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Introduction
The Hands behind the Seams


“Don’t worry, we’ll fix it in the cutting room,” is a prayer that’s been uttered in every language, on every location, in every country where films have been made. Shooting a film is the most expensive entertainment production ever devised. When mistakes are made, or scenes fall short of the director’s vision, the immense cost of doggedly pursuing the cinematic fantasy on the set (as wages of cameramen, performers, set directors, makeup artists, and scores of assistants and associates accumulate at union-scale tempo) dampens even the most ambitious director’s desire for perfection. And so the cutting room becomes the last-stand corral for everyone’s hopes that the unrealized dreams, the dead moments, the inevitable blah sequences from weeks of shooting will finally be brought to life.


But cutting is only marginally a matter of “fixing.” When it came into being in 1902, film editing transformed motion pictures from a recording medium into an art form. In its simplest aspect, cutting is about juxtapositions. A man awakens suddenly in the middle of the night, bolts up in bed, stares ahead intensely, and twitches his nose. If you cut now to an image of clouds drifting before the full moon, the audience is primed for a wolf-man adventure. If you cut to a room where two people are desperately fighting a billowing blaze, the viewers realize that through clairvoyance, a warning dream, or the smell of smoke, the man in bed has become aware of danger. If you cut to a distraught wife defending her decision to commit her husband to a mental institution, they will understand that the man in bed is her husband and that the dramatic tension will surround the couple. If you’re editing an Alfred Hitchcock movie, the juxtaposition of the man and his wife will immediately raise questions in the viewers’ minds about foul play on the part of the woman. If you then cut back to a hospital aide ordering the man out of bed for breakfast, the audience will already be searching for hints about the man’s mental state and expecting a significant clue to arise from this interaction.


The cutting room is the domain of the film editor, a man or woman barely known outside the film industry. He is often an introverted and cautious individual who may think of himself as a talented technocrat, a guardian of the tough, mechanical facts of cinematic technique; or as a behind-the-scenes power, like a president’s brain truster, unsung but indispensable; or as a creative genius in his own right, a star whose light is blocked by the medieval movie protocol that gives directors and actors almost exclusive credit for a film’s success. Whatever his self-image, a key part of his job in the months he will spend absorbed in the seemingly endless footage will be to make his own contribution as imperceptible as possible. No viewer should walk out of that film saying, “I really dug the editing.” The final product should have a natural seamless effect, as if it were originally shot just the way it looks on the screen. And if an advertisement ever announces that the film has won an Academy Award for editing, the name of the editor will probably not be mentioned. He inhabits an anonymous world, and various aspects of the trade conspire to keep him anonymous.


Of course, within the movie business a certain amount of lore has built up about the implacable technicians, the strung-out geniuses, the “doctors,” the “firemen,” the men with “magic hands,” and the marvelous feats of filmic endurance and transformation that have gone on in those bleak, windowless cells where most pictures have been cut. Hollywood buffs may have learned that editor Elmo Williams was a major factor in the success of High Noon, that he was responsible for the picture’s strict correspondence between screen time and real time, and that his device of cutting repeatedly to the old courthouse clock created much of the fantastic tension in that famous film. They may have heard of Merrill White, who was called in one day in 1953 by executives at RKO and asked if he could salvage a disaster called The Brave One. �I'II need a year,” White is supposed to have said after viewing the original version. Already known as an irascible technician who would curse and threaten a film that gave him trouble, White probably set a record for editorial rage when, several months into The Brave One, he came roaring out of his second-floor stall, emerged on the balcony with his Moviola in tow, and in a superhuman frenzy dumped the unbudgeable three-hundred-pound machine to its destruction. (His re-edited version won the author, Dalton Trumbo, an Oscar in 1954.) A very different sort of editor, the ever dapper Paul Falkenberg, is still remembered with delight by film workers in New York. An intimidating, no-nonsense old-timer who once landed me a job cutting the Guy Lombardo TV show, Falkenberg is best recalled for an incident that occurred when MCA invited him to rescue a horrid underseas adventure. The short, balding, penguin-shaped wizard stepped briskly into the screening room, dispensed with the niceties, and proceeded to endure the film. Then, with the lights back on and his features still set in the formal mode of a high-priced surgeon about to deliver a considered opinion, the master announced, “From shit you get shit!” and marched out.


Every so often, in the film magazines, texts, and professional journals, a story arises about a timely feat of editing. And thus those who care about such things may know that during the filming of the climactic chase scene in Bullitt, an out-of-control car filled with dummies tripped a wire which prematurely sent a costly set up in flames, and that editor Frank Keller salvaged the near-catastrophe with a clever and unusual juxtaposition of images that made the explosion appear to go off on time. They may have heard that in 1963, when I was cutting Fail Safe, the U.S. Defense Department refused to provide me with crucial footage of bombers taking off, and to compensate for the gap I had to take a single piece of stock film with one Air Force plane in it—something I found in a film library—blow it up to various sizes, flop it over, crop the image in several ways, and cut together all these perspectives until it appeared that whole squadrons of bombers were taking off all around the country. They may know of certain movie episodes that owe their emotional power to virtuoso editing: the famous eating scene in Tom Jones, assembled one Sunday morning by editor Antony Gibbs; the scene from Whatever Happened to Babyjane?, cut by Michael Luciano, in which Bette Davis dances on the beach with an ice-cream cone; or the sequence in Cabaret in which editor David Bretherton took a poorly staged and poorly acted production of a young Nazi boy singing “Tomorrow Belongs to Me” and turned it into one of the most stirring moments in the film.


If you hang around directors, you’ll eventually hear other tales— about editors who were grinding bores, who had peculiar habits, who made the long months of professional intimacy a marital ordeal. About editors who were unimaginative mechanics, who were too comfortable with their old habits and rules of thumb to take risks, who stymied young directors with fresh ideas by telling them, “It can’t be done.” Director Larry Peerce complains of being duped, double-crossed, and bullied during the early years of his career by editors who knew more than he did and took advantage of his ignorance. (He also admits to having threatened the life of one editor because she ate salmon croquettes with cream sauce every day for lunch.)


But there are some questions about film editors that no one knows and no one may ever know. How great was Antony Gibbs’s contribution to the entire body of Tony Richardson’s work? (In addition to Tom Jones, he cut Richardson’s A Taste of Honey, The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner, The Loved One, Mademoiselle, and The Sailor from Gibraltar.) How instrumental was editor Henri Colpi in the revolutionary film techniques initiated in Alain Resnais’s Night and Fog, Hiroshima Mon Amour, and Last Year at Marienbad? What do filmakers Jean-Luc Godard, François Truffaut, and Eric Rohmer owe to their collaboration with editor Cécile Decugis? How great was the imprint of chief editors Margaret Booth, Daniel Mandell, and Barbara McLean on the golden-era films of MGM, Goldwyn Studios, and 20th Century-Fox? The producers, the directors, and the editors themselves have maintained almost total silence on these questions.


