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CHAPTER 4
SPECIFIC SCENES

This web chapter provides details of the editing of specific scenes in movies. Sometimes 
these scenes can be viewed on-line and concern scenes in the movies for which 
I  interviewed the editors, originally. Sometimes they recount specific scenes from 

previous movies. There is certainly general wisdom that you can pull from the specific 
approach or problem-solving involved in cutting these scenes, so reading this chapter can 
definitely inform you about general editing principles.

Hullfish: Mike, the pacing of launching the Essex from the harbor in In the Heart of the Sea 
contrasts with the pacing of the following squall scene.

Mike Hill, In the Heart of the Sea: Dan did most of that. It was a continuous process. Ron was 
not happy with the way we left the harbor. The whole dynamic of most of the crew being kind 
of green and incompetent. Chase (Owen Chase, played by Chris Hemsworth) was kind of the 
guy who knew what was going on and the Nantucket money-men were watching all of this 
and already starting to worry about it. We did a lot of ADR to try to get the point across that 
the Nantucket folks weren’t too happy with the way things were looking. There was a lot of 
work put in to those sequences, and there was so much footage to work with, especially with 
the squall and the visual effects work that was involved and all of the detail of the ship and 
the waves hitting the ship. It was probably the single part of the film that we kept going back 
to in order to get it to work to our satisfaction. It was probably one of the more difficult editing 
challenges. We wanted a nice big action sequence to get things rolling, and it wasn’t quite 
hitting home. It took a lot of work with the VFX people. They were working on the waves and 
the ocean dynamics, and once that started to come together, it started to work better for us.

Dan Hanley, In the Heart of the Sea: The Essex leaving the harbor was one of those scenes 
where there were multiple versions cut. Originally it was cut with them racing to get out of the 
harbor. There was almost a collision with another ship leaving the harbor. At this point, the 
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ships weren’t moving very quickly so it was hard to build tension with it. Audiences were 
looking at it saying, “Why don’t they just turn the boat?” So then we came up with the 
concept of just showing how much work it was getting a ship underway and out of the harbor. 
That’s when that scene really started to take shape. It took a few passes to figure out because 
it was shot a certain way and then we had to try to reconstruct it and bend the scene to make 
it work like that. This, to me, is fun. It’s always a challenge to try to make something work 
differently than the way it was conceived. As far as pacing prior to the squall, I think that was 
to show the audience, “Hey, this is majestic. This is great.” Then the left turn of: “Oh. Not so 
great.” So you’re seeing it from the eyes of the kid, and he’s looking up to the Chris 
Hemsworth character and “Wow. This guy’s a great sailor. This is my first voyage.” And then 
all hell breaks loose. It was that setting up of “Wow, this is a wonderful thing.” No. “This is 
going to be tougher than I thought.” So pacing was definitely conceived with that in mind.

Hullfish: What about this scene from In the Heart of the Sea?

https://vimeo.com/150641462

Mike Hill: It’s always nice when the final version of a scene is pretty much your first pass at it. 
That was the case with this one. Apart from a few small trims here and there, the performance 
choices and rhythm and pacing are pretty close to the first cut of the scene. This was one of 
the first scenes to be shot, and I  thought both actors did a nice job with it. I  really enjoy 
cutting scenes like this. Fairly simple staging but nicely shot, with solid performances. The 
Captain is inexperienced and insecure and desperate to establish his authority over Chris 
Hemsworth’s first mate, and Ben Walker does a nice job of showing that. Chris’ takes were all 
very strong. He shows us that Chase is capable of subtle powers of persuasion.

Hullfish: What about this scene?

https://vimeo.com/150641459

Mike Hill: This is the start of the whale’s attack of the Essex. I liked Ron’s approach to this 
scene. We let the audience see the giant whale approaching from the depths. One theory as 
to why the whale attacked the ship was because the sound of Chase’s hammering was similar 
to a sperm whale’s clicking sounds, and that drew him towards the Essex. So we really focused 
in on the close-ups of Chase hammering. The scene also gives you the first sense of the 
enormity of the creature as we see him from above and below as he rams the Essex.

Hullfish: Kirk, talk to me a little about a critical scene in Gone Girl where Amy is watching Nick 
on TV, and there’re a ton of great reactions. Nick’s kind of talking to her through the TV, and 
she’s completely engrossed in what he’s saying, and the guy she’s watching TV with is 
completely disgusted and fed up. To add to that mix, Nick is watching himself on TV with his 
twin sister. The reactions were superb and really make the scene.

Kirk Baxter, Gone Girl: Thank you. I LOVE doing that sort of stuff. The more complicated it 
gets, the happier I am. It ends up so much richer and so dynamic, and you feel proud of it in 
the end. It’s hard to do. It’s time consuming to do. You just need the time to do it. And with 
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David, you’ve always got the coverage. In his movies, there have been a few scenes like that. 
In the first two episodes of House of Cards, there was an interview that takes place on TV, and 
everybody is reacting to the TV (when Frank sets up his rival to have a meltdown during a TV 
interview). The one in Gone Girl was even more complicated. The first way I cut it was just the 
interview itself. So I cut it as if it was live vision-switching in a studio. And there are a lot of takes 
for that as well so there’s a bunch of interplay in making it work as a base layer for what goes 
in the TV. Then I have the whole reaction of Amy watching it and setting that up and starting 
wide, showing where she is, slowly working in, knowing when the best beats and the best 
moments are within that scene. Desi (Neil Patrick Harris’ character) looking at Amy. How do you 
want that to land? What do you want that expression to land off? When do you want him to be 
fed up and grab his champagne bottle? When do you want the noise of that to irritate Amy? 
All of those things have to play off the lines, and they start to dictate to you how long you’re 
going to stay inside the screen and when you’re going to come back out . . .  whether you’re 
going to be full-screen TV or see it from further away. And once I’ve got that built out, now it’s 
two layers. One is the screen and one is Amy. Then I bring in Nick watching TV at his sister’s 
house and the interactions with his sister. When’s the best time to be on HER to be disgusted. 
Now I have to start giving away on Amy’s side to fold in that last part. Then it’s a sweep through 
the whole thing so that we make sure it’s not confusing. How do you know where you are? How 
do you make it clear if you’re in Nick’s house or Desi’s house? We did a lot of that based on 
which side of the camera we were on when it was crossing. We never crossed through TVs, we 
always crossed through people, so you didn’t ever cut from TV to TV. We went from character. 
The sound design helped a lot. The rooms had different feelings and the TVs were of different 
quality: like Desi has a lot of money, so his TV had perfect scan lines, and when you’re in Nick’s 
sister’s house she has a crappy TV. It’s such a rich ballet when things get that complex. I almost 
enjoyed throwing in another line of the police watching too. But it was good fun.

Hullfish: Another one of your projects that has a very complex story structure is The Curious 
Case of Benjamin Button.

Kirk Baxter: There are places in each of those movies, where you read the script, and it’s like 
a “dessert moment” for me as an editor. In Benjamin Button it was the moment leading up to 
Daisy in the hospital, and it’s all voice-over led from Brad Pitt’s character. It’s the sequence of 
“If only this hadn’t happened and if only that hadn’t happened.” It’s this massive sequence of 
coincidences—cab drivers and people getting a coffee or not getting a coffee and a shoelace 
breaking—that leads to this perfect moment in time. And I have like 300 shots, and it just 
raced by at a relentless pace, and the coverage is IMMENSE. You go through the alphabet 
two or three times in terms of how many setups there are.

