


IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE

much a putting together as it is a discovery of a path,
and that the overwhelming majority of an editor’s time
is not spent actually splicing film. The more film there
is to work with, of course, the greater the number of
pathways that can be considered, and the possibili-
ties compound upon each other and consequently
demand more time for evaluation. This is true for any
film with a high shooting ratio, but in the particular
case of Apocalypse the effect was magnified by a sen-
sitive subject matter and a daring and unusual struc-
ture, technical innovations at every level, and the ob-
ligation felt by all concerned to do the very best work
they were capable of. And perhaps most of all by the
fact that this was, for Francis, a personal film, despite
the large budget and the vast canvas of the subject.
Regrettably few films combine such qualities and as-
pirations.

For every splice in the finished film there were
probably fifteen “shadow” splices—splices made, con-
sidered, and then undone or lifted from the film. But
even allowing for that, the remaining eleven hours
and fifty-eight minutes of each working day were spent
in activities that, in their various ways, served to clear
and illuminate the path ahead of us: screenings, dis-
cussions, rewinding, re-screenings, meetings, sched-
uling, filing trims, note-taking, bookkeeping, and lots
of plain deliberative thought. A vast amount of prepa-
ration, really, to arrive at the innocuously brief mo-
ment of decisive action: the cut—the moment of tran-
sition from one shot to the next—something that,
appropriately enough, should look almost self-evidently
simple and effortless, if it is even noticed at all.

Why Do Cuts Work?

l l , 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 to
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.

41 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 together.
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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 Lumiere 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 a
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-
Serent 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

WHY DO CUTS WORK?

context: The displacement of the image is neither
. W\ P
motion nor change of context, and the collision of

these two ideas produces a mental jarring—a jump—

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: It 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 difficulties and/or how to best
take advantage of its strengths.®

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

> A beehive can apparently be moved two inches each night without
disorienting the bees the next morning. Surprisingly, if it is moved
two miles, the bees also have no problem: They are forced by the
total displacement of their environment to 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 directing 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 simultaneously, 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, continuous 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 Ingmar 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 Lumiere
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.”

7Visual 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.

WHY DO CUTS WORK?

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.
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a chimpanzee film that someone tried to turn it into
a human-being film, and it came out being neither.

Or film “Y,” which was an ambitious project that
tried to deal with complex, subtle issues, but the stu-
dio got to it and ordered additional material to be
shot, filled with action and sex, and, as a result, a
great potential was reduced to something less, nei-
ther human nor chimp.

Most with the Least

y ou can never judge the quality of a sound mix
simply by counting the number of tracks it took
to produce it. Terrible mixes have been produced from
a hundred tracks. By the same token, wonderful mixes
have been made from only three tracks. It depends
on the initial choices that were made, the quality of
the sounds, and how capable the blend of those
sounds was of exciting emotions hidden in the hearts
of the audience. The underlying principle: Always try
to do the most with the least—with the emphasis on
try. You may not always succeed, but attempt to pro-
duce the greatest effect in the viewer’s mind by the
least number of things on screen. Why? Because you
want to do only what is necessary to engage the imagi-
nation of the audience—suggestion is always more
effective than exposition. Past a certain point, the more
effort you put into wealth of detail, the more you
encourage the audience to become spectators rather
than participants. The same principle applies to all
the various crafts of filmmaking: acting, art direction,
photography, music, costume, etc.

And, of course, it applies to editing as well. You
would never say that a certain film was well-edited

15
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because it had more cuts in it. Frequently, it takes
more work and discernment to decide where #not to
cut—don’t feel you have to cut just because you are
being paid to. You are being paid to make decisions,
and as far as whether to cut or not, the editor is actu-
ally making twenty-four decisions a second: “No. No.
No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. Yes!”