This book is a story of film editing. It is based mainly on the experiences of one editor, Ralph Rosenblum—the “I” of the account—and is written by Robert Karen. It is aimed at a three-quarter-of-a-century gap in our knowledge of how we are entertained, manipulated, and provoked to every conceivable emotion. It is a story of excitement and distress, of manic anxiety and absurd pomposity, and, most important, of the work itself. We hope that after reading it, you will no longer think about movies in quite the same way.


I have been a free-lance film editor—in documentaries, advertising, television, and movies—for over thirty-five years. Since 1975 I’ve lived and worked in a brownstone on West Eighty-fourth Street in Manhattan. On the second floor of the apartment, down the hall from the bedroom, is the cutting room where Annie Hall, Interiors, and several other pictures were edited. It is a large room, lined with two Moviolas, a teak desk, and five tables, all topped with synchronizers, film winders, and other little pieces of equipment. On one table there’s a stereo with a small collection of records that have formed the working scores for numerous films. Metal racks capable of holding several hundred thousand feet of film fill a small alcove behind the desk. The walls are covered with memorabilia, photographs, and Steinberg prints. During periods of dormancy—painful stretches during which my self-esteem plunges and I become nasty and difficult to live with—the tables sprout neat piles of magazines, newly acquired books from the remainder bins at Marboro and Barnes & Noble, and screenplays that friends and associates have sent me to read, comment on, and consider producing.


Since I first joined the business in the 1940s, the cozy little New York City local of the film editors’ union has swelled from a mere 150 members to a mammoth 1500. But despite this burgeoning growth in the field, few outsiders—including actors whose work is so affected by it—have any idea what really goes on during the editing of a film. Friends have repeatedly told me, “I know what you do—you take out the bad parts.” Another, more generous view portrays the editor as the one who “saves” the film, using his bag of cinematic tricks to overcome the blunders of others. Neither impression is accurate. A feature-length film generates anywhere from twenty to forty hours of raw footage. When the shooting stops, that unrefined film becomes the movie’s raw material, just as the script had been the raw material before. It must now be selected, tightened, paced, embellished, arranged, and in some scenes given artificial respiration, until the author’s and the director’s vision becomes completely translated from the language of the script to the idiom of the movies. Under the over-all heading of “editing” are almost all the techniques that distinguish filmmaking from producing a play. The process is as complex and difficult to define as the adjustments, cuts, and shuffling that makes a writer’s final product so different from his first draft. And the effort usually takes two or even three times longer than the shooting itself.


Let me set the scene for you as I have come to know it. I am editing Interiors. Anguished moans and angry cries burst out of the cutting room and fill the entire apartment as pieces of the uncut film are run through the editing machines over and over again. Four people are working in the darkened space. My two assistants, Sandy Morse and Sonya Polonsky, are winding my selections and rejections from the great mass of film onto small, carefully coded spools. These spools of film, each about the diameter of a salad plate and the thickness of a ten-dollar novel, are sitting in piles of twos and threes on surfaces all around the room.


I sit in a corner at one of the Moviolas piecing together a sequence that was shot from five different perspectives. I work quickly, long lengths of film flying through my white-gloved right hand. I stop, mark the film with a grease pencil, fly on, make another mark, cut, splice together the desired portions, and hang up the trims, pieces of deleted film.


Off to my right, at the large rented Steenbeck editing machine— whose TV-sized screen offers a better view of the raw film than does the traditional Moviola—Woody Allen is viewing and reviewing a tiny piece of action from an early scene. “Scene Seventeen, take two,” cries an anonymous voice for the nth time. A prop man races across the twelve-inch screen just before Diane Keaton and Marybeth Hurt appear and begin arguing again. After their short altercation, Woody stops the film. “The second take,” he says at last, and, without looking up, Sandy stops winding film and marks his choice in her fat script book.


Several times in the course of the day, Woody and I confer on the editing of a troublesome scene. Once we go down the hall to the bedroom for a more serious discussion. Woody is worried about the episode in which Sam Waterston breaks down. I assure him the whole sequence can be cut out without leaving too glaring a gap.


Five film barrels crowd the cutting room, with long trims hanging into them from an overhead rod. There’s a lot of film on the floor—not rejected film, as the cliche has it, but film that’s in the process of being viewed or edited or wound. The blast of voices running backward over tape heads repeatedly shatters the air. From my machine a man screams, “So far I have nothing but compassion for you!” Then a Swedish-sounding “!Bhaw-ooo-ai-ya,” as I rewind looking for the right place to make the cut. “Compassion for you!” No one pays attention to the sounds emanating from my corner or to the voice of Sam Waterston on Woody’s machine as he cries that he is able to care for people only en masse, not as individuals (a sentence that will never make it to the theaters). “Clip! Clop!” as I make the cut and apply the tape in two quick gestures. After four months of this, the film is edited and ready to go to the sound studio and the lab for the finishing touches.


Why so long? Why such painstaking devotion? Because as an editor you are constantly faced with choices that subtly influence the character of the film. Reconsider the man who has just bolted upright in bed from the midst of a deep sleep. You are provided with coverage of the next moments from two perspectives. You have a choice. You can cut from the just-awakened protagonist clutching the blankets to his chest to a stranger standing in the shadows at the foot of the bed, pointing a gun and talking in a menacing fashion. Or you can cut from the startled sleeper sitting up in bed to a tight close-up of his face, which reveals the terror in his eyes as the menacing voice of a gunman, unseen by the audience, is heard on the sound track. Your decision will be based on many factors: the degree of tension you want to generate, whether you want the terror to be muted or to reach climax proportions, your concern about repetitive images and moods, your desire to avoid clichés. Once you decide which way to go, you will have to make other choices—first regarding the selection of the strongest performance (or “take”), then the best camera angle, and finally the exact frame (and there are twenty-four frames in a second) where you will cut each shot and make the transition. The cumulative impact of these little decisions may make the difference between a classic and just plain good entertainment—or between good entertainment and a flop. For although audiences are unaware of editing, they are as affected by it as they are by a writer’s style.