Hullfish: To explain to someone not used to seeing dailies, each shot is given a number for 
what scene it is, and then a number for what take it is, and then the setups or camera positions 
and shot sizes within that scene are labeled with letters, starting at A, for each setup, and 
usually, going through maybe G or H or possibly T (in my experience), but you’re saying there 
were maybe a hundred setups, each with possibly multiple cameras for this one scene?
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Kirk Baxter: Yes. But when it’s put together it’s just seamless. It’s perfect and it’s because of 
the coverage. When I read it, I said, “I can’t WAIT to get my hands on that.” It was the same 
thing in Gone Girl, the scene where Amy starts explaining how she set up her husband, and 
it’s all voice-over-led and you’ve got the coverage for every single word she said. Just 
absolutely dessert for an editor to put together because you can move through it at 100 miles 
an hour and cover huge amounts of ground, and it’s incredibly exciting for an audience to 
watch because it’s constantly changing. There was also a similar thing in The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo when they were talking about the accident on the bridge, and that also 
probably went through the alphabet three times over in terms of its coverage.

Hullfish: Jake, in Brooklyn there are also some interesting time compressions when Eilis is 
reading her first letter from home. She’s reading it over and over in different locations.

Jake Roberts, Brooklyn: The montage aspect of it was intentional and scripted, but breaking 
back into her room at the end was an editorial decision. It just felt like emotionally if we 
didn’t come back to her room to see her crying, then the majority of the emotion of the 
scene was at the beginning and it dissipated throughout, so we needed to come back to her 
at the end.

Hullfish: Another one was during a Christmas dinner that Eilis serves to homeless Irish men. 
It’s actually part of the trailer as a man sings a song. The people at the dinner react to and 
applaud for the song, but then the song continues throughout a montage.

Jake Roberts: The specifics of the shot choices varied enormously through the process, but 
breaking the timeline like that was kind of an instinctive response to the material that came 
out in the first assembly and just stuck.

Hullfish: I loved Tony’s little brother as a bit of comedic balance, but was there any discussion 
of cutting the scene where Tony asks his little brother for help writing a letter to Eilis?

Jake Roberts: It’s funny you should mention that. My first instinct was very strongly that we 
shouldn’t have that scene. It felt at odds stylistically with almost anything else. We were 
jumping across the Atlantic with no preamble, and it’s the only scene in the film that doesn’t 
feature Eilis. I really didn’t think that it would make the cut, but Finola, our producer, always 
felt that we really needed to touch base with Tony at that point because we’d been away from 
him for so long. I think ultimately she was right.

Hullfish: Joe, in Sicario there are a few of the classic “Joe Walker” held shots.

Joe Walker, Sicario: The classic held shot in this film is the one of the soldiers moving down 
the hill.

Hullfish: I remember that. It’s sunset and you just see profiles of the team as they walk . . . you 
can’t even tell they’re going down a hill actually. But it seems as though they’re almost 
absorbed into the earth as the sunset gets darker and darker, and they all disappear into the 
blackness at the bottom of the screen.
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Joe Walker: The reason I think those shots are tense are because you’ve already established 
early on in the film that surprises can happen, jolts are possible. So for example (central 
character) Kate (played by Emily Blunt) walks out of the tract house and BANG, big explosion, 
you’re not expecting that. She steps out of the house in a daze and witnesses a badly injured 
victim crawling towards her and then BANG, big jolt to Kate in the shower with extremely 
loud, hard cut, high frequencies. So we establish sharp punches; there’s violence around the 
corner. I think that’s how the editing in Steve McQueen’s films works. Having established that 
the film can deliver shocks and surprises, holding on to a shot for a long time can be super 
uncomfortable.

Hullfish: I definitely think you were giving that time in the editing of Sicario. When I think 
of any of the incredibly tense, action-driven scenes, they were almost always followed soon 
after by a scene that allowed you to soak it in and catch your breath for a moment. After the 
gun battle on the bridge from Juarez, there’s a slower scene. That’s another question I had 
because that’s a scene that most people would play on a series of very tight shots. It’s the 
first time that Kate has an emotional response. Up to that point, she’s been reserved and 
internal and trying to figure it out. Then she explodes with the revelation of what’s going 
on, and the entire scene is not only played out in a single, unedited take, but it’s an extreme 
wide shot!

Joe Walker: I’d love to credit myself for making that choice, but it was taken for me by Denis, 
who on the day shot the wide shot then decided not to get any further coverage. They had 
time to get closer shots, but he felt he’d got the scene already, and the wide shot was very 
special. It was poignant that we were under an American flag, that the dust is blowing and 
you’re surrounded by a big military base. I  think holding these wide shots is part of what 
I  think of as “landscaping”—you earn them by building up to them right, by compressing 
time before and sometimes afterward.

Hullfish: OK, if you can’t take credit for that, there’s a scene that follows closely after all of this 
tension where Kate is led up onto the roof, and you could have just cut to what she is meant 
to go see up there, but instead there’s a long walk across the rooftop.

Joe Walker: I recognized first of all that there were crazily good clouds in that sky and that 
they would be rewarding to look at in the theater and that we’d earned the right after that 
incredibly tense gun battle to sort of slow the pace a bit. The soldier says to her, “Do you like 
fireworks?” You don’t know what he means, and as you walk along you’re anticipating it and 
in the sound design, you hear the distant gunfire from Juarez. It was just an essential tracking 
shot. I could have cut it shorter, but you needed time to live with Kate soaking it all up. You’re 
in her head for a while there, and without it, things would have been rushed, and the scene 
would have been less substantial. You told me the last time we talked after 12 Years a Slave 
that “if it’s too efficient, all you get is the information, and it’s not entertainment anymore.” 
That was a very good way of putting it. Sometimes that’s right in a movie, but not always. 
There’s a danger to slowing down too much at, say, the end of a film. I worked once with 
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Emma Thompson, who had a great phrase, in reference to needing to tighten up the final act 
of a film: “We need to get a wiggle on.” I often see final acts that aren’t as polished as first 
acts; you can kind of tell when the notes have all been focused on the beginning. Actually, 
I have a method to counteract this, which I started with Steve. When we are at the final stages 
of the director’s cut, where all the major issues have hopefully been sorted, I often want to go 
back to the dailies and refresh my memory of them, to see if there’s some ignored shot that 
could do a job better. I want every scene to have had the same thorough workout. So I’d put 
all the scene numbers on little scraps of paper and put them in a box. Steve would dig in and 
pull out a random scene number, and we’d review JUST that scene, not the scene before or 
the scene after. We’d skip through the dailies and go back, briefly, into assembly mode. Nine 
times out of 10 things stay the way they are, but occasionally little breakthroughs happen. At 
least you feel you’ve turned every stone.

Hullfish: There’s an amazing scene where a caravan of US government SUVs heads across the 
border to Mexico and meets up with an armed Mexican convoy. Describe some of the things 
you did to ratchet up the tension in that scene. It’s very fast-paced and tense—almost a car 
chase—and then all of a sudden there are two big aerial landscapes that are cut in there.

Joe Walker: I love those. It’s just the idea—those two helicopter shots of Juarez—that just felt 
like: you’re coming down a hill, you’ve heard gun shots, you think your convoy is going to be 
under attack, and you pull out wide and see that there’s no place to hide and no place to run 
in this city. Each corner you turn could be the last corner you see.

Hullfish: Even though you go out wide, you realize that you’re trapped in the center of a 
maze.

Joe Walker: That’s authentic Juarez. That scene’s interesting. There’s some CGI work as you 
probably realize. At times the convoy itself is CG. When they’re racing away from Juarez to 
the bridge, for example. Thanks to all the time and money advertisers have lavished on car 
commercials, it’s relatively easy to put a CG Tahoe into a shot.

Hullfish: You talked about the bank sequence. My recollection was that there was some 
surveillance footage that was black and white, but that the whole movie went black and white 
for a bit in there, even beyond the surveillance footage.

