Why Do Cuts Work?

l t ,ell, the fact is that Apocalypse Now, as well as

every other theatrical film (except perhaps
Hitchcock’s Rope?), is made up of many different
pieces of film joined together into a mosaic of im-
ages. The mysterious part of it, though, is that the
joining of those pieces—the “cut” in American termi-
nology ‘—actually does seem to work, even though it
represents a total and instantaneous displacement of
one field of vision with another, a displacement that
sometimes also entails a jump forward or backward
in time as well as space.

It works; but it could easily have been otherwise,
since nothing in our day-to-day experience seems (O
prepare us for such a thing. Instead, from the moment
we get up in the morning until we close our eyes at
night, the visual reality we perceive is a continuous

3 A film composed of only ten shots, each ten minutes long, invis-
ibly joined together, so that the impression is of a complete lack of
editing.

T was aware, talking to an Australian audience, of the bias inherent
in our respective languages. In the States, film is “cut,” which puts
the emphasis on separation. In Australia (and in Great Britain), film
is “joined,” with the emphasis on bringing togetber.

stream of linked images: In fact, for millions of years—
tens, hundreds of millions of years—life on Earth has
experienced the world this way, Then suddenly, at the
beginning of the twentieth century, human beings were
confronted with something else—edited film.

Under these circumstances, it wouldn’t have been
at all surprising to find that our brains had been “wired”
by evolution and experience to reject film editing. If
that had been the case, then the single-shot movies
of the Lumiére Brothers—or films like Hitchcock's
Rope—would have become the standard. For a num-
ber of practical (as well as artistic) reasons, it is good
that it did not.

The truth of the matter is that film is actually be-
ing “cut” twenty-four times a second. Each frame is 4
displacement from the previous one—it is just that in
a continuous shot, the space/time displacement from
frame to frame is small enough (twenty milliseconds)
for the audience to see it as motion within a context
rather than as twenty-four different contexts a sec-
ond. On the other hand, when the visual displace-
ment is great enough (as at the moment of the cut),
we are forced to re-evaluate the new image as a dif-

Jerent context: miraculously, most of the time we have

no problem in doing this.

What we do seem to have difficulty accepting are
the kind of displacements that are neither subtle nor
total: Cutting from a full-figure master shot, for in-
stance, to a slightly tighter shot that frames the actors
from the ankles up. The new shot in this case is dif-
ferent enough to signal that something has changed,
but not different enough to make us re-evaluate its

context: The displacement of the image is neither
motion nor change of context, and the collision of
a jump—

these two ideas produces a mental jarring
that is comparatively disturbing.’

At any rate, the discovery early in this century that
certain kinds of cutting “worked” led almost immedi-
ately to the discovery that films could be shot discon-
tinuously, which was the cinematic equivalent of the
discovery of flight: In a practical sense, films were no
longer “earthbound” in time and space. If we could
make films only by assembling all the elements si-
multaneously, as in the theater, the range of possible
subjects would be comparatively narrow. Instead,
Discontinuity is King: 1t is the central fact during the
production phase of filmmaking, and almost all deci-
sions are directly related to it in one way or another—
how to overcome its difticulties and/or how to best
take advantage of its strengths.®

The other consideration is that even if everything
were available simultancously, it is just very difficult

A beehive can apparently be moved two inches cach night without
disorienting the bees the next morning. Surprisingly, il it is moved
two miles, the bees also have no problem: They are forced by the
total displacement of their environment (o re-orient their sense of
direction, which they can do easily enough. But if the hive is moved
two yards, the bees will become fatally confused. The environment
does not seem different to them, so they do not re-orient themselves,
and as a result, they will not recognize their own hive when they
return from foraging, hovering instead in the empty space where the
hive used to be, while the hive itself sits just two yards away.

“When Stanley Kubrick was dirceting The Shining, he wanted to shoot
the film in continuity and to have all sets and actors available all the
time. He took over almost the entire studio at Elstree (London), built
all the sets simultancously, and they sat there, pre-lit, for however
long it took him to shoot the film. But 7he Shining remains a special
exception to the general rule of discontinuity.
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to shoot long, continuocus takes and have all the con-
tributing elements work each time. European filmmak-
ers tend to shoot more complex master shots than
the Americans, but even if you are ITngmar Bergman,
there’s a limit to what you can handle: Right at the
end, some special effect might not work or someone
might forget their lines or some lamp might blow a
fuse, and now the whole thing has to be done again.
The longer the take, of course, the greater the chances
of a mistake.

So there is a considerable logistical problem of
getting everything together at the same time, and then
just as serious a problem in getting it all to “work”
every time. The result is that, for practical reasons
alone, we don't follow the pattern of the Lumiére
Brothers or of Rope.

On the other hand, apart from matters of conve-
nience, discontinuity also allows us to choose the best
camera angle for each emotion and story point, which
we can edit together for a cumulatively greater im-
pact. If we were limited to a continuous stream of
images, this would be difficult, and films would not
be as sharp and to the point as they are.”