No matter how you cut it, really dead material can never be brought to life, but if the raw footage has quality, it faces almost infinite possibilities during the months it passes through an editor’s hands. But because an editor’s prerogatives depend so much on his relationship with the director, it is impossible to say what his contribution is to any given film. A director may demand absolute control of his picture and give the editor little room to offer creative solutions; or he may walk away, leaving no more than a handful of instructions and an occasional word of encouragement. Under the old Hollywood system editors were often considered strictly mechanics and not expected to offer ideas. But during certain periods, like the heyday of the silent film, the era of the great producer-tycoons, and throughout much of TV’s history, certain editors have achieved immense authority and power. In recent years, as the studio system has crumbled and as filmmakers have become more and more inclined to break out of the confines of the script, the editing profession as a whole has begun to come into its own. But even today the situation varies dramatically— from a picture like Apocalypse Now that spends years in the cutting and goes through several generations of editors to a less complicated picture like Slow Dancing in the Big City, which director John Avildsen virtually edited himself.


Because so much goes on in the cutting room, because it is a major center of film creation, an inevitable tension infects the director-editor relationship. Directors never give special mention to their editors when they lope up to receive their Oscar—lest an overeager critic surmise that the film had been in trouble and was saved by heavy editorial doctoring. And editors, understanding the explosive ego issues involved, wisely stay true to the bent for anonymity that led them to their chosen profession.


When it comes to awards for editing, editors are the first to snigger. “We editors know,” says Tom Priestly (This Sporting Life, Marat/Sade, Deliverance), “that we cannot really judge each others’ work without knowing the original material. Many a lousy film has been brilliantly edited, and many a brilliant film has been just competently put together.”


Nonetheless there are certain films that people in the industry know were “made in the cutting room.” This inner-circle recognition offers an editor one of his rare opportunities for ego flight. Among the pictures I’ve worked on, The Night They Raided Minsky’s is certainly the foremost example.
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Norman Lear (left) and William Fried kin on the set of THE NIGHT THEY RAIDED MINSKY’S.
(Courtesy United Artists Corporation)

















1 ■ The Night They Raided Minsky’s
Part I: A Month for Nine Minutes




When Norman Lear, Billy Friedkin, and I gathered to screen the first cut of The Night They Raided Minsky’s on a Friday afternoon in the fall of 1967, we were as far apart as three collaborators could be. I was invigorated and optimistic, having just finished a hard-paced three weeks in the cutting room, paring down some forty-odd hours of raw footage into a manageable two and a half. Friedkin, the director, who would later make The French Connection and The Exorcist, was edgy and preoccupied. He was leaving for England to direct another picture, and although he was already half gone in spirit, he could hardly forget that this film—or whatever became of it—represented the first major opportunity of his career. Lear, the producer and co-author, reverberated with high-pitched anxiety. He had already spent over three million dollars of investor money to finance Minsky’s, making it the most expensive movie ever produced in New York; his director was about to take off for good; and he was beginning to dread that he had gambled too heavily—that this dangerously old-fashioned story would never be perceived as the exciting “New Look” in filmmaking he had promised.


From the very beginning, the idea behind The Night They Raided Minsky’s had been to create an “old-fashioned musical with a New Look.” The producer, the director, and the people at United Artists were excited by the prospect of the New Look, although what it was and how it was going to be accomplished no one knew. If a New Look could really be said to exist at that time, it was flickering about in four recently released movies that were having a big impact on the industry: The Knack, the two Beatles movies, Hard Day’s Night and Help!, and A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum—all directed by Richard Lester. The techniques Lester used with astonishing success had never been seen in commercial films. Actors walked forward and then suddenly backward. People and things popped out of nowhere and jumped around like animated figures. Had anyone dared to acknowledge that the New Look we hoped to achieve in Minsky’s was essentially a Lester Look, we all might have been saved some anguish; but such an acknowledgment would have been considered inappropriate, if not blasphemous, and so it barely crossed our minds.


To anyone with film sense, the Minsky’s script quickly revealed exactly how important the New Look was to Lear. It is an insipid story about an impossibly innocent Amish girl, played by Britt Ekland, who bounds into New York City in 1925 looking like a ripe fruit. Seeking to escape her stern and joyless father in order to dance Bible stories on stage, she goes straight to the Lower East Side and the cynical but childlike world of Minsky’s Burlesque Theatre, where a pair of vaudeville actors, Jason Robards and Norman Wisdom, vie for her affections. The knavish Robards is also involved in a plot to put Ekland on the stage as “Madame Fifi,” who, according to Minsky’s crash advertising campaign, will do the “dance that drove a thousand Frenchmen wild.” The idea is to goad the overzealous head of the city’s vice squad into calling a police raid, only to embarrass him with an innocent Bible Dance. But Ekland, hurt by being played for a fool and incensed over being called a “whore” by her father, goes out on the midnight stage and, incited each step of the way by a riotously libidinous audience, begins bumping and grinding and tossing off pieces of her clothes. When she looks offstage and sees Robards sneering in disapproval, she throws out her arms to him, thereby dropping the front of her dress. And thus, presumably, the striptease is born. Various connivances and conniptions go on in the background, not the least of which involves Minsky’s orthodox Jewish father, played by Joseph Wiseman, and Ekland’s orthodox Amish father, played by Harry Andrews in wrathful pursuit. It is all very trivial and predictable, and clearly in need of something—the New Look perhaps—to snap it into shape as a piece of compelling cinema.


But as Minsky’s father would say, compelling the first cut wasn’t. What we witnessed for those two and a half hours was some of the least compelling footage any of us had ever seen. There was no pace, no suspense, and not a moment of believable dialogue. Britt Ekland managed to do approximately what was expected of her, gliding through the entire film like a star-stunned ingenue, while Jason Robards, who had been capable of credible performances in other films, waltzed through his part in this one. The vaudeville numbers had genuine quality, but they didn’t fit anywhere in the script, and the only interesting dramatic sequences were provided by the marginal character actors. The footage of the re-creations of entire blocks of the old Jewish ghetto in the Lower East Side of Manhattan, including pushcarts, store facades, elevated subway, and six hundred extras, offered a devastatingly expensive backdrop for a silly, inconsequential musical film that could barely be watched for two minutes without a total suspension of one’s critical faculties.


The screening over, we sat silently for a while as the extent of Lear’s desolation gradually surfaced. “Could you, Billy,” he asked Friedkin, “could you do something? Could you and Ralph go back into the cutting room and work tonight and Saturday and Sunday and maybe do some kind of big save by the time you leave on Monday?”