Joe Walker: They shot video footage inside the bank, but we knocked the color out of it. 
Then I made these continuous moves across the images, sometimes horizontally panning, or 
diagonally, they don’t stop and start, you just cut between them mid-motion. You’re sort of 
surveying the surveillance footage. There’s a lovely optical illusion where you think you’re 
panning across the outside of the bank, but what you’re actually doing is panning across the 
monitor showing the exterior of the bank, and then suddenly one of the borders moves across 
the screen and you realize you’re looking at more than one view. What was great about that 
was that the bank was one of Denis and Roger’s (Roger Deakins, BSC, ASC—the DP) most 
difficult days. I think there was unfortunate light or it just didn’t pan out the way they hoped 
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it would. It was always the background discussion in the cutting room: “Is there any way of 
telling the story without the bank sequence?” And then, once we cracked the surveillance 
footage, he ended up joking, “It’s my favorite sequence!” Roger and Denis are a formidable 
team together. I mean they plan so carefully. Every shot has its place. Every shot is absolutely 
the right angle. It’s exactly the right lens size. It’s exactly the right lighting. There’s such a 
dynamism to Roger’s shots. The moves are fantastically well timed. Their storyboards are 
extensive. And on this film, there was not an exhaustive budget. For the type of film it was 
and the number of locations, they had to be really controlled about what they shot. My job 
was really to subvert that plan. (Laughs)

Hullfish: Cheryl, what were some of the complex or tricky scenes in The Martian?

Cheryl Potter, The Martian: Probably the ones where you have concurrent action happening 
with everyone in the NASA control room watching and reacting to something that’s happening 
on the Hermes (the interplanetary spaceship), but also out in space, you’re dealing with 
multiple characters in all these different locations. How do you make all that talk to each 
other? And interestingly, they started out shooting NASA and mission control. So the first 
things we shot were all the stuff on Earth. So we had kind of the climactic sequence of the film, 
where all the action is happening on the Hermes and in space, but of course we had to cover 
it all with these amazing shots of the NASA guys watching what’s happening, and they did 
some really wonderful reactions, because it wasn’t just like “Here are your lines, say them.” We 
were playing the full sequence of pre-viz so every line that hadn’t actually yet been recorded, 
they’re hearing it and they’re seeing the animated pre-viz on the screens to react to, so we had 
the full gamut of response, so we ended up with a cut of that sequence that was nothing but 
the reactions of the people at NASA, and amazingly, it was actually quite gripping, because 
you’re watching these people watching what’s happening, and they’re really quite emotionally 
moved by it, but you’re not actually seeing what’s happening because we didn’t have that yet. 
And then we not only had it for NASA, but we also had it for JPL, who were also responding. 
And on the Hermes, we had the people on the bridge who are watching it happen as well, and 
even though certain members of the astronaut team weren’t where the action was happening, 
there were people watching on the bridge as well. Then, of course, you’ve got all the action 
that does happen in space which is mostly a combination of stuntmen on wires and green 
screen, but you’ve also got performers on green screen. So making that all work and keeping 
the tension on quite a long sequence, moving between all these different locations, that was 
always going to be one that was going to take some time to find that balance. How long do 
we spend with everyone? When do we go to the reactions? When do we go back to NASA?

The other thing was that there were all these GoPro cameras stuck everywhere. And sometimes 
one of the things that Pietro kind of gave me as a project was to go through that GoPro 
footage and find the good bits. So I ended up doing a GoPro only version of the opening 
storm scene, which you wouldn’t want to watch by itself, but it was a really great way to mine 
all of the nice moments and from there he was able to see if there’s anything that he wanted 
to put in the cut for real.
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Hullfish: Pietro, I’m figuring that between the talents of Ridley Scott and the fact that you had 
300 hours of footage, you had plenty of coverage!

Pietro Scalia, The Martian: Ridley shot a lot of these scenes several times. He shot at NASA 
Control Center, where the cast had to react to what was happening on Hermes. The first time 
he shot, the cast was reacting to some pre-viz material. Then he had to shoot Hermes without 
having Matt Damon there acting, so there was a stand-in voice recorded. Then we did the 
whole thing again a third time with Matt Damon talking to Hermes and NASA. So Ridley 
didn’t just say, “Oh, I’m going to use this voice-over. I’m just going to use these lines and we’ll 
be done.” He covered all scenes all the time with all of the dialogue. So it allowed me to be 
able to jump geographically and be able to move in different places and always have the 
material that I needed.

He did not shoot “Give me this reaction for this or give me those group shots of these people 
listening.” He would shoot with multiple cameras, four cameras for the whole scene. And the 
other thing was when we shot a teleconference between NASA and the Hermes or Watney, not 
only was the actor on the screen for the other actors to act against, the actor was two rooms down 
from the set so it was actually happening simultaneously with the GoPro cameras in two different 
rooms. I had great coverage, and I could move around freely. If things didn’t quite match on 
screen, or I chose a different performance, it’s simple to fix. You comp and you match. You do split 
screens to get the continuity right. Basically, you just have to figure it out and make it work. I just 
wanted it to feel natural and to feel real . . . authentic. Part of the challenge was to keep it real 
and above all to retain the spirit and the humor of the book. Matt Damon did a really wonderful 
job in creating and giving voice to this character that you enjoy being with. Reading the script and 
the book, there was a levity and kind of a bouncy rhythm to it. And I needed to retain that through 
the editing process. It was about moving it along, keep it humorous, keep it tense, keeping it 
emotional when it needs to be. I had to balance all of these elements at the right time.

Hullfish: Mark, I’m assuming that the editing of the long single take at the beginning of 
Gravity was actually something that you may have had to edit together as a storyreel or some 
kind of effects sequence to determine the timing. Can you describe what part the editor plays 
in a 12-minute “cut”?

Mark Sanger, Gravity: As you can imagine the need to “edit” the shot was much more than 
just the timing, which rhythmically was not something we were scrutinizing early on.

The film was blocked in the editing 18 months prior to shoot, in order to establish both what, 
but more crucially how, we would shoot the story.

The process was about telling the story in the most effective way, which would, in turn, pose 
the logistical questions that would need to be answered by Tim Webber prior to shoot. 
Some of these shots included practical elements of the actors, and some were fully CG with 
the edited dialogue running throughout. The effect is an 11 and a half minute single shot, 
but the reality is that it is 3 years work of editing.
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Hullfish: Eddie, let’s switch the conversation to pacing and rhythm. I’ve edited some 
animation, and the editing on animation is really done before the animation is created. When 
I saw that opening scene of Gravity that’s 12 minutes long in a single shot, I said, “That had 
to be edited—even though it’s one take.” And I felt the same way about the big Colin Firth 
fight scene in Kingsman.

Eddie Hamilton, Mission: Impossible—Rogue Nation: You mean the one in the pub?

Hullfish: There’s a musicality or a pacing that is just great. Time speeds up and slows down, 
and the sense is of something that isn’t even edited but almost danced. Talk to me about 
what was done either before the scene was shot—or after—to create that pacing and flow 
and rhythm.

Eddie Hamilton: Absolutely. The way that Matthew Vaughn likes to shoot action if he can is a 
Hong Kong method of shooting, where every shot in an action sequence is what’s called a 
“special” shot, which just tells a very, very specific beat of story. Quite often when fight scenes 
are shot, you shoot coverage of a fight. So the stuntmen do it several times, and you shoot a 
wide and you shoot overs and close-ups and you MAY shoot a couple of “special” shots, for 
example, someone reaching for a knife or a stab or something, but generally you’re shooting 
coverage. The Hong Kong way of doing it is that every single shot is a special shot. And those 
sequences are refined and refined and refined on video cameras with the stuntmen in a room 
full of pads for weeks before we have an approved fight that the director has signed off on. 
Now, they’re quite often a bit longer than they’ll end up being in the film and quite often 
they’re very ambitious, and then the practicalities of shooting with an ARRI Alexa or a 
Panavision film camera are different to using a little video camera, which is one of the pitfalls 
of using this method, but everything is planned meticulously beforehand, and you go into the 
shoot knowing that you have to shoot 60 shots in five days to tell this story. And for those 
scenes, and for the scene in the pub with Colin Firth, and for the scene in the church—that 
seriously is a one take shot. Months of planning. And I was there on the set cutting as they shot 
the sequence so I could advise them as to how the shots joined together, and certainly for the 
church scene I would join the shots live as they would film and check that the invisible joins 
would work perfectly. And then for the pub scene, I spent five days on the set. I would suck the 
video off of the video assist and AMA them into the Avid, transcode them and cut them 
immediately. Seconds after they’d call cut, I would have the slate on my timeline, and I’d be 
cutting it in and trying stuff out, so those scenes are very, very carefully planned, which is why 
you feel that as you watch it. That’s what makes them so unique because they’re really hard to 
do. You can shoot a fight scene in a few hours with a few stuntmen fighting and you shoot 
coverage, or you can spend five days make it really eye-catching and memorable and fun and 
fresh, which is what Matthew Vaughn likes to do. And that is why on the Kingsman sequel I’ll 
be working for four months on those complex sequences before a frame of film is shot.

