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More and more movies are being cut by multiple editors. My first two films were 
co-edited with the director, so I certainly understand this. Even my third film was 
co-edited by the director, though I made the first pass at all of the scenes, and he 

didn’t take any credit for his editing work. There are many reasons for this—and it’s hardly a 
new phenomenon—but a big factor is that often the movies with multiple editors are films 
with huge amounts of material and a compressed edit schedule.

Consider that sometimes hundreds of millions of dollars have been invested in a movie, and 
the only way to have that investment actually pay dividends is to get it into the theaters. So 
the faster you can get a high quality movie from the first dollar spent to the first screening of 
a movie for a paying audience, the better off you are, investment-wise. Two editors can’t 
necessarily deliver a movie twice as fast, but they can definitely work faster than one.

I have seen comments from ill-informed editors who think that multi-editors are used because 
one specializes in VFX and another specializes in comedy or action or drama . . .  As you will 
read in this chapter, that is simply not the case.

Of the 60 Best Editing Oscar nominees from the 12 years prior to the writing of this book 
(2016–2004), 16 were multi-editor. That’s more than 25%. I don’t have statistics on the wider 
body of studio-released feature films, but that’s a good sampling. This does not include films 
with uncredited editors or even “additional editors” like The Martian had with Pietro Scalia 
editing and Cheryl Potter credited as an “additional editor.” With “additional editors,” the 
main editor is usually solely responsible for the final edit, but the additional editor is still a 
collaborator, and the relationship is very similar to multi-editor collaborations.

When I cut Clinton, Inc. I hired an additional editor and promoted my assistant editor to “additional 
editor” when the deadline pressure required “more hands on deck.” In those cases, the additional 
editor is a critical editing collaborator in much the same way that multi-editor collaborators are, but 
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one editor is more supervisor and final voice, instead of multi-editor collaborations that are more 
like democracies. I co-edited Courageous and War Room with director, Alex Kendrick. In that 
instance, the relationship is still more director/editor than it is truly co-editor.

Hullfish: Alan, you chose to work in a multi-editor situation for Mockingjay. What are the 
important things to consider in deciding on an editing collaborator?

Alan Bell, The Hunger Games: Mockingjay—Part 2: There are political aspects to it as well. 
I’ve worked on other films, which I won’t mention, with other editors that were very politically 
driven and who don’t have the movie’s best interests at heart; they’re self-serving. I knew that 
when Francis and I were talking about finding someone else, I needed to find somebody who 
was really going to be a team player and be interested in the material, and I wasn’t going to 
have to watch my back and he wasn’t going to have to watch his back. We were going to get 
along and have everything be symbiotic. Talent was incredibly important, and Mark is 
incredibly talented, but having somebody that I can trust and who’s going to be a partner was 
really super important, and unfortunately, that’s not always the case. This is a highly political 
business, so that was a predominant thing for me, which means basically I said, “Hey, Francis, 
these are my friends, which one do you like the best?”

Mark Yoshikawa, The Hunger Games: Mockingjay—Part 2: That personal friendship and 
collaboration aspect helps creatively too, because in the cut, when you have no ego and 
you’re not precious about your cuts and you don’t mind bouncing things back and forth, 
which Alan and I did constantly, it really helps the cut because then you’re just looking out for 
the good of the film and the material and the story, and you’re not going to hold on to 
something just because you cut it.

Alan Bell: When you have a friend and a collaborator there that you’re working with, it’s a lot 
easier, to be honest with yourself and with them. Sometimes you do really like something and 
you haven’t quite cracked it, and the other person steps up and says, “It’s really not working 
and I think you should start over. These things aren’t hitting.” And it’s a lot easier to take that 
information from someone you trust and be open to it, than somebody you don’t trust and 
you feel doesn’t have your back.

Hullfish: How does the collaboration work specifically?