His words had a more chilling effect on me than the screening had had. We couldn’t pull it off in two days—that was desperation talk. Besides, I didn’t want to give up the weekend. And neither, it turned out, did Friedkin. So we talked for an hour or two more and then parted—Friedkin for London, where he would direct the film of Pinter’s A Birthday Party, I for home, where I would forget the whole thing, and Lear for a torturous two days of suspended animation.


The next week was gloomy, Lear and I spending several days discussing the film in a general way, hardly knowing what we were going to do to put a New Look or Any Look into two and a half hours of slightly horny kiddie theater. Later in the week we arranged another screening and invited David Picker, an executive vice president of United Artists. “In all my years in film,” Picker said afterward, “this is the worst first cut I’ve ever seen.” As we trudged out of the screening room, Picker tried to reassure Lear: “Look, there’s no real deadline on this picture—whatever you need, whatever you want to do . . .” his voice tailed off, “. . . whatever you want to do, go ahead and . . . take your time, and do it.” And he walked away.


There are three or four big film libraries in New York, each holding millions of feet of film, all of it cross-indexed in scores of ways. The libraries specialize in old black and white film, much of it shot from the period before World War I through the years of the Depression. If you need footage of the opening of a dam in California, a flagpole sitter in Chicago, striking workers in New York’s garment center, the collapse of the “Galloping Gertie” bridge in Washington, bizarre feats performed on the wings of airplanes, or old newsreel footage of any of the world’s former political, scientific, or cultural elite, it is bound to be wound around any of their thousands of reels.


Grasping for an inspiration, I visited one of the libraries and asked to see a few reels of the Pennsylvania Amish. The men with beards and primitive dress, the horse-drawn carriages, the straight-backed women outside spotless farmhouses hardly suggested the New Look that Lear was pressuring me for, but I ordered a couple of scenes and started work on Minsky’s first ten-minute reel. It was December 1967, the beginning of one of my longest stints in the cutting room.


The process of turning a first cut into a finished film always proceeds one reel at a time. Each scene is carefully tuned before the next one is tackled. It’s the way I imagine a cobra ingests a crocodile, the dead beast going through the snake’s digestive system inch by inch, the head being completely transformed by the digestive juices before the neck arrives.


The head of Minsky’s is the opening sequence of the Amish girl arriving in New York. I worked and reworked this scene, trying to incorporate some of the stock footage. The process is tedious, rarely offering much return on a day’s labor, but it yielded my first inkling of how I might transform the film. As I intercut the scenes, I realized that the orthodox Amish farmers looked similar to some of the extras in the original shooting, men with beards and big hats who were supposed to be Orthodox Jews, It seemed a perfect binding element to bolster the important opening minutes. As Britt Ekland arrives in New York, the flash cuts of the Amish would highlight the emotional impact of her entering this alien but strangely similar world.


I ordered more Amish scenes and began cutting again, like a baker adding more yeast to his recipe. After several days, I looked at the remade opening and saw a somewhat enlivened but still disappointing version. I had taken a wrong turn, and, as is frequently the case with editing experiments, many hours of effort were lost.


But I learned something from this mistake. I now knew that the basic approach I had chosen of intercutting stock footage was sound. After several more weeks of editing—with the Amish farmers this time completely eliminated in favor of scenes of old New York—I hit upon my opening formula: the introductory sequence became a vast array of intercutting that establishes the Lower East Side of 1925, introduces the Amish girl, brings Minsky’s theater into focus, and works in the title and credits.


The movie begins with words on a title card that are spoken simultaneously by a vaudeville-style announcer (Rudy Vallee). He speaks for just a few seconds, declaring that the film is based on true incidents, that “in 1925 there was this real religious girl and by accident she invented the striptease.” Suddenly we are thrown into the midst of a parade from black and white stock footage, the first element of a 1925 montage composed of twenty-nine shots in eighty-six seconds: a female band playing in bathing suits, a couple in a marathon dance contest, a boy and girl hugging in a tenement-lined street, a woman dancing beside a dancing horse, a man scaling the side of a building, a flagpole sitter, pushcarts and peddlers in an overcrowded street which suddenly turns to full color, and so on. I repeated the color trick three times toward the end of the montage to prepare the audience for the color cut of Britt Ekland riding happily on an old elevated city train.


I now bring Ekland into the Lower East Side, and the montage effect continues. At regular intervals I show her progress. She’s getting educated by the new sights, and the audience is having an equivalent experience through the use of the stock footage and snippets of footage shot by Friedkin on the re-created set. The Friedkin cuts each go for a few frames in black and white before turning to color, sometimes with the aid of a cue, like the flash of a smile or the sudden flight of pigeons. Gradually the black and white footage yields more and more to the color.


Bert Lahr, an aging vaudevillian (Lahr died during the filming of Minsky’s), is the second character I introduce. We first see his feet walking along the crowded street. He’s wearing shiny “spats,” which is also the name of the character he plays. He takes a grape from a fruit vendor’s basket. A wagon and driver, more pushcarts. Ekland among the crowd, a shaved-ice seller, 1925 traffic, Ekland catching her first glimpse of Minsky’s, the sign announcing the show with Wisdom’s and Robards’ pictures on it, a quick shot of Robards in his hotel lobby (my editorial signal that this is a character to watch for), Ekland calling out to Lahr—and the first dramatic action begins.


In a few lines of dialogue it becomes clear why Ekland has come to New York and what she is running from: I make a quick cut to her bearded, raging father, then back to Ekland’s face wincing with guilt. A sympathetic Lahr invites her inside the theater. I cut to the action on stage, the audience. The music begins, applause, and Pablo Ferro’s specially designed flashing titles come on, superimposed over a slightly blurred view of the audience: a bud yorkin-norman lear production. As the focus shifts back and forth from the audience to the burlesque routine on stage, and as the energy level and excitement rise, I pop the names of the stars on and off the screen, the background taking on a matte finish each time. Eventually I run through all the credits in this way. For several seconds of vaudeville action there are no titles at all. Suddenly I switch to a nighttime sequence of old-time policemen running from the station house to their cars in flickering black and white and color. The vaudeville music continues, mixed with the sound of sirens and engines, but for an instant the picture disappears, replaced by a single flashing black word on a white background: “the” The flickering montage resumes, reuniting with its sound track: the prowl cars streaming out of their compound in a single file. As the sound track races on another flashing black word on an all-white background: “night” A policeman on a motorcycle. “they” The cop cars and cycles zooming through town, “raided” The police vehicles flickering through the darkness, “minsky’s.”


The cops leave their cars and move toward the burlesque palace.