Hullfish: Now the big danger, it seems to me that in shooting that Hong Kong method, if you 
do want to cut out an action or two, they’ve been planned to flow into each other.
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Eddie Hamilton: That is true, so what happens is that quite often you’ve got a spectator. In 
the pub scene, Eggsy is watching to the side and so if we wanted to truncate a bit of action, 
we could cut to him briefly watching and then go back into the story. For the church scene, 
we could cut away to Samuel Jackson watching on his computer. And we did actually remove 
a very, very intensely violent section of that fight, which was too much even by our standards 
(and the film is pretty intense). There was a bit where people were like “That was too much.” 
So we removed that 20 seconds of it, and there were ways where if we do a whip pan from 
one side of the church to another, anywhere in the whip you could join to another whip pan 
and find yourself in a different part of the fight. So there are certain little exit strategies you 
can use if you want to change it, but generally speaking, you have worked for months to plan 
it carefully, so hopefully you’ve made all the right decisions and you’re not backing yourself 
into a corner.

Hullfish: Eddie, let’s talk about the signature sequence in MI5: the opera scene.

Eddie Hamilton: The opera sequence in Mission: Impossible—Rogue Nation is monumentally 
complicated—as any editor who watches it I hope will see. It’s an enormous, challenging, multi-
layered puzzle of music and stories and different characters and locations and geography and 
coverage, so many plates spinning at the same time. Trying to make it clear where everybody 
is and what the stakes are and why people are doing what they’re doing . . . It’s that great 
cinema storytelling thing of only giving the audience 1+1 and hoping that they’re making 2 
throughout the whole scene. And that was a scene that we refined endlessly over the whole 
duration of the film. It was the very first shot of principal photography and the very last shot of 
principal photography. That sequence was shot in so many different locations and bits of sets 
and stuff. And it would have been impossible without the abilities of a digital non-linear system 
to try stuff out and throw stuff away and cut stuff and go back old versions and re-edit the music 
and trim a few frames here and it was really tremendously difficult, but very rewarding when it 
started to work for the audience. And people have responded warmly towards it now, so I’m 
thrilled that it seems to be working for people. It really makes it worth it.

Hullfish: Sidney, I was just looking at your IMDB page and I noticed you cut an episode of The 
Sopranos that was mentioned in a book I just read called Difficult Men about the showrunners 
of this latest “golden age” of TV. The episode was called “College,” and it features a pretty 
graphic strangulation scene by the guy that’s supposed to be our protagonist. The network 
was terrified that it would drive away viewers and make people hate Tony. I’ve edited things 
where I toned things down to “protect” the reputation of either the protagonist or the film or 
TV show. But that strangulation scene was pretty merciless and went on for a long time. How 
do you approach such a controversial and pivotal scene to not just the story of the episode, 
but the franchise itself?

Sidney Wolinsky, The Sopranos: Yes. I remember that. My thoughts are the same as when 
I cut any scene. You look at the script and the material, and you figure out how to use the 
material that’s shot to convey what the scene’s supposed to convey, whether you’re strangling 
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somebody or whatever. Usually, everything has its own logic. The little internal story. Tony got 
him face down on the ground and used a wire to garrote him. So that’s a little teeny story 
within the story that you have to tell logically . . . make people believe that it’s happening. 
Omit the stuff that doesn’t make it seem real and use the stuff that makes it seem real. The 
scene’s supposed to be graphic and horrifying, and you have to believe the guy’s being 
choked to death.

Hullfish: Do you remember anyone asking to cut down the scene so it’s not so graphic? Or 
feeling like that yourself?

Sidney Wolinsky: I don’t remember that specifically. Like most editors, when you do a scene 
like that the first time, the first cut, you lay it on pretty thick, then you look at it later and say 
you don’t need quite that much. Then the director comes along and says, “I think we can lose 
that and still accomplish the same thing.” You go through a process of doing it. I  do 
remember in fact that we were using a lab that wrecked some of the film—destroyed some of 
the film—and I would have had more, it would have been a longer scene. I don’t know what 
the coverage was, maybe the legs kicking, I have no idea what I lost, but that scene was one 
of the only times ever I can remember a lab actually destroying film.

Hullfish: You talked about problem-solving skills. Think back to one of your last projects, 
something fresh in your mind. What was a problem that you needed to solve where you came 
up with a solution?

Sidney Wolinsky: I could actually go back to that “College” episode of The Sopranos (edited 
in 1999, more than 15 years before this interview). I remember that pretty well. We didn’t cut 
down the killing at all, but various things were done to modify that. Like I think David (Chase) 
wrote a scene where the guy that gets killed tries to hire somebody to kill Tony, which makes 
him less sympathetic. And there’s a scene where Tony goes and observes the guy in a hot tub 
with his family and his kids, and we decided on either losing it or cutting it in such a way that 
you didn’t see the kids or the family in order to not make him a sympathetic character.

Hullfish: So you would know he had a family, but you didn’t dwell on the family. It’s not always 
the killing scene that is too much, it’s the things that lead up to the killing scene that causes 
the killing scene to be too much. Can you think of other problem solving, like when David 
(Chase) asks you to cut a lot of dialogue. And you think, “How do I do that? How do I maintain 
the flow of the conversation when half the scene is cut out in the middle?”

Sidney Wolinsky: Well, often you can make the conversation flow, but the problems are that 
people are in entirely different positions in the room. That’s the problem.

Hullfish: Can you think of any creative problem solving about how you did that?

Sidney Wolinsky: Really it involves looking at all of the takes and all of the outtakes and the 
B-negative. Trying to create some kind of staging where you can bridge that. Looking at the 
staging of the scene and what you’re dropping and how you can make it look like it is 
continuous action. Sometimes it’s cutting away to somebody, sometimes it’s a piece of 
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B-negative where the character went right instead of left. He was supposed to go left and he 
went right by mistake, but if you use that take, that gets you out of the screen direction 
problem you have. Sometimes you flop a shot for the same reason, for that screen direction 
problem. Sometimes it’s pre-lapping dialogue over somebody’s look. There are a lot of ways 
to skin a cat. Not to sound too non-PETA. And that’s the key to editing.

Hullfish: Fabienne, you talked about the fact that American Horror Story is very experimental. 
Can you give me an example of that experimentalism in the edit suite?

Fabienne Bouville, American Horror Story: There was a technique that we used in season 1 
of American Horror Story when Vivienne has a mental breakdown. She’s being drugged in the 
scene and the director said, “What if we played the take and then used a different take of the 
same setup over it, but with a delay?” She was in bed and she was drugged, so you’d see her 
ask, “Who are you?” and then we’d use the video and audio from a different take and ghost 
it visually and aurally. It was very effective and became a bit of a theme for that episode. 
I used it a couple more times subsequently during that season.

Hullfish: Tom, another editor hot button is pacing. I’m big on the micro-pacing of shot to shot 
within a scene, but also the macro-pacing of the whole film. I noticed in this film, there’s an early 
scene where you first meet the Spotlight team in their office, and the dialogue in that scene is very 
fast-paced. My sense was that it was because they were all such a tight group who had worked 
together so long that they were kind of talking in shorthand almost. Was that the thought?

