
erich’s Independence Day (1996). And pace has been used to amplify the status of the main
character, in essence, to verify that he and his colleagues are superheroes, as in Antoine
Fuqua’s King Arthur (2004). But Zhang Yimou uses pace in a more subtle and surprising
way in his film Ying xiong (Hero) (2002).
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Hero uses stillness and pace juxtaposed to create a more formal quality to the narrative.
Hero is the story of a nameless assassin (played by Jet Li). His ostensible role is to be
rewarded by the Emperor for destroying the Emperor’'s most powerful enemies, Sky, Fly-
ing Snow, and Broken Sword. By giving the broken silver spear of Sky to the Emperor, the
assassin gains access and proximity to the Emperor. Although he has been thoroughly
searched, the assassin’s proximity will allow him to quickly capture the Emperor’s own
sword and kill him with it. The film unfolds in the recounting of the assassin’s heroic
actions in defeating the abovementioned powerful adversaries of the Emperor. Each story
moves the assassin from the initial 100 paces away from the Emperor, finally to within 10
paces from the Emperor. When he has finally reached his goal of 10 paces, the assassin
finds he cannot kill a man who has proved to have intelligence and vision as a leader. In
the end, the assassin leaves the palace and is killed by the Emperor’s archers. It is as heroic
a death as his three accomplices had achieved. The film ends alluding to the greatness of
the Emperor, who during his reign united all of China. Zhang Yimou stages his film as a
meditation on what a hero truly is.

Although his focus is upon four assassins and an Emperor, and a plot by the four to kill
the Emperor, he is more interested in the inner life of each person, rather than the out-
come. In short, this action-adventure film is all about character. Inner life is about passion,
whether it is love of another or love of one’s country. Each of these characters, including
the Emperor, has passion to burn. Consequently, outer life—who wins material goods or
honors or competitions—is less valued than is the fire that burns within.

Zhang Yimou uses a strategy about pace in order to pictorialize the inner life and the outer
life. Because the outer life is less subtle, we turn to pace and life in the world first. The
aspects of outer life—essentially, the battle of the Emperor’s army of invasion, the palace
guard protecting the Emperor, and the battle of the assassin with Sky and later with Flying
Snow—are dynamic and staged with a static camera and much cutting between extreme
long shots and close-ups. The juxtaposition is dynamic but the stillness of the camera
position modifies the pace. It is dynamic, but formal—far from the chaos that pace cre-
ates in The Wild Bunch. Here the pace almost stylizes the battles. Clearly, personal power
and military power are at stake, but the formal pace does not exploit the clash of powerful
people or armies. Rather, the pace juxtaposes those sources of power, creating wonder-
ment rather than conflict, beauty rather than strength.

Zhang Yimou's use of pace to create the inner sense of the character is far more subtle.
Here he jump cuts in on the character’s faces, almost seeking revelation or true emotion
or intention. The fight between Sky and the assassin is revealing: Zhang Yimou jump cuts
into the eyes or face at oblique angles, so that we don’t see the whole face. Something is
revealed, but, visually, part of the face is also withheld. Or the focus is on the clash of the
weapons—sword and spear. The weapons become part of each combatant’s body, provid-
ing an insight into how each man views his weapon. It is not a killing instrument, it is part
of him. Again, pace reveals the inner life of Sky. Zhang Yimou uses the same approach to
Broken Sword’s calligraphy. The intent is to move away from the man as assassin and to
reveal what is most meaningful to him. The use of pace in the attack on the calligraphy
school, and Broken Sword’s response to being under attack from a barrage of arrows from
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the Emperor’s army, tell us much about Broken Sword. Pace is used to reveal not his ten-
sion, but rather his inner tranquility.

Pace in the Musical

We turn now to the musical, a genre that is essentially a wish-fulfillment narrative focus-
ing on “putting on the show” and a main character that is a performer who is unseasoned
or overseasoned. The show will launch or relaunch the main character’s career and secure
a relationship with the leading lady. On both the plot and the character relationship lev-
els, the character gets what he wants.

Most classic musicals, including George Stevens'’s Swing Time (1936) and Stanley Donen’s
Singin’ in the Rain (1952), follow the Busby Berkeley lead and take a mise-en-scéne
approach to the edit, essentially avoiding editing to capture the choreography of perfor-
mance, rather than fragmenting the performance using the edit. In this sense, editing is
seen as an intervention into the performance.

Moving the camera was the preferred choice. Everything changed when Bob Fosse made
Cabaret (1972), and later All That Jazz (1979; not quite a musical). In these films, pace
became a dynamic option that Fosse integrated into the choreography of a performed
song. Alan Parker followed with Fame (1980), Adrian Lyne followed with Flashdance
(1983), and a kind of MTV approach became an important framework for actively using
pace in the musical.

When Baz Luhrmann made Moulin Rouge! (2001), the use of pace in the musical changed
again. Luhrmann’s agenda was to use pace to not only play with his love of the musical,
but also to articulate the joy of love, the pain of love, and the depth of desire. Of course,
he also wanted to articulate the love of performance as well as love for people.

Moulin Rouge! tells the story of Christian, a writer who comes to Paris to write about love.
But he doesn’t know anything about love. In Montmartre, he falls in with a group of Bohe-
mian housemates—performers, writers, musicians. When the group’s writer is overtaken
by his condition, narcolepsy, they turn to Christian to write their musical “Spectacular,
Spectacular.” And they want the famous courtesan-actress, Satine, to play the lead.

That night at the theatre, the leader of the Bohemian team, Toulouse-Lautrec, introduces
Christian to Satine. At the same time, Harold Zidler, impresario-master of ceremonies,
wants Satine to meet the Duke, a rich financier, who has the means to save Zidler’s the-
atrical ambitions. Satine mistakenly believes Christian is the Duke. She finds out soon
enough that the Duke is the real Duke, but not before Christian has fallen in love. In short
order, Satine falls in love with Christian. The Duke, an insanely jealous rich man, falls in
love with Satine. He finances the play to buy Satine, but, as they say, you can’t buy love.
The lovers defy the Duke, the show goes on, and Satine, incurably ill, dies, and Christian
has learned enough about love to feel that he is now a writer.

Before we plunge into pace and love and jealousy, it is important to acknowledge that
whether love and jealousy are about a performance or about a person, each translates
into energy. Desire, competition, and hatred also translate into energy, and here is where
pace becomes important. Pace, by its nature, creates energy or tension when it accelerates
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FIGURE 15.1
Moulin Rouge! (2001). 20th Century Fox/Photofest. © 20th Century Fox.

and creates calm when it goes from fast to slower. Luhrmann first establishes energy when
Christian arrives by train in Paris. Christian is excited. And whether he keeps hearing his
father criticize his decision to come to Paris or seeks out an apartment in Montmartre,
Luhrmann’s use of pace articulates Christian’s feeling of excitement.

When Christian meets the eccentric Bohemians who will become colleagues and friends,
again pace is used. Here it’s not so much Christian’s excitement, but rather his disbelief
that such people exist. Disbelief turns to fascination and again pace, together with art
direction, including hair and makeup, both individuates and makes these characters pas-
sionate artists, ready to march forward into their culture war, a musical production.

Finally, Christian is taken to the theatre to meet Satine. A performance is under