I bring us inside again, in the middle of a Robards and Wisdom routine. Robards: “Hey, Chick, did you take a bath today?” Wisdom: “Why, is there one missing?” Laughter. A judge and a female witness in a courtroom. Judge: “When you were sitting there in the car, and you felt that man’s hand on your knee, and then again on the top of your stocking, why, why didn’t you scream for help?” Witness: “How did I know he was after my money?” Laughter.


The two-line bits fire off in rapid succession, the effect created by the splicing together of a number of scenes filmed at different times for different parts of the film. Wisdom walks into the aisle of the theater. Audience on both sides, one man asleep. Wisdom: “That was one of me father’s jokes.” Robards: “What are you, one of your mother’s?”


Judge: “Say, weren’t you up before me two weeks ago?” A woman witness: “I don’t know, Your Honor. What time do you get up?” Laughter. Her response and the laughter are heard as the penultimate titles are superimposed: produced by norman lear. The audience, another bit, more laughter: directed by william friedkin. The vaudeville music starts as Robards and Wisdom make a wildly cheered exit. The camera pans along the laughing audience to end the first reel.


I created the pastiche inch by inch, recut it twenty or thirty times, and worked on it for over a month. In nine minutes there were close to three hundred splices. A single piece of vaudevillian music that I had laid down over the montage sequences became the film’s major musical theme. The treacly opening had been infused with enough bustling expectation and playful nostalgia to pass for modern entertainment. Lear found it thrilling.


Norman Lear is a medium-sized man whose single distinguishing feature is a bald head with a thick fringe of gray hair. He’s a master at getting what he wants from people, knowing all the subtleties of feeling that make subordinates inclined to give extra and remain loyal. He’s positive, encouraging, and friendly, and lacks the gruff characteristics typical of producers. His only transparent manipulative device—one that would eventually cause a blow-up between us—is to offer profuse praise and then ask if the thing praised can’t be made “even better.” On the whole, he is difficult if not impossible to dislike.


Lear had no intention of returning to Hollywood until Minsky’s was cut. He set up office in New York and began developing pilot TV scripts, one of which would later become “All in the Family.” Days went by without any discussion between us, but he was always accessible if I needed him, ready to drop whatever he was doing in order to see if his New Look was emerging. His office, actually an extension of my cutting room on West Fifty-fourth Street, consisted of some rented furniture and a secretary. He probably never guessed he would be there for almost a year.


Throughout most of that year Lear had to use all his managerial magic to keep my spirits from slipping beneath the minimum working level. Even with the first reel completed, the plot had barely been tackled, and I had only a thin vision of how the dramatic portions could be made to work. I had taken Minsky’s on not because I believed it would be a great editorial challenge but because I saw it as a lark. I had just come off six months on The Producers, a trying experience that pickled my nerve endings, and I badly needed a soothing job. Lear, who had been impressed with my work on A Thousand Clowns and had tried to get me to relocate to California (where he had recently produced Divorce American Style), had been responsible for bringing me in on this project, and I expected a pleasurable collaboration. The script revealed a frothy, unimportant film full of musical numbers, the kind of thing that might be snapped into shape in six to eight weeks of editing. I loved cutting musicals; I expected a short stretch of mindless fun.


Now I alone was responsible for rescuing what everyone but the irrepressible Lear believed was a hopeless failure. I resented the burden all the more because, while I was being asked to perform the greatest filmmaking feat of my career, someone else’s name would be signed to it if I succeeded. This was a difficult barrier for a man who had never liked the adoration that is customarily bestowed on directors. And it was especially difficult after having spent several weeks working with Billy Friedkin, who at that time was in his late twenties and the stereotype of the arrogant kid prodigy. Still relatively unknown in the business—his only previous feature had been a budget movie called Good Times starring Sonny and Cher—he leaned heavily on aggressiveness and rank-pulling, which I attributed to the young director’s typical fears about inexperience and failure. Now that he was gone, I resented and envied him. Time and again I thought, “I wish I could be in Friedkin’s spot; I wish I could be out.” Meanwhile, as the weeks wore on, Lear’s persistent pressure to make edited scenes “even better” wore my good feelings toward him thinner and thinner. But as the producer, co-author, and sole responsible agent for three million dollars of other people’s money, his reputation was on the line. He would not relent until he got his New Look.


About two months into the cutting, Lear called me into his office, closed the door, and, handing me a folder, said, “I thought you’d like to see this.” It was a transcript of a late-night television show that Friedkin had appeared on in London. During the interview, Friedkin was asked what his last project had been before leaving the States. “The biggest piece of crap I ever worked on,” were his approximate words, “something called The Night They Raided Minsky’s.”
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Friedkin directing Bert Lahr in rehearsal.
(Courtesy United Artists Corporation)
















2 ■ The Night They Raided Minsky’s
Part II: Life Sentence




The chief drawback of Minsky’s’ dramatic episodes was their predictability. The script had aimed for an old-fashioned charm, but, with a few important exceptions, no new twist of sophistication was added to please a modern audience. Jason Robards does succeed in seducing Britt Ekland, and Ekland does ultimately bare her breasts on stage, but the result is neither a fresh New Look nor reliable Old Drama. The first cut revealed a slightly more explicit version of something that had been seen so often before we were sure that audiences would be able to guess the lines before the actors spoke them.


Early in the film Norman Wisdom, who plays a sweet fall guy to Robards’ fast smoothy, occupies the vacant afternoon stage to teach Ekland the meaning of burlesque. She looks on with smiling awe (of course) and occasional laughter as he steps into a bucket, falls down a flight of stairs, and throws open an exit door only to run into a brick wall. Her typical expressions are “Oh! Uh! Oh!” They frolic, they embrace, they go out into the streets, where Wisdom buys her a knish, something she’s never eaten before. Nothing lifts their adventures above the harmless.


Sometime around the dawn of film a ridiculous short was made of a stiff little boy dating a prim little girl. He drives up to her on a city sidewalk in his kiddie car, steps out, offers his arm, takes her for a ride, buys her an ice cream, and without saying a word, very formally embraces and kisses her—then looks away shyly. I had seen this short on my first trip to the film library, and, unable to resist it, had ordered a print with no particular use in mind. As I intercut snatches of it now with the Wisdom-Ekland sidewalk courtship, it seemed to release the pent-up humor of the scene. This was confirmed when we tested the film before audiences. Viewers would watch silently as Wisdom mugs and Ekland coos; they would chuckle weakly and seem to fear that the scene was slipping irretrievably into embarrassing naïveté. But each time the kiddie short popped in, they laughed with pleasure. Apparently the short not only takes the Wisdom-Ekland absurdity a needed step into the comic beyond, it also signals, much to the audience’s relief, that no one is expected to take this mind-bending naïveté seriously. This was a problem that had to be conquered in a dozen different ways throughout the editing of the film.