Tom McArdle, Spotlight: Yeah. It’s an energetic conversation between friendly co-workers. 
They speak quickly and sometimes overlap each other. Mark Ruffalo’s character, Mike 
Rezendes, is an energetic guy, so that influenced things too. We also cut out some lines from 
the middle and end of the scene, because we wanted to move through the first act more 
quickly. We found a new ending for the scene on the line, “I really don’t think that story is for 
us.” It was a sharper line to end on.

Hullfish: Was there a scene that was either particularly hard to cut or particularly rewarding?

Tom McArdle: A difficult one is the scene towards the end of the film with everyone in Marty’s 
office. They shot it over a couple of days, and there was a lot of coverage and sizes and shots 
from both sides of the actors for different eyelines and so forth. It just took a long time to 
piece together.

Hullfish: Before I let you go, I was wondering if you could walk us through a few scenes that 
I have from the movie.

https://vimeo.com/149932531

Tom McArdle: This scene comes late in the film, and it is one of my favorite scenes in the 
movie. It’s a real “movie-movie” scene. It’s a big confrontation between the guy who is sort of 
a spokesman for the dark side and our hero (one of them). I love the writing in this scene. 
Keaton is great here. I am also a big fan of Paul Guilfoyle. In this scene, all of Guilfoyle’s cuts 
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are from his first take. In terms of the editing, it’s pretty much a feel thing for me. I cut when 
it feels like I should, dramatically.

Some of the writing here gets quoted in articles about the film. “This is how it happens, isn’t 
it, Pete? A guy leans on a guy and suddenly, the whole town just looks the other way.” I cut 
this scene together pretty quickly, and this part of it never changed much. I  got pretty 
enthused when I first saw it cut together. I paced around the edit room.

Hullfish: I  love that feeling when I  know I’ve really nailed a scene. Especially when that’s 
confirmed later by the director liking it or audiences liking it. Any other scenes you could 
comment on?

https://vimeo.com/149932532

Tom McArdle: This clip is part of a longer scene between Mark Ruffalo and Stanley Tucci. It 
was a challenging scene because it had a lot of information. Mark Ruffalo is great here, as 
always. Stanley Tucci was really good at doing a lot of dialogue very quickly and effectively. 
Ultimately, we cut out a couple lines of dialogue to keep the scene manageable. It should be 
mentioned that Paul Hsu, our sound designer and re-recording mixer, helped us out a lot 
here. The production sound had a lot of traffic noise on it. Paul managed to filter out that 
traffic noise without losing the bass and warmth in the actors’ voices, which is always a 
delicate challenge.

Hullfish: Stephen, I have a clip from The Revenant called “Glass escapes Arikara” which starts 
with him sleeping and an arrow hits a tree next to his head and ends with him jumping off a 
cliff with his horse. The scene feels very fast-paced, but there is only a single edit in a 
52-second scene. Talk to us about that scene, especially sound design, music, choosing the 
takes and making the determination of the right moment for that one edit.

https://vimeo.com/149594153

Stephen Mirrione, The Revenant: There’s only a single edit you were aware of. But yes, that 
scene is one that had to be very carefully choreographed and planned out because what you 
are seeing is really happening. A lot of rehearsals went into creating that sequence, they did 
around eight takes of most of the key moments, it was quite clear which takes were the best. 
Then it became about sound and music, which went through a pretty long evolution.

Hullfish: Describe one of the most challenging scenes to cut? What made it so difficult?

Stephen Mirrione: The first dream sequence after the bear attack was quite a challenge. 
I had lots and lots of dream material, but a lot of it was non-specific, meant to be used for any 
of the dreams. Originally that dream was only about the burning of the village and seeing a 
fireball overtake Hawk as a small child. It became clear that this wasn’t working in an 
emotional way, that it was too literal and not dreamy enough. So we worked to rewrite and 
restructure by adding the wife and more specific elements to parallel Hawk comforting his 
father in real time as Glass is dreaming about comforting his son. Once that material was shot, 
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it took a while to measure it properly, to weave back and forth without being too literal, being 
emotional and also giving enough backstory so that you can relate, at the same time being 
careful not to let it feel too romantic; it couldn’t betray the overall language of the movie. 
Sound played a big part, getting the dialogue to drift in and out and overlap correctly made 
a big difference too.

Hullfish: Billy, I noticed that the opening scenes are longer shots . . . the guy pulling up to the 
drug house in the car, pulling the gun out of the trunk. When Easy walks to the drug house. 
The shots are longer. The tension starts to build. Then the cops show up and the pacing 
changes completely. You set up one pace with another pace. Talk to me about that.

Billy Fox, Straight Outta Compton: Well, it’s interesting, that scene was a real fun scene for 
me to cut, because it’s a wonderful introduction to the Easy character. I liked being on the 
back of his head. You don’t really know who he is initially. To set the tone and to set the 
tension and to know that the viewer really doesn’t know what’s going on. “I guess it’s a drug 
deal, but . . . ” And then to make that change when the battering ram comes around the 
corner then blasts through the door. It just changed the rhythm completely. It was fun. And it 
didn’t really change a lot from my initial cut. It’s very much the same.

Hullfish: Can you look at some scenes and tell us anything about the editing of those? Your 
thought process? What makes them good? What the difficulties or challenges were?

https://vimeo.com/151273332

Billy Fox: This scene was improvised when shooting. Gary shot a ton of material and deviated 
greatly from the script. I tried to build it in a way that things just start going wrong. And then 
it got worse and worse. It was one of those scenes that played better with no music. If music 
is added, it actually takes away from the drama. Leaving it dry makes it more uncomfortable. 
Probably my favorite scene in the movie.

https://vimeo.com/151273331

Billy Fox: The first time we meet Dre and the first time we set up the family relationship. 
A delicate scene because it could so easily become melodramatic. I tried to keep the Mother 
hard but with a loving heart. Only wants the best for her son.

https://vimeo.com/151273330

Billy Fox: Definitely embraced my news cutting experience. Embraced the handheld camera 
movement. Looked for shots that had focus issues to give more of an edge. I enjoyed cutting 
this scene.

https://vimeo.com/151273219

Billy Fox: Great scene. I used my experience from a very similar scene that I cut in Hustle and 
Flow. Same rhythms. I cut it with a serious tone and lightness. Fun.

https://vimeo.com/151273218
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Billy Fox: Keeps the energy going. A  lot of this scene was cut by my assistant, Adoma 
Firempong. Really fun and speaks volumes to the growth of NWA. A  tremendous turning 
point in the movie.

https://vimeo.com/151273217

Billy Fox: This scene went through a lot of changes. At one point it was possibly being lifted 
from the movie. But Cube felt it was important to show this viewpoint.

Hullfish: Julian, in Deadpool, can you tell me anything about editing the scene called “Ask 
you a question?”

https://vimeo.com/155270030

Julian Clarke, Deadpool: The movie has so many tones, and that part of the movie we’re in 
sort of an R-rated rom-com. The humor is quite raunchy but it’s also sweet and romantic, so 
you’re trying to develop a physical chemistry as well as the banter, much like a normal Ryan 
Reynolds movie.

Hullfish: Was there a key to editing that? Trying to decide on performance or how your 
editing would affect the story later on? Or how to maintain a tone or balance between sex, 
romance and humor?

Julian Clarke: That scene was a huge part of the heart of the movie, which was important in 
grounding it and making people care about watching it for two hours. You can’t just have two 
hours of sarcasm and quips. You need story and emotion, so the two major emotional through 
lines of it are the love story and the revenge story, and that scene is the thing where you have a 
relationship and they care about each other in the midst of all the raunchy humor. You need that 
to work because in the denouement where we circle back to the love story, if that isn’t earned 
there, then you have no catharsis, the scene doesn’t mean much if it isn’t set up properly.