An overactive editor, who changes shots too fre-
quently, is like a tour guide who can’t stop pointing
things out: “And up there we have the Sistine Ceiling,
and over here we have the Mona Lisa, and, by the
way, look at these floor tiles . . .” If you are on a tour,
you do want the guide to point things out for you, of
course, but some of the time you just want to walk
around and see what you see. If the guide—that is to
say, the editor—doesn’t have the confidence to let
people themselves occasionally choose what they want
to look at, or to leave things to their imagination, then
he is pursuing a goal (complete control) that in the
end is self-defeating. People will eventually feel con-
strained and then resentful from the constant pres-
sure of his hand on the backs of their necks.

Well, if what I'm saying is to do more with less,
then is there any way to say how much less? Is it
possible to take this right to its absurd logical conclu-
sion and say, “Don’t cut at all”” Now we’ve come back
to our first problem: Film is cut for practical reasons
and film is cut because cutting—that sudden disrup-
tion of reality—can be an effective tool in itself. So, if
the goal is as few cuts as possible, when you have to
make a cut, what is it that makes it a good one?

The Rule of Six

The 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.

17
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memory of a memory of a memory of a memory—
and it was perhaps one too many. I suggested elimi-
nating of one scene that occupied a unique time-frame
in the film’s structure (one that was never reprised),
and we decided to remove this, since it meant that
the scenes that were left would consequently sort
themselves into a more graspable sequence. As I was
undoing the splices (and they made a little screech as
they came apart, almost as if they were crying out in
pain), Zinnemann looked thoughtfully at what was
happening and observed in an almost offhand way,
“You know, when I first read this scene in the script,
I knew that I could do this film.”

I hesitated briefly, looked at him, and then con-
tinued undoing the splices. But my heart was in my
throat because at that stage in the process you do not
know; you can only have faith that what you are doing
is the right thing. Were we mistakenly cutting out the
heart of the film, or were we snipping off the umbili-
cal cord?

In retrospect, I believe it was the umbilical cord
and that we were right to remove it: The scene did
have an essential function at one point, which was to
connect Fred Zinnemann to the project, but once that
connection had been made and Zinnemann’s sensi-
bility had flowed through that scene into all the other
scenes in the film, it could finally be removed with-
out any harm.

But things like that do give you pause.

Don’t Worry, It's Only
a Movie

6 arlier I asked the question, “Why do cuts work?”
We know that they do. And yet it is still surpris-
ing when you think about it because of the violence
of what is actually taking place: At the instant of the
cut, there is a total and instantaneous discontinuity
of the field of vision.

I recall once coming back to the editing room af-
ter a few weeks in the mixing theater (where all move-
ments are smooth and incremental) and being appalled
at the brutality of the process of cutting. The “patient”
is pinned to the slab and: Whack! Either/Or! This not
That! In or Out! We chop up the poor film in a minia-
ture guillotine and then stick the dismembered pieces
together like Dr. Frankenstein’s monster. The differ-
ence (the miraculous difference) is that out of this
apparent butchery our creation can sometimes gain
not only a life but a soul as well. It is all the more
amazing because the instantaneous displacement
achieyed by the cut is not anything that we experi-
ence ifr-ordinary life.

57
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We are accustomed to such things, of course, in
music (Beethoven was the innovator and master of
this) as well as in our own thoughts—the way one
realization will suddenly overwhelm everything else,
to be, in turn, replaced by yet another. But in the
dramatic arts—theater, ballet, opera—there didn’t seem
to be any way to achieve total instantaneous displace-
ment: stage machinery can only move so fast, after
all. So why do cuts work? Do they have some hidden
foundation in our own experience, or are they an in-
vention that suits the convenience of filmmakers and
people have just, somehow, become used to them?

Well, although “day-to-day” reality appears to be
continuous, there is that other world in which we
spend perhaps a third of our lives: the “night-to-night”
reality of dreams. And the images in dreams are much
more fragmented, intersecting in much stranger and
more abrupt ways than the images of waking real-
ity—ways that approximate, at least, the interaction
produced by cutting.