Take, for example, the moment when Robards provokes a fight between Selwyn, the owner of the delicatessen where the Minsky crowd hangs out, and Trim Houlihan, the pin-striped gangster (played by Forrest Tucker) who serves as the movie’s Captain Hook. A disagreement over the price of a bagel escalates, Laurel-and-Hardy fashion, into an all-out war.




TRIM: Hey, wait a minute. What’s that?





SELWYN: You said an order of bagel.


 


TRIM: That’s an order of bagel? One bagel is an order of bagel?


 


SELWYN: New policy.


 


TRIM: Two! bagels is an order of bagel anywhere in town!


 


SELWYN: I don’t care about anywhere in town. Here you order another bagel, you pay another nickel. 



 



An ensuing exchange of epithets grows into a slapstick fury of bagel-tossing and vest-throwing, each man trying to prove by disposing of his valuable possessions how little money means compared to the “principles” involved. Thinly amusing, the episode is only a minor improvement on the many scenes of grown men fighting that used to force chuckles out of children during long afternoons of silent funnies.


To give it added dimension, I laid down some vaudeville music over the fight and cut it to achieve a choreographed look. The music, an old number called “Gentlemen,” has already been used to back up a Robards-Wisdom onstage bit; it lifts the bagel fight out of the context of plot and into the nonsense world of the burlesque stage.


The by now inevitable inclusion of stock footage lifts it some more. The first cut in the stock montage is a piece from an ancient newsreel depicting an Italian immigrant holding an infant child. As the man waves a little American flag, he points across the water to something significant, presumably the Statue of Liberty. To my pleasure and surprise, audiences consistently burst forth with laughter at the appearance of this cut—the land of individual opportunity, where grown men fight maniacally over the price of a bagel! The other stock cuts follow in rapid succession: kids on a pier diving into the East River along with their dog, a fighter attacking a punching bag, postal clerks sorting mail at an incredible speed, Isadora Duncan-style dancers leap-frogging over one another on a roof, the immigrant and child again—an odd assortment meant to suggest the zaniness of the times. Within this context, the bagel business slips safely into a new role as a launching pad for a nostalgic representation of the era.


The cuts range from six to sixty-eight frames apiece—the last ones being the shortest for a speeded up effect. Since there are twenty-four frames to a second, many cuts last only a fraction of a second, and the whole sequence is over in less than half a minute. The vaudeville music that began with the bagel fight continues throughout the stock snippets. Toward the end of the half-minute montage, snatches of Robards, Wisdom, and Ekland running along the street are interspersed with the other cuts. The third time the trio appears, they stay. The music stops abruptly with the first words of dialogue, and we are into the next scene.


Another episode that leans heavily on stock material comes toward the end of the film when Houlihan, who has absconded with Ekland, beats up the pursuing Wisdom and Robards in a penny arcade. It’s a brutal scene for all its nonsensicalness, Houlihan batting the two heroes across the arcade over and over again like a couple of fat softballs. By this time the pattern I had established earlier in the film dictated that I again spice the action with a vaudevillian flavor and frenetic editing.


The penny arcade itself is suggestive of nuttiness, being filled with old-fashioned movie scopes that enable viewers to hand-crank animated scenes of cops and robbers, train crashes, and other sensational bits of inanity. I set up the montage in such a way as to suggest a connection between the movie-scope episodes and the fight scene itself. As Houlihan gleefully creams his pathetic opponents, Wisdom flies feet first into a nickelodeon, which—by editorial fiat—suddenly lights up and starts playing. With the music engaged, the montage begins, this time including a man cranking the animated pictures, pedals dancing off player-piano strings, and figurines fighting, along with the now obligatory items: a huge smokestack tumbling down, a falling telephone pole hitting a man on the head and driving him into the ground, a log roller tumbling into the water. A few seconds into the frantic montage, which keeps flashing back to the three combatants, the camera speeds up to create an old-time, jerky-jointed animated effect. Once again, the flood of amusing, ingenious, and unexpected elements mercifully sublimates the original material.


As I became more and more engrossed in this film, my misgivings gave way to some extent. I was beginning to have a glimpse of how the final product might look, and as a result my commitment to the project and my proprietary feelings toward it were growing. But, unlike my experience with any film I’ve worked on before or since, my anger and suffocation never faded. Nothing could shake my feeling of having been left to revive a corpse—nor suspend my conviction that I would be sticking tubes, and intravenous drips, and cardiac shocks, and artificial respirators onto and into and out of this patient for the rest of my life.


Mornings were most painful. Driving out of New Rochelle each day, I would get unspeakable urges to cross the George Washington Bridge and spend the next eight hours exploring Bayonne, and Hoboken, and Union City, New Jersey. I no longer wanted to see Lear. His one-track mind (“Make it better”) had to me become a real-life horror show on the level of Tarantula or The Thing. Perhaps no amount of gratitude or praise would have been adequate, but Lear’s predictable jolly demands made me seethe. At one climactic moment (“It’s great, Ralph, but could you make it better?”), I told Lear to stuff it, crashed out of the cutting room, slammed the door behind me, and an hour later found myself pacing Fifth Avenue, dripping with guilt.


Each night I carried this monster show home with me in the form of self-pity or an addictive preoccupation with a difficult cut. My wife would dread hearing my key turn in the door. My kids would stiffen: “Here comes Dad.” I yelled. I was surly. I was impatient. But every evening as I left the studio and walked to the parking lot, the same thought would overwhelm me: “Another day has just passed working on two minutes of reel four of Minsky’s. Two minutes. One hundred eighty feet. All day long. There’s got to be something better in life.”


Lear, on the other hand, never stopped smiling. Unlike me, he was never surly, or rude, or depressed—all of which just heightened my feelings of guilt. He was so positive, I didn’t know whether to cry or grow fangs. And his occasional bursts of inspiration were beginning to strike me as grievous intrusions.


One day he tore into the editing room with a Big Idea. He wanted to go out to a strip joint on Long Island, shoot a live striptease on a bar, and use the footage to open the film. “Don’t you see,” he cried, “the whole acceptance of nudity today will make a great contrast to the innocent period when the striptease was born!” “Norman, I really don’t see it,” I moaned, “you’re dragging this thing in by its ass.” But nothing could stop him. We went out to Hempstead, spent two and a half days shooting lewd smiles, wiggling thighs, and vigorously bouncing breasts, spliced some of the footage into the movie and finally threw it out.