Hullfish: Steve, in the movie Risen, which scenes were difficult to cut and why?

Steven Mirkovich, Risen: The opening battle scene was very difficult, just given the sheer 
volume of material. The crucifixion area where Clavius and Lucius were ordered by Pilate to 
go break the legs of those on the cross to put them out of their misery was challenging. It was 
a big scene. Crowds, soldiers, crucifixion, misery. A ton of parallel action. I needed to show 
so much without letting it feel long. It was tricky. The fishing scene, for the same reasons. All 
of these big scenes required huge temp sound design to make them play.

Hullfish: Lee, in Spectre there’s a sequence on the train between Bond and the giant guy. You 
mentioned the difficulties of editing when stunt people are involved. Bond flies through some 
walls and stuff like that, so I’m assuming a stunt person did at least some of that work.

https://vimeo.com/156062625

Lee Smith, Spectre: That’s an interesting sequence. A lot of that, Daniel did himself, and so 
did his nemesis, Mr. Hinx. That was a very physical sequence, and Daniel actually got hurt and 
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so did Hinx. They’re big, fit, tough guys, and they weren’t pulling a lot of what they were 
doing. They are play fighting, but I stood next to both of them on occasion, and you would 
not want to get hit by either one of them. The stunt guys were really only peppered 
throughout that scene in a very small fashion. The coverage was very weighted to the actors, 
and that’s one of the reasons I  think that sequence is so enjoyable to watch, because the 
percentage of stunt work is very small. You’re right when you say you saw Bond get thrown 
through a wall backward that the odds are it’s a stunt person, and it was. But a lot of time it 
was the actors who were ducking or taking punches; it was the real characters. It was all about 
how it was shot, where you cut, sometimes with the right angle you really can make it look like 
a punch connects. And in fact, in some instances, the punches DID connect. (Laughs)

Hullfish: Talk to me about the beginning of the movie. There’re two big set-piece Steadicam/
crane shots that go on for several minutes. First, as Bond walks through the Day of the Dead 
celebration into a hotel, up an elevator, and into a bedroom, then from the bedroom out 
along a rooftop. Was there any coverage shot of that, or was it “go big or go home” in 
making it look like it was all one or two shots?

Lee Smith: That was all four single-camera setups that were all joined in the editing room and 
with the aid of digital technology, made seamless. Indeed it was just one camera. There were 
no choices in angles, just takes of the same camera setups. That was how it had to be. We 
picked up the interior of the hotel in an edit, then Bond rides up in the lift, and we pick up 
going into the room in an edit, then after Estrella’s dialogue on the bed, we pick up an edit 
when the camera swings around and another edit as he steps out of the room onto the 
window ledge and along the rooftops. But for most people in the audience, it looks like a 
single shot. And indeed, a lot of my colleagues thought it was one take.

Hullfish: I figured it was two.

Lee Smith: Well, if you’ve got an editorial mind, and you clearly do, you can say, “I find it difficult 
to believe that you could have done that.” Sam Mendes wanted that sequence to work like that, 
and it was very carefully orchestrated and very difficult to pull off. There were anomalies within 
those takes that had to be dealt with. We did little speed ramps to get things to go a bit quicker. 
There are probably 100 things that have been applied to that sequence aside from the edit points.

Hullfish: Lee, can you walk us through your thoughts on cutting this sequence?

https://vimeo.com/156062623

Lee Smith: That was a bit of fun to cut, having good shots of Bond and Mr. Hinx in the 
close-up was a big help as most of these shots would be green screen; it was nice that the 
Director insisted on having both cars rigged with stunt drivers sitting on rigs on top of both 
cars steering so the actors felt like they were really driving at very high speed, which achieved 
the correct level of concentration in their performances; most of the shots in that scene were 
captured by main unit multiple cam angles for every shot, which added up to a lot of footage 
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being used. I tried to not over-cut the scene so as to make it look as realistic as possible, as 
with the rest of Spectre, Sam wanted all the action to not look like a CGI set piece.

Hullfish: Jan, in Whiskey Tango Foxtrot can you walk me through editing these two scenes?

https://vimeo.com/156597319

Jan Kovac, Whiskey Tango Foxtrot: We are establishing Kim and Tanya’s relationship in this 
short scene, and touching on how women are viewed in the war environment. All in a very 
funny way. This is a great example of actors being great and funny. The scene played great as 
written with just really straight-forward comedic cutting.

https://vimeo.com/156597318

Jan Kovac: This clip doesn’t start with music that’s actually in the film, but I do love the montage 
we have here. It establishes Kim’s character and the boredom of her job in a quirky, funny way and 
is so simple. It’s just five shots, and you learn so much about her and hopefully, chuckle a couple 
of times before we get into the meat of the scene and learn about a gig opening in Afghanistan.

Hullfish: Can we talk about some specific scenes? Talk to me about the “Unmarried childless” 
scene in New York.

Glenn Ficarra, Whiskey Tango Foxtrot: It was actually a much longer scene. It was written long, 
and it was always intended to be this oppressive lighting, lifeless thing. That was the visual 
intent of the scene. There were a lot of jokes in the New York section of the movie. We found 
that it was playing too broad and immediately we decided to cut it down to what we need and 
maybe one on-character, solid joke is all we need here. And so the crying joke was always in 
the script, and we decided that was the funniest thing and to make that pay off we needed the 
“unmarried childless” line before it for the setup, so we built it from there and backed into it to 
see how little we could get away with because we were really interested in moving through the 
New York stuff as quickly as possible because we felt like people have seen that movie before.

Hullfish: And the movie just needs to get to Afghanistan to get started.

Glenn Ficarra: Yeah. And we didn’t want it to play like a movie they’ve seen before where we 
would spend 20 minutes in New York. I mean, five minutes is plenty.

Hullfish: The classic scriptwriter thing of spending the first act being somebody in their 
“home” world before they make the journey to a new world in the second act . . . 

Glenn Ficarra: Right. Right. I think the script as written played to this kind of genre-bending 
moments. And it bothers a lot of people. I have to say, but that’s not going to stop us really. 
(Laughs) John and I and Jan firmly believe that these formulaic patterns—you might call them 
classic, you might call them the pillars of storytelling—I don’t believe that. I really think there’s 
room for mashing up styles. I think there’s room for a lot of things. And we really applied that 
lesson to the setup of this film.

Hullfish: So really the first act is more about her going from rookie/novice to veteran.
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Glenn Ficarra: Absolutely right. I  think it’s 20 minutes in, she’s into the life pretty hard in 
Afghanistan, and that’s when the story really kicks in. It’s a very odd movie because it’s very plot-less 
in the way that M*A*S*H was. I think that Robert Altman movies were famous for this where you 
think the movie is about one thing, but they tend to go off on these tangents, and it’s more about 
the characters and their lives than it is about plot. When the studio said they wanted to make it, 
John and I were like, “Really? You do? ‘Cause you guys don’t make movies like this anymore.” We 
were really into doing it because you don’t get a chance to make movies like that these days.

Hullfish: Tell me about the scene, “Can I have sex with your security guy?”

Glenn Ficarra: That scene is basically “as written.” There’s a power outage in the scene that 
really happened on set. There were power outages in Kabul every three hours, so it was fine. 
You see the lights flicker on and off, and we just kept it.

Hullfish: I was trying to figure out if it was in order because Kim is trying to get to the shower, 
and she’s just come from meeting Tanya in this room full of men, and it seemed some stuff got 
changed to me.

Glenn Ficarra: It did get reordered. In the original script, Kim came in and met the people 
downstairs, met Tanya and then she went back and called her boyfriend and everything, and 
on the set we came up with this very simple little scene of her laying there listening to the 
sounds of Kabul at night. So by necessity, we had to cleave the scene off where she meets 
Tanya. I think that’s how it ended up. We reordered it so many times. (Laughs)

Hullfish: I know that drill.