Perhaps the explanation is as simple as that: We
accept the cut because it resembles the way images
are juxtaposed in our dreams. In fact, the abruptness
of the cut may be one of the key determinants in ac-
tually producing the similarity between films and
dreams. In the darkness of the theater, we say to our-
selves, in effect, “This looks like reality, but it cannot
be reality because it is so visually discontinuous; there-
fore, it must be a dream.”

(Along those lines, it is revealing that the words a
parent uses to comfort a child frightened by a night-
mare—“Don’t worry, darling, it'’s only a dream”—are
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almost the same words used to comfort a child fright-
ened by a film—*“Don’t worry, darling, it’s only a
movie.” Frightening dreams and films have a similar
power to overwhelm the defenses that are otherwise
effective against equally frightening books, paintings,
music. For instance, it is hard to imagine this phrase:
“Don’t worry, darling, it's only a painting.”)

The problem with all this is that the comparison
of films and dreams is interesting, probably true, but
relatively barren of practical fruits: We still know so
little about the nature of dreams that the observation
comes to a stop once it has been made.

Something to consider, though, is the possibility
that there may be a part of our waking reality where
we actually do experience something like cuts, and
where daylight images are somehow brought in closer,
more discontinuous, juxtaposition than might other-
wise seem to be the case.

I began to get a glimmer of this on my first pic-
ture-editing job—7he Conversation (1974)—when 1
kept finding that Gene Hackman (Harry Caul in the
film) would blink very close to the point where I had
decided to cut. It was interesting, but I didn’t know
what to make of it.

Then, one morning after I had been working all
night, I went out to get some breakfast and happened
to walk past the window of a Christian Science Read-
ing Room, where the front page of the Monitor fea-
tured an interview with John Huston. I stopped to
read it, and one thing struck me forcefully because it
related exactly to this question of the blink:
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“To me, the perfect film is as though it were un-
winding behind your eyes, and your eyes were pro-
jecting it themselves, so that you were seeing what
you wished to see. Film is like thought. It’s the clos-
est to thought process of any art.

“Look at that lamp across the room. Now look
back at me. Look back at that lamp. Now look back
at me again. Do you see what you did? You blinked.
Those are cuts. After the first look, you know that
there’s no reason to pan continuously from me to the
lamp because you know what’s in between. Your mind
cut the scene. First you behold the lamp. Cut. Then
you behold me.”*?

What Huston asks us to consider is a physiologi-
cal mechanism—the blink—that interrupts the appar-
ent visual continuity of our perceptions: My head may
move smoothly from one side of the room to the other,
but, in fact, I am cutting the flow of visual images into
significant bits, the better to juxtapose and compare
those bits—“lamp” and “face” in Huston’s example—
without irrelevant information getting in the way.

Of course there are limits to the kind of juxtapo-
sitions I can make this way—I can’t jump forward or
backward in time and space (that is the prerogative
of dreams and films)."® But even so, the visual dis-
placements available to me just by turning my head
(from the Grand Canyon in front of me to the forest
behind me, or even from one side of this room to the
other) are sometimes quite great.

12 Christian Science Monitor, August 11, 1973. John Huston interviewed
by Louise Sweeney.

13 But see footnote #16.
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After I read that article, I started observing people,
watching when they blinked, and I began to discover
something much different than what they tell you in
high-school biology, which is that the blink is simply
a means to moisten the surface of the eye. If that’s all
it is, then for each environment and each individual
there would be a purely mechanical, predictable in-
terval between blinks depending on the humidity,
temperature, wind speed, etc. You would only blink
when your eye began to get too dry, and that would
be a constant number of seconds for each environ-
ment. This is clearly not the case: People will some-
times keep their eyes open for minutes at a time—at
other times they will blink repeatedly—with many
variations in between. The question then is, “What is
causing them to blink?”