Lear had a number of flash inspirations like that, and some were useful. But in addition to feeling trapped and abused, I was thinking more and more like the director and resisting ideas I didn’t agree with. The directorial feeling was most intense during the cutting of certain particularly challenging scenes.


Indeed, for all the puffing up, rearranging, altering, and reviving that went on throughout this film, one scene more than any other needed resuscitation of mouth-to-mouth intensity. It was a crucial scene, a climax of sorts, because it brings the Robards-Ekland relationship to a long-awaited sexual conclusion. Having at that time never directed a movie, it was difficult for me to imagine what I would have done differently in the original staging to make this sequence work. But as an editor, I had created whole new scenes out of discarded plastic, and that was the first thing I set about doing here.


We are about two-thirds into the movie, in the middle of the seventh ten-minute reel. It is the second trip to Robards’ hotel room, in which he seeks to give Ekland the single piece of Biblical knowledge she lacks. With Ekland looking and acting like a poof of peach souffle eager to be consumed, the scene is pregnant with titillating potential. Unfortunately, very little that happens in Robards’ room suggests the buildup of enough heat to make this soufflé cook.


To add some lustful expectation, I manufactured a tense preamble. Borrowing some of the edited-out film from their first trip to the hotel, I intercut it with the production number that is being performed at Minsky’s the moment they are slipping away. The fleeting montage is accompanied by the music from the performance, an old vaudeville theme called “Around the World” (the tune to which schoolchildren have put the words “All the girls in France do the hula-hula dance”). The music continues throughout the Robards-Ekland cuts—we see them talking but cannot hear their words. In addition to establishing the simultaneity of the two pieces of action, the musical overlay lends a dreamlike quality to the lovers’ flight. It’s all done in split-second cuts, and the impact is strong:


A close-up of a male performer on stage doing a faggy bump and grind to “Around the World”; Robards and Ekland slipping through the crowded hotel lobby; the male dancer joined by eight females in rope skirts; the Knave and the Souffle in the brass elevator cage, chatting and smiling and staring into each other’s eyes; the burlesque queens bumping and grinding; the two lovers dashing down the dark hotel corridor; close-ups of the motley dancers swaying and leering. The light flashes on in Robards’ room, and at that instant the music stops. Action.


The dialogue begins with Robards’ kiss. Clearly the lovers still need a dose of editorial foreplay:






EKLAND: Oh!




ROBARDS: That couldn’t have been your first kiss.




EKLAND: The first with a clean-shaven man.




ROBARDS: How was it?




EKLAND: I thought of a melon with a slice out. . . . You want to make love to me?




ROBARDS: How do you feel about it?




EKLAND: I feel to love is to wish to give pleasure.




ROBARDS: And you wish to give me pleasure?




EKLAND: Yes.




ROBARDS: Yeah, well, we’ve got about thirty-six minutes.




EKLAND: Oh. One thing I wish only, but then it is asking too much. . . .




ROBARDS: What?




EKLAND: I dreamed that the first time there would be a sign to tell me it is right.




ROBARDS: A sign?






EKLAND: Uh-huh. From Him. A sign. The Lord moves in wondrous ways.





Robards becomes irritated by this talk and several sentences later gets angry enough to punch his chest of drawers. Without either of them realizing it, the blow has disengaged his Murphy bed, which slowly descends from the wall. Ekland turns to see the bed magically filling the room, and her face takes on the familiar Dawn-of-Creation expression we’ve grown to tolerate. It’s an amusing joke, the Lord being twisted into the Master Procurer, but it cannot hold up the scene alone, especially alongside the fast pace that’s been established for the film.


Two pieces of music were needed to rescue this episode. The first, bursting forth when Ekland spots the miraculous bed, is Handel’s Hallelujah Chorus (the use of which is always a sure sign that a film is in danger). As she looks on in wonder, we hear nine peals of “Hallelujah” and yet four more when she walks, arms outstretched, to the delighted Robards.


A loud knock at the door. “Rachel Elizabeth Schpitendavel, this is your father!” We’ve seen the bearded terror arrive in town earlier accompanied by a selection of stock cuts similar to those that escorted Ekland in. With Mr. Schpitendavel snorting and pacing in the hallway, Robards dashes to fold up the bed and hide in a closet. Here a second piece of emergency music, a vaudeville number, enhances the action, while the cutting aims for choreographed panic. Twice Robards runs to put the bed up, and twice it begins to slide down again accompanied by peals of “Hallelujah.”


After a fierce argument, the father leaves in a fury, threatening to disown his daughter if she is not on the one-oh-five out of Penn Station with him that night. But Ekland has a more pressing matter on her mind. She turns to Robards, opting for her new life. He: “Well, we’ve got seventeen minutes now.” They kiss. Sound track: “hallelujah, hallelujah!” A shameless crutch, it nevertheless succeeds.


By the fall of 1968, as I inched toward the completion of the film, I could see that something legitimate was emerging. Until then I’d tackled each scene individually, doing what I could to add to the drama, heighten the humor, and disguise the triviality. I had employed every known trick of editing, from the stylish use of stock footage, extensive dependence on music, frenetic cutting, and overlapping episodes to the complete deletion of dialogue scenes, replaced instead by snippets of suggestive action. I had used so many opticals, by which I mean all the special effects that have to be processed in a lab—superimpositions, dissolves, alterations in the film speed, recropping a scene by blowing up a desired segment—that for the first time in my experience a film contained more special effects than original photography. As I reviewed the cumulative impact for perhaps the fortieth time, I saw at last that it was holding together. It had style, some genuinely funny moments, and tremendous pace. Even more important, it had developed the liberated grace to laugh at itself. Somehow the mass of clumsy, dated material had been conquered; a silly, uncohesive musical had become attention-holding for close to ninety-nine minutes.


Above all, this emerging Minsky’s was highly contemporary. One might even conclude it had a New Look. The obvious fact that had eluded us from the beginning suddenly struck me now: The avant-garde quality Richard Lester had achieved in films like Help! could only be accomplished through editing. From the moment the Search for the New Look began, Minsky’s was destined to be a cutting-room picture.


Despite the pressure that had been constantly pumped into the Minsky’s cutting room during that year, Lear and I managed to survive without a real fight. We did have several disagreements, though, one of which was a serious battle that I still regret having lost.