Alan Bell: It works like this: Francis and Mark and I and Jennifer and Cam, Francis’ assistant, 
we sit in a room and we watch a scene and we watch a reel and we talk about it. And 
sometimes we argue and sometimes we don’t and basically, we’re just very honest about how 
we feel about something. And Francis may agree or disagree, but we leave our egos at the 
door. He is, fortunately, a very kind, egalitarian person who recognizes that sometimes you 
have to do stuff to see if it works or you have to do stuff to see that it doesn’t work. Instead 
of taking notes that people are critical of him, he takes notes understanding that they’re to 
make the film better. Everybody’s feelings are valid. That’s what collaboration is about: it’s 
finding the best position the movie should take. I don’t know that it could work any other way, 
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really. Francis is the filter because he is the director. Then Nina (producer, Nina Jacobson) and 
Jon Kilik (producer) and the studio comes in to play and the collaboration, and the net 
becomes wider, and we continue to make it better.

Hullfish: Describe the collaboration process with Francis, the director, going back and forth 
between two different rooms with two different editors. How did you both get his notes? And 
how does he like to work with editors?

Mark Yoshikawa: What was great about Francis is that he was very open immediately to 
another perspective and sitting in my room and working on sequence, but because of the 
comfort with Alan and their history together, when the cut was really coming together, Francis 
would sit in Alan’s room, and I would come sit in the front and Alan would do all the work 
sitting at the Avid.

Hullfish: Dan, in a multi-editor situation, like In the Heart of the Sea, how do you two guys get 
your scenes to match? I mean you’ve been working together forever, but . . . 

Dan Hanley, In the Heart of the Sea: You shouldn’t be able to tell the difference between two 
editors cutting the same movie. If you can, then something’s wrong, because one of the guys 
is misinterpreting the rhythm of that movie.

Hullfish: Tell me what you think about your editing partnership with Mike Hill.

Dan Hanley: It’s always been a partnership for me. It’s great. It’s got to be the right person 
and obviously, Mike and I have worked together for a lot of years. I think that’s based on trust 
and knowing that we’re always there for each other creatively. Either of us can come in and 
ask the other one a question right in the middle of a scene and get a perspective on it from 
someone with fresh eyes and not locked in on the dailies: “Have you thought about doing 
this?” and you say, “Oh! That’s so obvious!” You know those times where somebody gives you 
a note from the back of the room that’s so obvious? To me, competitively it’s a little irritating 
because you just can’t believe you didn’t see something that clear. You know what I mean?

Hullfish: You basically co-edited Whiskey Tango Foxtrot with the directors—Glenn Ficarra, 
specifically. How did that collaboration work with the three of you?

Jan Kovac, Whiskey Tango Foxtrot: I’m basically doing second and third note passes 
throughout the production to narrow down which way we want to go and once we get to 
post, Glenn starts cutting alongside me. At the start of that process we break the movie into 
short sequences—mini-reels—we had 24 of them to start with, which gives us flexibility to 
share and cut and move between. So let’s say the first couple of days they would give me 
notes, I  would start cutting my scenes, Glenn would grab a few. They would call me in. 
I would give them my notes, then Glenn is maybe cutting in his room and I’m cutting in mine 
and John is jumping between us giving us notes, working with both of us, or looking through 
takes. Then they would maybe give me notes on stuff that I cut and come back two days later, 
and I would show it to them. What I found very refreshing was Glenn and John doing their 
own notes instead of me doing it because it keeps you fresher. You get away from the scene 
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for a day or two and see it with fresh eyes with a different take on it. You see it in a better light, 
and you’re more objective in judging what’s working and what’s not working, and it works the 
same way for them. They are not spending a day locked in on one scene and losing 
perspective. That’s the most precious commodity in the cutting room.

Hullfish: Glenn, talk to me about collaboration with Jan. I know that you can edit and do edit, 
but you also sit with Jan, or John’s sitting with Jan. Talk to me about that collaboration 
process. How do you do notes? How do you screen dailies, for example?