Glenn Ficarra: It’s funny. I’ve seen the movie about a million times, and it doesn’t stick. But 
you’re definitely right. It’s out of continuity of the script, but it was in that order for a long time. 
There was a little more backstory in that scene originally that fell out.

Hullfish: It seemed like a very Tina Fey kind of scene.

Glenn Ficarra: Yeah it did. But Margot Robbie is fantastic in that performance and just nailed 
it. It’s just a great introduction to a character. Originally it was one of those scenes that carried 
water for a few things. It had some backstory. It had this and that. There were a few things 
going on in it, and it was one of those cases where the scene should be about one thing or 
about nothing. So it had to be about the one thing: which was introducing Margot.

Hullfish: Fahim—I loved his character—there’s a scene where Fahim is basically telling her he 
doesn’t want to work with her anymore. And after he leaves, there’s a series of three jump cut 
close-ups of Tina’s face, cut to cut to cut.

Glenn Ficarra: That is the midpoint of the movie. That’s where all of the stakes change. 
Where things become a lot more real. She’s not only gotten into the life and gotten what she 
wanted, but she’s starting to flip to the other side, and in the script it’s a kind of a slow roll 
from one end to the other, and once that landed in the middle of the movie, we kind of 
wanted to highlight the moment. We really just like it. It’s like a passage of time of her coming 
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to grips with that decision. It’s really about her making a choice. It’s the beginning of the 
descent of her character really into the addiction to the lifestyle.

Hullfish: I liked it. You have editing rules, but you have to know when to break them and why 
to break them. I definitely felt like you broke some editing rules in there in order to allow the 
audience to get into her head.

Glenn Ficarra: Yeah. It was to get into her head. To me, it always felt like it was her processing 
that and the two sides of her personality, wrestling. The old Kim and the new Kim, and it 
illustrates the new Kim taking over.

Hullfish: Have you seen Sicario?

Glenn Ficarra: Yes. It’s a lot of the same cast, actually.

Hullfish: I interviewed Joe Walker about Sicario, and there’s a scene in Sicario that’s very 
similar to a scene in Whiskey Tango Foxtrot, but the difference that’s shocking was the musical 
choice. Sicario has this scene where the special ops guys are going into the tunnels at night. 
You’re kind of embedded with these special ops guys. And then you guys have a scene where 
a special ops team is going in after somebody, but the musical choices are completely 
different. Sicario has this menacing, grinding, filthy drone. But you guys played the music 
under the same basic images completely differently.

Glenn Ficarra: This was something that went throughout the movie. We are not making an 
attempt at an action movie. The visuals were a lot of what you’d expect out of a scene like 
that, but this movie doesn’t really support those kinds of scenes. Even the first firefight scene 
with Kim’s trial by fire, it’s all played from the inside of the Humvee, and it’s her point of view 
for a reason. We weren’t interested in doing Saving Private Ryan there because it’s not that 
kind of movie. Plus it’s all subjective to her. We thought it was interesting to take that music 
and reflect her viewpoint. To go into some interesting score didn’t feel right for the movie. It 
made it feel kind of hackneyed. The original intent of the movie—in the original script, that 
scene doesn’t even exist. They kind of go off to get him and it’s very brief. We played with 
music and found some songs that were very haunting, but all the ones that seemed to work 
were ones that spoke to “this is a gesture of love.” One of the songs we tried was “Love  
Letters,” which is also used in Killing Them Softly, where Ray Liotta gets killed, and that  
song worked really well, but they had used it in that movie, so we decided to find something  
else with that similar vibe.

Hullfish: What was the track?

Glenn Ficarra: Harry Nilsson’s “Without You” is what we ended up using. It’s this 70s sad 
ballad, and it means different things to different people interestingly. To younger people they 
just think it’s really cool. Old people like me think it’s an ironic choice.

Hullfish: I thought it was just showing her viewpoint. It’s like a little love letter.
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Glenn Ficarra: That’s exactly what it is. That choice is because this is a romantic gesture, and 
it’s playing into the rom-com element of this movie, which is very oddly placed in this war 
zone, and it was another way to point out this weird juxtaposition.

Hullfish: David, in Batman v Superman let’s talk about some of the scenes that I have the 
access to. This one is called “You took something that doesn’t belong to you.”

https://vimeo.com/159656654

David Brenner, Batman v Superman: So this is later, days after she’s stolen his wire-tapping 
device. The opening shot was constructed with a much longer introduction. A oner (one 
long, extended, heavily choreographed shot with no cutaways), starting close on a tray of 
champagne glasses, we follow a waiter out with the tray into a museum gala . . . an art 
curator takes a glass off the tray, and we follow him as he interrupts Diana Prince from a 
conversation and walks her through the party giving her an elaborate introduction to the 
Sword of Alexander . . . and finally, we come to the sword. This beautifully timed shot was 
one of the first things we had to cut because, as I said, we were well over three hours, and 
I guess the shot itself had little to do with story . . . So now, we come in on the curator 
saying, “It’s the Sword of Alexander,” and in a few steps we see the sword. Shot 2 is a 
reverse, Diana takes the sword, and Bruce enters into a two shot. No coverage here . . . so 
the task here is just to choose the best take. She comments on the fact that the sword is a 
fake, turns away, and then we cut to shot 3. That’s a long Steadicam shot that takes them 
from the sword case to the floor. It starts medium wide on them and then naturally gets 
closer as they move forward. It’s the only coverage until just before they stop and Bruce 
turns to face her. So again, that was about choosing the best take. From that point on, that 
master shot becomes a single of Diana, and Bruce is in a reverse CU. They talk about Lex. 
Then Diana moves to leave him, but he catches her arm and swings around . . . so her angle 
becomes a very close two shot where he whispers to her. Can’t cut away from this. Finally, 
she breaks off, faces him, and then the scene finishes with two reverse close-ups. Generally, 
it’s a scene with not many cuts, that starts with scale, focuses down to a very intimate point, 
and then settles into something still close, but with a little more air.

Hullfish: “How many good guys are left?” with Alfred and Bruce.

https://vimeo.com/159656653

David Brenner: There was a lot of material for that scene, I remember. Ben did it very well from 
a lot of different angles. But the best delivery of the main final speech (from “That son-of-a-
bitch brought the war to us . . . ” until “How many good guys are left”) was in a tight medium 
close-up over Alfred . . . not the tightest shot on Ben. We had to use that. However, dramatically, 
and for the best performance, we needed to be closer before that, when Ben talks about the 
real meaning of the rock and why he intends to steal it. So we were ending the scene not as 
tight as we began. What helped make this size change, without feeling a loss of intensity, was 
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using this dolly move into Alfred, when he steps forward and says, “You’re gonna go to war?” 
This camera shift helped the size change on Bruce’s side, so the change didn’t bump.

Hullfish: “Don’t believe everything you hear.” This is the big confrontation between our two 
protagonist alter-egos that is kind of a pissing match.

https://vimeo.com/159656650

David Brenner: The architecture of that scene is simply building into close-ups. We start with 
a wide moving shot that follows Bruce as he enters from the stairway and then gets stopped 
by Clark, who asks him a question. It’s a wider shot where you see Diana in the background 
and you see Bruce is watching her. So although there was closer coverage at this point, we 
had to stay wide. But that’s okay because you want to build into close-ups . . . 

Hullfish: That’s totally my thought.

David Brenner: Yeah. Even sonically we wanted to build in the same way . . . focus closer on 
their conversation. So at first we hear the source music and the walla of the party and then 
when we’re getting closer visually and the conversation gets more intense, we took those 
background sounds and reverbed them out and focused in on the dialogue. The reverb we 
chose gave the background an eerie uneasiness. What’s interesting is that some of the close-
ups had a bit more variation in sizes for Bruce, so they felt like they could build into the 
close-up. But for Clark there was really only a medium wide shot and a super-close one, so we 
ended up resizing—pushing in and making a medium version of that so we could build him 
up a little bit.