At the end of the film, after Minsky’s theater has been raided and we know that it will be closed down for good, we see Bert Lahr on the empty stage fondling the relics of burlesque. When Friedkin and I produced the first cut, I had already begun putting music on the tracks, and for this concluding segment I chose a Chico Hamilton piece called “Thoughts.” On it Hamilton uses a jazz bass alongside a haunting voice like that of a Jewish cantor. It is tingling music, and played over the forlorn Lahr alone in the empty theater, intercut with very short black and white snatches of the audience laughing—but without the sound of laughter—it had a powerful, dirgelike effect. One of the last things Friedkin had said to Lear before leaving was, “Whatever you do, don’t cut that piece of music.” The serious note at the end seemed to crystallize the whole film around an awareness that the burlesque era was truly dead, and that for all its frothiness, perhaps something of value, some innocence, had been lost. It almost ennobled the movie, like a touching truth at the end of a day of mindless frolicking.


But the chilling sequence frightened Lear. He insisted on inserting the brassy David Rose music that is always played alongside a striptease, and the movie was diminished as a result.


A second disagreement was minor and structural, though it did concern an innovation for which the film would be noted by reviewers.


From the first days of editing one of my concerns had been the creation of a smooth blending of the black and white stock footage with the color film. I hoped that one way to make the transitions would be to use some of Friedkin’s original color footage in black and white, and I had a black and white work print of the movie on hand for that purpose. One day early in the film I was engrossed in some intricate cutting from stock footage to a sequence from the color film. After cutting it once, I decided to extend the original Friedkin material by reinstating a few frames that I’d trimmed from its beginning. I asked my assistant for the trim. As he rummaged nervously through the film barrel, I became more and more impatient, and finally exploded, “For Christ’s sake, forget the trim and give it to me in black and white!” I intended to use the few black and white frames as a temporary filler, but what I saw changed my mind. We now had black and white stock footage, cutting to these few black and white frames from Minsky’s—which because of the accuracy of the re-created set looks just like another piece of stock footage—and this same scene suddenly turning to color a few frames later. It seemed as if the stock footage itself had burst into Technicolor. The impact was magical.


Using this method I was able to integrate the stock material in a way that added sparkle to the film and avoided obvious, jolting transitions. I became self-conscious about the number of times we used this trick, but Lear was captivated by it, insisted on employing it more times than I thought was necessary, and it became our visual motif. When the film was finally released in December 1968—to generally positive reviews—some of the critics noted that the combined use of color and black and white film was a particularly interesting innovation. In the year-end issue of New York magazine Judith Crist wrote, “Director William Friedkin proves his sense of cinema again by remarkable intersplicing of newsreels and striking use of black and white fade-ins to color.”


Crist, of course, had no way of knowing that Friedkin may not have even seen the film she reviewed. Indeed, I’d heard that he would be barred from the screenings because of his talk-show blunder and would ultimately have to pay to get in. But as ever when a new movie is released, any mention of the underlying rancors, ordeals, and moments of desperation was strictly taboo. The industry’s unspoken attitude is that the production process has been nothing but cooperation, studded with regular bursts of creative inspiration; that the confident smiles on the vice presidents’ faces were up there from the start; and that the picture that appears on the screen is exactly what we set out originally to achieve. No one ever talks about the agony of viewing the first cut—even though it is always felt. And as long as films are made, no outsider, neither friend nor colleague, will ever be invited to see that first cut flicker torturously across the studio’s private screen.
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Key transitional frames from THE LIFE OF AN AMERICAN FIREMAN.
(Courtesy Museum of Modern Art)


















3 ■ From a Recording Medium to an Art Form
 The Invention of Editing




Every advance in filmmaking has been designed to make something more real—an event, an emotion, an idea. When moving pictures were still a novelty, an early inventor like Louis Lumière could show a two-minute film of an oncoming locomotive, choke his viewers with terror and delight, and certainly convince at least those front-row spectators who ran panic-stricken for the exits that they were getting their one franc’s worth. But novelties wear off quickly, and the devices that once caused onlookers to grip each other’s knees soon left them sitting impassively.


In the beginning it was enough to project any convincing representation of motion on the screen. But more inventive minds dreamed up greater delights. Of the primitive creators, a professional magician named Georges Méliès was the most popular and most ingenious. He saw in film the potential not only to record his magic shows for wider viewing but also to embellish them with special effects that heretofore were beyond his reach. Because he could stop the camera in the middle of a scene and make some opportune alterations, or crank the camera back to produce a double exposure, he could make a character vanish in a flash, turn him into an animal or a monster, or, with some additional effort, burst him into a thousand pieces.


In Méliès’ little pictures the plot was often used merely as a frame for the wondrous special effects. A typical example from his hundreds of shorts is The Devil in a Convent, in which he transforms a devil and an imp into a priest and a choirboy and has them enter a convent. Once inside, the demons change back into their true forms, causing no little consternation among the fleeing nuns. In the end Saint George appears, wrestles with the devil, and liberates the convent from his grasp. In longer tales, such as Cinderella, A Trip to the Moon, and The Impossible Voyage, Méliès used double-exposure dissolves in order to ease the transition from scene to scene. Charming, erotic, imaginative, and poetic, his films made use of such techniques as stop-motion, fast and slow motion, reverse shootings, and animation to put a dynamic and delightful magic theater on the screen.


But despite Méliès’ mastery of stage techniques and of certain camera techniques that put him way ahead of his envious contemporaries, he barely touched the mechanics of moviemaking as we’ve come to know them.


The first man to toy with the power inherent in film was an Edison Company mechanic and projectionist named Edwin S. Porter. What Porter did is so commonplace today that it takes some imagination to recognize how significant it was in his time. When we think back on the films we’ve enjoyed, we recall our favorite scenes as if they were all of a single piece. That a scene may have been shot on several different days, that it may be composed of scores of little shots lasting only a few seconds apiece, that a close-up of the hero may have been an afterthought of the director’s (and shot long after the heroine—to whom he’s supposedly speaking—has returned to her dressing room) hardly concerns us. When I was editing The Night They Raided Minsky’s, I never considered any sequence of film to be an entity unto itself. Of all the burlesque routines that were acted out and filmed in their entirety, not one made it into the movie uncut. Each routine was shot from several angles, allowing me to intercut from one perspective to another. But, more than that, I used the stage material for dashes of spirit and atmosphere, and, instead of showing any routine from beginning to end, I sprinkled it throughout the picture in bits and pieces. Audiences today are so accustomed to seeing film juggled about like this and so capable of maintaining their perspective despite close-ups and flashbacks and sudden shifts in position that they would find it hard to appreciate what a mass of kaleidoscopic confusion a modern film would seem to a turn-of-the-century viewer.



OEBPS/images/9780306802720_0042_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
DA CAPO PRESS





OEBPS/images/9780306802720_0020_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780306802720_0030_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780306802720_0010_001.jpg





