Driving the narrative.
Horror and Editing


For my dissertation I would like to look at the different styles of editing present in horror films, and how these styles are influential in the overall feel to the film and how if used effectively it can captivate the viewer and keep them engaged with the narrative of the piece. To achieve this, I will be reviewing certain scenes in films as well as discussing different editing techniques that cumulate in a horror film.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Editing is one of the most vital aspects of the film. If done incorrectly it can ruin a film, as the editor is in charge of presenting the film to us, the viewer, in a cognitive manner and so a lot of trust is put into them. An editor needs to be able to adapt and edit a scene in alternative ways as the first approach he or she may take isn’t necessarily the strongest one. Siegfried Kracauer backs this assertion up by stating ‘off all the technical properties of film, the most general and indispensable is editing’ Without editors the films would not be produced into a coherent and viewable manner and so they are essential for getting the film out there to the public. Editing is so crucial that if used correctly it can help convey themes and ideas that the director is trying to present to their audience. This is ever present in the horror genre. 
Dominic Strinati defines the genre of horror as ‘a genre that represents the need for suppression if the horror shown is interpreted as expressing uncomfortable and disturbing desires which need to be contained. Horror films are designed to allow the audience to release instinctive emotions of fear and danger that would otherwise be supressed. This genre is popular as they allow people to experience these negative emotions without having to experience them properly, making the film serve as a simulation allowing us to enjoy the rush of being scared instead of being in a scenario where such an emotion is justified. Filmmakers and editors can employ a wide array of techniques to put the audience in an agitated state and leave them satisfied.  
Horror as a genre is heavily dependent on editors. Editors work on bringing the monsters to life and emphasising their horrific nature. Editors work on creating these creatures by placing them in their timelines and producing the final project. If a film was to simply use the footage created during production and not edit it in anyway, the audience would come out of the film disappointed. This is because the editor has to ability to make these monsters real. They can tamper with the brightness of the scene to allow them to better mould with the darkness or can edit their audio to become more demonic or monster-esque. The spirit from ‘Lights out’ for example would not have been as menacing as it is without the use of film editing as the way it looks could not be done effectively using completely practical effects. The way it clings to the shadows and is effectively an amalgamation of these dark shadows work well and because of the editor the spirit really comes alive on screen. 
An editing technique that is vastly used in cinema would be how the editor goes about his cut and what transitions he uses. The editor needs to be familiar with his footage as so to know when to cut between shots and allow for the narrative to flow effectively. A case of this would be in ‘Jaws’. Upon reviewing the footage in post-production the editor, Verna Fields, discovered that if she dropped the frames from 37 to 33 she could keep the illusion of a menacing force lurking below the sea instead of presenting the creature as it was, this being a robotic shark. This ended up working in their favour as the fact that we see little of the shark allows for it to be scarier as the fear of the unknown is intensified this way and thus allows the film to achieve a horror style to it.  The editor can decide to linger on a shot for a prolonged period of time as so to make the scene uneasy and difficult to watch. If this is a movie that focuses on a specific phobia such as coulrophobia or pediophobia the filmmaker may have the camera focused on this subject for an uncomfortably long time. This is done to build tension as the audience is expecting something to happen and so by having this phobia on screen for an extended period of time it can give the viewer an adrenaline fuelled thrill. We are constantly expecting something to jump out at us and so we are constantly on edge throughout the scene. The editor knows this and so makes the scene lengthy to induce these emotions. 
Editors are in charge with the pacing of the scene. This can involve cutting scenes down to make the edit appear fast paced and dynamic or slowing it down to bring about tension. Pacing is specifically important in crucial scenes, as going about it in the wrong way can hinder the film. If the director wants the scene to emphasise the monster or spirit, he may ask the editor to dwell or the subject for a prolonged period. This would allow the scene to be tenser as if the subject is visually disturbing, by placing it on screen for longer it can make the audience want to look away. The scene however would be less tense if the monster was seen for a shorter time as the audience isn’t able to soak in its horrific nature. On the other hand, the director might want to make it so that the subject isn’t seen often and appears in rare moments during the film. This would mean the editor would adopt a fast pace, using jump cuts to make the scene more jarring and menacing. An example of this would be in ‘The Woman in Black’. The Woman in Black is very rarely seen on screen and when she does appear she isn’t there for long. By keeping the pacing of these scenes at a fast pace allows the Woman in Black to be more terrifying as I doubt the scenes would be as scary if she was on screen for a longer period of time. This is why pacing is so important in the horror genre as if the wrong pace is used for the scene it can distract from the director’s intentions and thus weaken the film. 
Editors also experiment with light to induce certain emotions. If the scene was a happy one the brightness and contrast of the scenes would typically be quite high as so to emphasise the overall feel of the film. If the scene is meant to be tense and scary the editor will do the opposite and ensure the scene is as dark as possible We are instinctively fearful of that which we cannot see and thus are instantly drawn to stare into the darkness, under the impression something may be lurking in the dark. By using as little lighting as possible the filmmaker can draw the audience’s attention to the scene on screen and if it is something disturbing or frightful it can make the scene very uncomfortable.  An example of this is in the ‘Conjuring 2’. A scene from the film I would like to highlight is the scene where Vera is alone with the painting of the nun. The tone of the scene shifts dramatically as the room goes from bright too dark. This is an indication to the audience that something is about to happen and thus draws their attention. This scene is effective as the lighting is very minimal and comes down in tone to where it is almost in darkness and all we see is the nun painting. This scene works well as the painting is rather disturbing and the common reaction is too look away and so the filmmaker has achieved their goal of making the scene tense. 