"Visual discontinuity—although not in the temporal sense—is the most
striking feature of Ancient Egyptian painting. Each part of the human
body was represented by its most characteristic and revealing angle:
head in profile, shoulders frontal, arms and legs in profile, torso fron-
tal—and then all these different angles were combined in one figure.
To us today, with our preference for the unifying laws of perspective,
this gives an almost comic “twisted” look to the people of Ancient
Egypt—but it may be that in some remote future, our films, with their
combination of many different angles (each being the most “reveal-
ing” for its particular subject), will look just as comic and twisted.

And yet, beyond even these considerations, cut-
ting is more than just the convenient means by which
discontinuity is rendered continuous. It is in and for
itself—by the very force of its paradoxical sudden-
ness—a positive influence in the creation of a film.
We would want to cut even if discontinuity were not
of such great practical value.

So the central fact of all this is that cuts do work.
But the question still remains: Why? It is kind of
like the bumble-bee, which should not be able to
fly, but does.

We will get back to this mystery in a few moments.

The Rule of Six

7—he first thing discussed in film-school editing
classes is what I'm going to call three-dimensional
continuity: In shot A, a man opens a door, walks half-
way across the room, and then the film cuts to the
next shot, B, picking him up at that same halfway
point and continuing with him the rest of the way
across the room, where he sits down at his desk, or
something.

For many years, particularly in the early years of
sound film, that was the rule. You struggled to pre-
serve continuity of three-dimensional space, and it
was seen as a failure of rigor or skill to violate it.”
Jumping people around in space was just not done,
except, perhaps, in extreme circumstances—fights or
earthquakes—where there was a lot of violent action
going on.

I actually place this three-dimensional continuity
at the bottom of a list of six criteria for what makes a

?The problem with this thinking can be seen in any multi-camera
situation-comedy on television. Because the cameras are filming si-
multaneously, the actors are necessarily always “correct” as far as their
spatial continuity and relation to each other is concerned, but that
absolutely does not prevent bad cuts from being made all the time.



good cut. At the top of the list is Emotion, the thing
you come to last, if at all, at film school largely be-
cause it’s the hardest thing to define and deal with.
How do you want the audience to feel? If they are feel-
ing what you want them to feel all the way through
the film, you've done about as much as you can ever
do. What they finally remember is not the editing, not
the camerawork, not the performances, not even the
story—it’s how they felt.

An ideal cut (for me) is the one that satisfies all
the following six criteria at once: 1) it is true to the
emotion of the moment; 2) it advances the story; 3) it
occurs at a moment that is rhythmically interesting
and “right”; 4) it acknowledges what you might call
“eye-trace”—the concern with the location and move-
ment of the audience’s focus of interest within the
frame; 5) it respects “planarity”—the grammar of three
dimensions transposed by photography to two (the
questions of stage-line, etc.); 6) and it respects the
three-dimensional continuity of the actual space
(where people are in the room and in relation to one
another).

1) Emotion 51%
2) Story 23%
3) Rhythm 10%
4) Eye-trace 7%
5) Two-dimensional plane of screen 5%

6) Three-dimensional space of action 4%

Emotion, at the top of the list, is the thing that
you should try to preserve at all costs. If you find
you have to sacrifice certain of those six things to

make a cut, sacrifice your way up, item by item, from
the bottom.

For instance, if you are considering a range of
possible edits for a particular moment in the film, and
you find that there is one cut that gives the right
emotion and moves the story forward, and is rhyth-
mically satisfying, and respects eye-trace and planar-
ity, but it fails to preserve the continuity of three-di-
mensional space, then, by all means, that is the cut
you should make. If none of the other edits has the
right emotion, then sacrificing spatial continuity is well
worth it.

The values I put after each item 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, spa-
tial continuity), and when you come right down to it,
under most circumstances, the top of the list—emo-
tion—is worth more than all five of the things under-
neath it.

And, in fact, there is a practical side to this, which
is that if the emotion is right and the story is advanced
in a unique, interesting way, in the right rhythm, the
audience will tend to be unaware of (or unconcerned
about) editorial problems with lower-order items like
eye-trace, stage-line, spatial continuity, etc. The gen-
eral principle seems to be that satisfying the criteria
of items higher on the list tends to obscure problems
with items lower on the list, but not vice-versa: For
instance, getting Number 4 (eye-trace) working prop-
erly will minimize a problem with Number 5 (stage-
line), whereas if Number 5 (stage-line) is correct but

Number 4 (eye-trace) is not taken into consideration,
the cut will be unsuccessful.

Now, in practice, you will find that those top three
things on the list—emotion, story, thythm—are ex-
tremely tightly connected. The forces that bind them
together are like the bonds between the protons and
neutrons in the nucleus of the atom. Those are, by
far, the tightest bonds, and the forces connecting the
lower three grow progressively weaker as you go
down the list.

Most of the time you will be able to satisfy all
six criteria: the three-dimensional space and the two-
dimensional plane of the screen and the eye-trace,
and the rhythm and story and emotion will all fall
into place. And, of course, you should always aim
for this, if possible—never accept less when more is
available to you.

What I'm suggesting is a list of priorities. If you
have to give up something, don't ever give up emo-
tion before story. Don't give up story before rhythm,
don't give up rhythm before eye-trace, don't give up
eye-trace before planarity, and don’t give up planar-
ity before spatial continuity.