On the one hand, I'm sure you've all been con-
fronted by someone who was so angry that he didn’t
blink at all: This is a person, I believe, in the grip of
a single thought that he holds (and that holds him),
inhibiting the urge and need to blink. And then there
is the opposite kind of anger that causes someone to
blink every second or so: This time, the person is be-
ing assailed simultaneously by many conflicting emo-
tions and thoughts, and is desperately (but uncon-
sciously) using those blinks to try to separate these
thoughts, sort things out, and regain some kind of
control.

" There is that telling phrase from classic cowboy (and now diplo-
matic) stand-offs: “he blinked.” The loser in this mental game of
chicken could not hold fast to his single position and instead allowed
some other thought to intrude at the critical moment. The blink sig-
nals the moment he relinquished his primary thought.
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So it seems to me that our rate of blinking is some-
how geared more to our emotional state and to the
nature and frequency of our thoughts than to the at-
mospheric environment we happen to find ourselves
in. Even if there is no head movement (as there was
in Huston’s example), the blink is either something
that belps an internal separation of thought to take
place, or it is an involuntary reflex accompanying the
mental separation that is taking place anyway.

And not only is the rate of blinking significant,
but so is the actual instant of the blink itself. Start a
conversation with somebody and watch when they
blink. I believe you will find that your listener will
blink at the precise moment he or she “gets” the idea
of what you are saying, not an instant earlier or later.
Why would this be? Well, speech is full of unobserved
grace notes and elaborations—the conversational
equivalents of “Dear Sir” and “Yours Sincerely”—and
the essence of what we have to say is often sand-
wiched between an introduction and a conclusion. The
blink will take place either when the listener realizes
our “introduction” is finished and that now we are
going to say something significant, or it will happen
when he feels we are “winding down” and not going
to say anything more significant for the moment.

And that blink will occur where a cut could have
happened, had the conversation been filmed. Not a
frame earlier or later.

So we entertain an idea, or a linked sequence of
ideas, and we blink to separate and punctuate that
idea from what follows. Similarly—in film—a shot

> Dr. John Stern of Washington University in St. Louis has recently
(1987) published experimental work in the psycho-physiology of the
blink that seems to confirm this.
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presents us with an idea, or a sequence of ideas, and
the cut is a “blink” that separates and punctuates those
ideas.’ At the moment you decide to cut, what you
are saying is, in effect, “I am going to bring this idea
to an end and start something new.” It is important to
emphasize that the cut by itself does not create the
“blink moment”—the tail does not wag the dog. If
the cut is well-placed, however, the more extreme the
visual discontinuity—from dark interior to bright ex-
terior, for instance—the more thorough the effect of
punctuation will be.

At any rate, I believe “filmic” juxtapositions are
taking place in the real world not only when we dream
but also when we are awake. And, in fact, I would go
so far as to say that these juxtapositions are not acci-
dental mental artifacts but part of the method we use
to make sense of the world: We must render visual®

reahty discontinuous, otherwise perceived reality

would resemble an almost 1ncomprehen51ble string of
letters - without word separation or punctuation. “When
we sit in the dark theater, then we find edited film a
(surprisingly) familiar experience. “More like thought

than anything else,” in Huston’s words.!”

' This can occur regardless of how big or small the “idea” happens
to be. For instance, the idea could be as simple as “she moves quickly
to the left.”

7 William Stokoe makes an intriguing comparison between the tech-
niques of film editing and American Sign Language: “In signed lan-
guage, narrative is no longer linear. Instead, the essence is to cut
from a normal view to a close-up to a distant shot to a close-up
again, even including flashback and flash-forward scenes, exactly as
a movie editor works. Not only is signing arranged more like edited
film than like written narration, but also each signer is placed very
| much as a camera: the field of vision and angle of view are directed
{ but variable.” William Stokoe, Language in Four Dimensions, New
! York Academy of Sciences (1979).





