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Editing is a vital aspect in the process of filmmaking. This essay will explore the unwritten rules I have created for myself within my specialism and the importance each role has in accordance with the others, including the things that have unconsciously influenced the decisions I make while editing. The reason I find it is important to explore these rules is to give myself a better understanding of how I create emotion, rhythm, structure, and energy in my editing process. I am hoping that by the end of this essay I will have a deeper understanding of my process and how the things that influence me, influence it. 

Major aspects of the editing of a film are created outside the editing room. The editor may be primary contributor in some areas of the editing, but the scriptwriter, the photographer and the director are also involved in determining the editing of a film. The creative decisions made in each phase of the filmmaking process can have an influence on the editing process. Yet editing can be used as a powerful tool to alter the mood, tone, or genre of a film through sound design, pace, rhythm, and colour grading. This is how the energy of a film is manipulated. Film editor and producer Vinca Wiedemann (Wiedemann, 1998) discusses in her article ‘Film editing – a hidden art?’ how the edit of a film creates energy, 

Editing is a means of expression, with its own language. The language that is created by the editor through experience and knowledge of the tools but also their world. In any case, the editing creates the flow and energy in the scenes and builds the scenes into sequences. This (re)creation of the general narrative structure is the ‘third writing’ of the film. (The Art of Film Editing,1998)

Simply put, editing is just as important to a films journey as any other component, in some cases more so, depending on how complex the editing is. In my own process and previous work, I have not considered editing to hold this level of importance and felt it was more of a technical aspect of filmmaking, however, this insight from Wiedemann has changed my viewpoint of my specialism. I feel that this can adapt my way of communicating with other people involved in the process, when filming something myself I lean more into shooting for the edit, when working with a director or cinematographer they will have different ideas and processes, so in future I’d like to use this new point of view to alter how I understand my contribution to a film.

Film editor Walter Murch has attempted to devise a somewhat scientific approach to judging the qualities of a cut with his Rule of Six, with each rule having a different weight of importance. He states,

The values I put after each rule are slightly tongue-in-cheek, but not completely: Notice that the top two on the list (emotion and story) are worth far more than the bottom four (rhythm, eye-trace, planarity, spatial continuity) and when you come right down to it, under most circumstances, the top of the list – emotion – is worth more than all of the five things underneath it. (Murch, 2001)

 To put it simply, emotion is the most important aspect of the edit for Walter Murch. Within my own practice and finished pieces of work, emotion has not always been the top of my list in terms of priority, however, Walter Murch’s choice to make emotion the most important factor of his edits has changed the way I view the importance of emotion in the transitions and scenes of my own edits.

In an interview with film editor Lee Smith, he talks about his work on ‘Interstellar’ (2014), specifically about one scene early in the film where ‘Cooper’, Matthew McConaughey’s character, is driving away from his home and family and the shot lingers on his character breaking down as he quickly moves away from his life, which transitions into the take-off countdown and finally the rockets blasting off. The long-lasting shot on Matthew McConaughey massively adds to the emotion of the scene, it leaves a lasting impact of his decision to leave. This tactic of leaving the shot linger for those few extra seconds while the audio of the rocket launch overlaps the image, creates a much more emotional impact. In my future work I would like to incorporate this method to bring the emotion to the front of the scene. 

Walter Murch also incorporates this method, in the film The Conversation (1974) 

he noticed that when he had a close-up of Gene Hackman and was going to decide how long he should hold it; how long it could sustain his interest, he would try to imagine what the character was thinking, and when he wasn't thinking the same thought anymore, he would cut. (Bays, 2014)

 This small attention to detail of adding or subtracting only a few seconds completely alters how a film or scene is taken in by the audience. When working on past projects, I usually find the place to cut based on how the flow of the scene and space needs to be, although the idea presented by Murch to “imagine what the character was thinking” completely opened my eyes up to the possibility of different ways of cutting a film together based on its tone and mood. I already take into account how the edit being faster or slower for example can change the feeling or emotion by I had not considered getting into the characters feelings and motivations, this will be a powerful tool to use in my future projects and possible re-edits of old projects. 

Moving the narrative forward and showing the characters journey is an important decision made by the director but also the editor, for each transition, deciding what to show, when to show it and how long to show it. Film editor and scholar Roger Crittenden states in his book Manual of Film Editing, 

Once a scene has served its purpose it’s criminal to hold onto it. However, the very essence of a particular sequence can be contained in the pause at the end, and in any case remember the initial impact of each subsequent scene is dynamically affected by the last moments of the scene that proceeds it. (Bays, 2014, p.42)

In other words, when you show the character on a journey you are artistically and emotionally expressing the character. The choice not to express the character at a transition is just as important as the choice to do so. The lack of expression in surrounding transitions creates an emphasis on the ones that do express character. Showing the emotion of the character is not only down to the actor’s ability, but also how their performance is put together with music and transitions, there is a synergy between music and facial expression. When I was editing a collaborative project called ‘Are You Awake?’, I found that the sound design completely changed the tone of the story, the main character being stuck in a loop of dreaming and waking up continuously was already strange and confusing, but when adding the soundtrack and effects it altered how I viewed the cuts and transitions.