A key aspect of editing is sound. For a scene to truly resonate with the audience, the accompanying sound needs to be fitting and not distract from what is being seen on screen. A scene can lose the atmosphere it is trying to create if the audio is of poor quality or does not suit the narrative. David Lynch emphasises this by stating ‘Films are 50 percent visual and 50 percent sound. Sometimes sound even overplays the visual’. A good example of where the audio enhances the narrative would be a scene from Psycho. The scene I am referencing would be the one where Marion Crane is murdered by Norman Bates. The scene is renowned for its audio as the accompanying score, written by Bernard Herrmann, allows for the murder to be a lot tenser as the high-pitched sounds placed alongside the visuals of multiple cuts of the murderer stabbing Marion allows for uncomfortable viewing.  In certain scenes a soundtrack is essential for creating a tense atmosphere. This can involve having a fast-paced shrill score that will leave the audience at unease as by combining this with the unsettling scenes on screen allows the filmmaker to evoke themes of fear and discomfort thus allowing the scene to resonate with their audience. A scene can lose all tension without a soundtrack as the soundtrack can work as an indication as to a horrific scene is approaching thus allowing the audience to prepare themselves for this climatic scene. A good example of this would be in ‘The Ring’. The scene that I would highlight would be where Noah watches Samara emerge from the well. The score is somewhat mild before this scene but once Samara begins to appear, it changes to a more sinister one, which grows in pace as Samara moves to kill her victim. I would argue this scene would not have been as impactful without the score and so the tension that is built up is largely due to the terrifying score.  Scenes can also be just as tense with a subtle score if not without one. An example of this would be in ‘Lights Out’. The scene I would like to highlight would be the movie’s opener where we are first introduced to the spirit. This scene is fuelled by the editors use of diegetic sound. The only sounds that are present in this scene is that of a light switch being turned on and off. I would argue the lack of a soundtrack strengthens this scene greatly as it makes the scene appear more realistic and therefore more terrifying. The use of soundtracks is efficient at building up the adrenaline of the audience but by not using them and relying on what is on screen allows the audience to engage with the horror element and thus really appreciate is frightening manner. 

In conclusion the horror films that are all critically acclaimed and have produced a successful profit is largely due to the editor’s work on these films, fine tuning them into the masterpieces they are. Film editing is crucial to producing a horror film and this role shouldn’t be overlooked when reviewing film. A question I would like to raise for my dissertation would ‘is horror films reliant on editing’ or can a successful horror be produced without advanced editing techniques. 

By Jack Tandy 
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