Glenn Ficarra, Whiskey Tango Foxtrot: We often will—at lunch time, maybe—watch some 
dailies or go through things and say, “How about this take or that take?” But Jan was cutting 
from the get-go obviously, and he had a trailer on set so we could go in there at lunch and at 
various times, and he could bring us stuff on a laptop. I think in the perfect world, what we 
always liked was, we’d get dailies and either over a meal or something, we would all stay in 
the same complex on location, so we would just hang out and watch dailies and talk about 
possibilities. Usually, our first conversation was just about the shape of the scene: what was 
intended. We also brought Jan in on the boarding sessions and those conversations, so he 
was pretty prepped. Even though that’s what we intended, that’s not always what the scene 
needs, so once we start watching the assembly as a whole, we’d watch to a point and then 
go, “Let’s do some work here. You work on this and I’ll work on that montage.” Sometimes if 
we’re just looking at ideas, as opposed to Jan do five versions of something, we’d have him 
do this version and that version, and I’d do these other three versions. It just takes less time, 
and it’s more iterative. But sometimes we’d break up reels. Jan would work on a reel, and 
John and I would give notes on that reel, and then John and I are watching the second reel 
and changing stuff and take that back to Jan, and he’d watch that and he’d have ideas and 
he’d do those. So there’s probably 10 different ways that we collaborated. Sometimes it’s just 
John and me sitting on a couch with Jan giving notes. We just do it till we’re satisfied. Any 
way that works.

Hullfish: A very organic method basically.

Glenn Ficarra: There are no hard and fast rules about how we do things. There’s no battle for 
the best idea. A good idea is a good idea. We’ve got the time to try things that might not be 
worth pursuing in the room because I’ll slip out and try it on my own.

Hullfish: Dylan, Kelly and Steven, with Star Trek Beyond and the collaboration between the 
four editors and with Justin, how does he like to work or how do you guys like to work with 
him? Are there different methods of working with him or did you figure out he liked a specific 
way and you all kind of adapted?

Dylan Highsmith, Star Trek Beyond: Justin is hugely collaborative, and he’s definitely the 
gatekeeper, but he wants to hear what everyone else has to say. Usually, we’ll just make a pass 
through the movie and sit down and watch through it as a group and just talk through the whole 
thing. Nothing is off the table. We go through, and Justin decides what things we want to attack 
and what avenues we might want to hold off on for another pass. Then we’ll all hit our own 
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scenes, and Justin will bounce from room to room to look at the individual changes. Once 
we’ve finished that round, we meet up again and go through it as a whole with fresh eyes, and 
everybody can see all the new changes that everybody else has made and just talk it through.

Steven Sprung, Star Trek Beyond: The changes will spark new ideas. Justin encourages us to 
try new things, so we’ll often have alternate versions that we’re working on that we present to 
him for consideration. When we all gather, the person who cut the scene will usually have the 
most to say because they are most familiar with the footage and the challenges of the scene 
as well as VFX-related concerns. But it’s great to have the others in the room to comment, 
give input and suggest changes. And when Justin isn’t around, we’ll often consult with each 
other. “Hey, will you come in my room and check this out?”

Kelly Matsumoto, Star Trek Beyond: It’s also great having the other editors giving their input to 
see if the scene is making sense. There’s generally a lot of pre-viz and title cards intercut in the 
sequences, and while it might make sense to you, it might not be understandable to others.

Hullfish: I just interviewed Anne Coates, so she was talking about Lean. Like, “Why would he 
hire an editor?” Talk to me about collaborating with Justin. We were talking about whether 
he was a show-er or a talker, and you kind of talked about him being both. What are some of 
the things he wants to discuss or make clear to you guys before you start? Anything, or does 
he say, “Go, I want to see it in the end, surprise me”?