 In Walter Murch’s rule of six, his second most important rule is ‘Advancing the story cut.’ What is meant by this is that each cut or transition needs to move the narrative forward in a meaningful way. This can also mean throwing out what doesn’t work or getting rid of something that serves no purpose. In theory this is a simple thing to do, if something doesn’t work don’t use it, however, “the concept of ‘killing your babies,’ or ‘killing your darlings,’ is an issue all creatives face, but it’s potentially the most important one.”(Murch,2001) I have found that in my own work, cutting out a shot that I wanted to use can be difficult, in my mind it feels like the film is losing something or becoming worse than it could have been, despite that I found that it is good practice to be able to acknowledge when something isn’t working and move forward. I have also learned that communication beforehand is important when shooting for the edit, many times I have had to throw out a shot because the camera lens wasn’t clean or hadn’t been setup correctly for the lighting making it impossible to fix in post, similarly when myself or the cinematographer on the project hasn’t taken the time to record a few extra seconds each side of the shot it means I will often have no handles on those shots and no way of transitioning into them properly if need be. 

Structure is defined as being ‘the arrangement of and relations between the parts or elements of something complex.’ It is an important component of film editing, for me this means transitioning the characters and story in a way that the audience simply won’t notice it happening, they will see the image and hear the audio, reacting to it, but never actually acknowledging the edit itself. Although some edits are meant to be noticed, for example the editing and visual style of films like Scott Pilgrim vs The World (2010) or The Gentlemen (2019) are very much a part of the world and story. Finding the right balance of space and time in the edit can determine how the viewer experiences the film.

Film scholar and author Karen Pearlman states ‘The editor’s reveries yield connections between images, sounds, and movements in the raw material, which will create new and coherent meanings.’ (Pearlman, 2012)In other words, an editor’s own acquired knowledge of film, editing and their own understanding of themselves and the world around them informs the decision-making process of editing, which creates new meaning in something that previously had none. Editing can bring together components as a method of arranging events, but it can also be used to present new meaning or an alternate reality. Editing is the manipulation of visual form, and therefore is a powerful tool in determining how a film is seen. My motivations I have found not only include the presentation of time but also space, how the viewer understands the space within the world of the story is an important part of editing a sequence together, without this in mind the structure of the story falls apart. I ask myself; how would the audience understand this transition, how will it carry them into the next scene without being noticed but also understood. In my short film unofficially titled, Red, I edited with this in mind. We filmed everything in one room with the opening shot outside the building, so to show the audience that I transitioned from outside the window to the inside with someone looking out. I feel this gives the viewer a sense of space, however the time of day changed between the shots, creating the passage of time through one transition but still holding the inner world together. 


In my past projects I haven’t put much thought into the process and kept it quite technical, cutting only because the shot needs to be cut, transitioning solely to move onto the next scene. While those pieces of work are still edited to a good standard for myself, I feel that I have missed out on some potentially more meaningful work. Walter Murch’s Rule of Six has inspired me to bring forward the idea of taking the points I have talked about and giving them some kind of weight of importance. Breaking these points into percentages seems out of reach for me at my current experience level, although this is something that I will learn with more practice, taking this newfound knowledge of my practice has given me a more defined understanding of what I do when editing. 

For me, energy is the most important part of editing a film. Without energy a films tone, mood and themes are difficult to understand. It is like the identity of the film, you can identify themes and genres through colour, soundtracks, audio design etc, energy can be put into the film by the writer, director, and cinematographer, but the editing process brings that energy forward, where the audience can feel it without noticing it happening. Energy is the hidden hand that moves the narrative forward while keeping the tone and mood whether that’s in the edit or not, which is why it holds the highest place on my list. Journalist Chris Heckmann defines mood and tone as follows; “Mood is what you feel from consuming a piece of art. Tone is what the artist feels about the subject matter of their art.” (Heckmann, 2021) This way of describing tone and mood, which also describes energy, is an important part of understanding what I will think of when working on future projects.

The second rule on my list that holds high influence is emotion. Without it the majority of films wouldn’t exist, the reason it isn’t the top rule in my process is my current lack of practice with editing emotion, however, at this point it will be hugely important going into my future work after having more time to reflect on it. Looking back at edits I have done in the past, emotion wasn’t essential, if it had been, I would’ve made very different work, knowing this is what makes me feel that emotion needs to be part of the editing process.

The last two points, structure and moving the narrative forward, are both powerful tools to understand and for me, hold the same level of significance. Having the ability to know when to cut so that the story always moves forward in a meaningful way is something I have thought about in my process, but taking the extra step to think about what the character could be feeling, or thinking has heightened the potential for great edits. Similarly, structure holds the same level of significance because of the ability to manipulate time and space within the world of the film. Structure seemed to me like something that was quite restrictive, however after doing the research for this essay and looking into what structure really is, I feel like it has the same level of creative potential as any other part of the process. When editing my collaborative piece ‘Are You Awake?’ it was a dream sequence, but I still felt the need to keep the transitions and structure simple to make it less complicated, I now think I could potentially make it less simple to add to the chaos and confusion.

Taking into consideration the points explained in this essay and taking the time to consider each one, I can conclude that my process will be changed for good. Each point made is a new piece of knowledge for me to take forward. I have concluded that editing is not just technical. Emotion, energy, structure, and narrative is not just written, directed, or performed; it is also edited. Editing is just as important to the whole process as any other phase of filmmaking. Post-production may be the last part in creating a film, yet I now view it as being part of the entire journey. I feel that in my future work I will go into it with a more creative and artistic mindset towards the edit while still holding onto the technical knowledge that I already have, hopefully making my projects more meaningful.
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