Dylan Highsmith: I  think, for the most part, you kind of figure it out, as you go through 
dailies. Justin isn’t someone who moves the camera all the time. You usually know if he’s 
doing it, it’s for a purpose. He’s very insistent on always having a point of view through each 
scene, so you can kind of piece together what he’s thinking through watching dailies, “Okay, 
I can understand how he intended this to go together.”

Steven Sprung: Yeah, he’ll talk it out sometimes. He’ll say “Hey, here’s what I have in mind.” 
But generally, he likes to react with what we’ve done.

Kelly Matsumoto: Justin’s very open, which is one of the many great things about working with 
him—so we’re able to use our own creativity, yet it’s all guided by his unique vision and distinct style.

Steven Sprung: He doesn’t want to limit anyone’s ideas out of the gate. As with Alex’s pre-
viz, he doesn’t like to say too much at first because he knows people can provide so much 
more in that environment.

Dylan Highsmith: Especially early on, when we watch a scene he’s not going to talk about, 
“Let’s go to a wide here and a close here.” He’ll just talk about the characters: how he 
envisioned his entry point through the scene and what the scene is about.

Kelly Matsumoto: He always talks about the intention of the scene, and it usually reveals 
something about a character. He’ll say something like, ‘The intent of the scene or this 
character is this.” And it’s great because you may have read the scene differently, and when 
you know what his vision is, it’s fun to take a crack at the scene with a different point of view.
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Steven Sprung: Yeah, those few words he says may send you off for another afternoon or day 
to completely rework a scene.

Hullfish: So it’s more about the scene’s objective than it is about the technical?

Dylan Highsmith: Always. If you need the extra direction, he’ll always talk to you about the 
nitty-gritty, but for the most part, he likes a constant creative dialogue.

Hullfish: That’s exactly what I was looking for, that explanation, that it’s not about “Let’s cut 
six frames from here, let’s go to the wide shot” but what is the objective of the scene, where 
is the story progressing, what is the core of the emotion here, who is the scene’s focus or 
perspective about. That’s awesome.

Steven Sprung: And I think that keeps things very fresh.

Hullfish: Maryann and Mary Jo, I talked recently to Dan Hanley and Mike Hill—Ron Howard’s 
longtime editors—and they basically swap out every scene. “I’ll do scene one, you do scene 
two.” But that’s not how you guys worked on Star Wars: The Force Awakens, is it?

Maryann Brandon, Star Wars: The Force Awakens: No. We take long sections.

Hullfish: Why? What’s the value?

Maryann Brandon: Well, because you become the expert in that part of the story and you mine 
those dailies, and then we all come together and discuss the film as a whole, but when you’re 
trying to do intricate changes, it helps to have the intimate knowledge of how to get through that 
area. A lot of times a whole sequence—instead of individual scenes—comes together, and the 
scenes influence each other. Both of us would rather have that whole emotional journey than try 
to checkerboard it. I don’t think that would work for me. It would be very frustrating.

Hullfish: On my first movie, Courageous, we basically split the movie in two. Alex Kendrick 
took the first pass at all of the scenes in the first half of the movie, and I took the first pass at 
all the scenes in the second half of the movie, but we played out scenes for each other and 
gave notes to each other, editor to editor. But that’s something I saw you guys also said you 
wouldn’t want to do.

Mary Jo Markey, Star Wars: The Force Awakens: Normally JJ doesn’t make any suggestions 
about how we split up a script, but for some reason on this one he said, “Why don’t one of 
you take the first half and one of you take the second half.” But that just didn’t sound right to 
us. I didn’t want to cut only in one-half of the movie and not be as deeply involved with the 
dailies and the shaping of the second half of the movie; even though we work together at a 
certain point, I didn’t feel like I would have the full experience or be as valuable a participant 
when we got to the other half of the movie. It didn’t feel right to either one of us.

Maryann Brandon: MJ did the first half hour, I did the middle hour and she did the last half 
hour essentially. We both got a sense of character development, and it definitely does keep 
you invested in the whole thing.
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