Hullfish: I just kind of scrubbed through the scene, and it’s easy to see that way that the close-
ups build up to Bruce. You don’t quite get the same thing happening on Clark. The next 
scene is called “Day versus Knight,” and it’s essentially a monologue of Lex before he sends 
Superman off to fight Batman, but it’s cut almost like a dialogue scene.

https://vimeo.com/159656649

David Brenner: One of the things I  really wanted to find with Lex were moments where 
I  could go from a wide shot into a closer shot of Lex. Punch-in cuts can have a strong 
emotional effect because they are unexpected (we expect to keep cutting back and forth with 
reverses), and the place where punch in has to be the right place physically (it’s best on a 
strong movement) and in the best scenario, the right place emotionally. So in this scene, 
where he is talking about his father, we punch in close when he says, “my father’s fists and 
abomination,” which underscored what was wrong with Lex. It also coincided with Jesse 
Eisenberg making a sudden fist in the air and with him emphasizing these words. So it worked 
in many ways.

As far as cutting away from the listener, well we had to involve Superman to see him affected 
by Lex’s words, to build his anger . . . and in a few places, we had to trim some of the pauses 
in the monologue.
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Hullfish: Martin, in Eddie the Eagle can you talk to me about this scene specifically?

https://vimeo.com/161787024

Martin Walsh, Eddie the Eagle: That scene as it played in that clip didn’t feel exactly the way I cut 
it actually from the movie . . .  it felt like a scene that had been recut to go out for press. It looked 
like it had been re-edited. It didn’t feel as nicely timed as it was. It’s a good scene. A missing beat 
in the movie was the time when they were apart (Eddie and his coach, played by Hugh Jackman). 
The thing you want most for them in the movie at that point is for them to get back together 
because that is essentially the central love affair in the movie, those two guys love each other—
love and hate relationship—and that was a scene that was fairly simple, frankly. It was a case of 
finding the performances and finding the best way to play those shots. I think there were three or 
four setups in that scene. There wasn’t a huge amount to work with. Pretty basic coverage: wide 
shot, two shot and a couple of “overs,” so it’s simply a case of finding the best bits of acting.

Hullfish: Mark, in Jungle Book let’s talk about some specific scenes that we can watch. Do you 
remember the hibernation scene?

https://vimeo.com/162777532

Mark Livolsi, The Jungle Book: The honey stash. There was a concern that Bagheera’s 
character was too angry when he yelled at Mowgli. We modulated the vocal performance but 
we needed him to lose his cool for the scene to work. So in the prior scene, we feathered in 
the reaction as it builds . . . there’s a beat where he is looking at the tricks that the kid has built, 
and he stops and pauses and he has a look in his face and he has a low growl. Suddenly his 
anger doesn’t quite come out of the blue quite so much or feel like it’s a surprising reaction.

Hullfish: That’s something that might be revealed in a screening, right, that the audience is 
shocked or they don’t like somebody’s reaction so you figure out a way to keep the reaction, 
but you have to do something before it that prepares the audience.

Mark Livolsi: That’s right. I think that feathering is a tool that you can use to get people’s 
expectations to line up with what you deliver.

Hullfish: Talk to me about “Mowgli leaves the pack.”

https://vimeo.com/162777531

Mark Livolsi: That was a scene that had a lot of iterations. We landed on a sort of Lord of the 
Rings beat where everybody is talking about Mowgli and not noticing that he’s standing there 
until he says his line. It’s simple and effective.

Hullfish: What about where we first meet King Louie? King Louie is played in the dark for 
almost the entire beginning of the scene.

https://vimeo.com/162777530

Mark Livolsi: Jon is a big film buff. He loves westerns and Kurosawa films, and those 
influences can be felt in the film. When Shere Khan comes down on the rock, he wanted to 
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impart the feeling of a character who doesn’t say a whole lot and is very cool and menacing 
without being bellicose and basically like a gunfighter. Jack Palance was mentioned, from 
Shane. You see nods to Sergio Leone Westerns in certain spots. The King Louie scene was 
definitely nodding towards both The Godfather and Apocalypse Now. Rubbing his head, the 
flick of the hand when he’s talking, those little embellishments are intentional.

Hullfish: Talk to me about the Kaa scene. Sound design seemed to play a huge role in that scene.

https://vimeo.com/162777528

Mark Livolsi: There was always a desire to supplement the immersive qualities of the imagery 
with the sound. This was my first Atmos film, so it was a learning experience for me, and it was 
incredibly fun to do. With the Kaa scene, her voice was all over the place, in different speakers 
creating a sense of disorientation that made it subjective to Mowgli’s experience. The sound 
mixer and sound supervisor threw in subtle sound effects and a little bit of slithering and 
these great little distant cracks that reminded me of Blair Witch Project. One thing we 
specifically didn’t do was add sound effects to the moments where you glimpse Kaa in the 
frame before her actual reveal. You might quickly catch a piece of Kaa in the foreground and 
say “Did I just see something?” and we avoided underlining those moments with sound to 
make them more ambiguous.

Hullfish: What about the introduction to Shere Khan at Peace Rock. Mowgli is hiding, and you 
see a long shot of Shere Khan through the wolf’s legs over Mowgli’s shoulder across the water.

https://vimeo.com/162777529

Mark Livolsi: I think that speaks to what I said before about getting into Mowgli’s headspace—
making it from his POV. That’s why we constructed those particular shots through the wolf’s 
legs, making him small, which made it more about Mowgli’s perception of this intrusion and 
less about sort of the general appearance of this character and also kept the tiger reasonably 
distant so that we could hold back the close-up of his burned face for as long as possible. 
When we finally do reveal it, it’s in a dramatic 3D close-up.

Hullfish: So that’s kind of the reverse of the feathering, where you’re like, “I’m gonna hold it 
back, I’m gonna hold it back and then hit the audience with something hard.”

Mark Livolsi: Exactly. I’d throw in the Akela death moment as an example of this as well.

Hullfish: What about the first introduction of Baloo?

https://vimeo.com/162777533

Mark Livolsi: We had come from this dark and dramatic moment before this shot and then 
suddenly it’s Bill Murray. He’s fully revealed in a shot where he pops his head up in the frame. 
Which always felt to me like a very Chuck Jones kind of thing. I’ve seen that in so many Chuck 
Jones cartoons, and it’s great, very funny. When Bill Murray did his initial recordings and I cut 
that material in, that sort of came together quickly.
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Hullfish: This is a great scene to talk about kind of storytelling in shot selection. You don’t do 
a wide angle into a medium shot and then finally a close-up shot on the big moment. We are 
starting with the close-ups.

Mark Livolsi: You’re starting from the kid because in the prior scene we ended with the kid 
seeing the battle and losing consciousness, done in a very subjective way, and when he wakes 
up, we still are in this subjective state but now we are doing it for comedy instead of drama. 
His POV is a big nose sniffing him. Gradually we pop wider to reveal the bear, then the 
environment. Each cut reveals new information, which keeps it interesting.

Hullfish: Can you talk to me a little bit about perspective? Some editors are into the idea of 
perspective and how that informs story. Can you think of any examples of that?

Mark Livolsi: The whole movie was meant to be from Mowgli’s point of view because he’s our 
main character as well as a real person, and therefore someone you can empathize with. I was 
always aware of that when I was cutting. A scene that specifically highlights this approach is 
Shere Khan’s first appearance at Peace Rock. At a certain point early on, Jon indicated that he 
wanted this to be more from Mowgli’s perspective. We started to pepper in shots from over 
Mowgli’s shoulder and Shere Khan from the distance to create that sort of relationship and 
really make it about the kid seeing him, getting in his head.

In another scene I needed a shot of Mowgli as he’s walking down the crest of a hill. I wanted 
him to hear Akela and look in his direction before cutting to Akela. The goal was to draw you 
to Akela and not just cut to him out of the blue . . . have Mowgli draw you to him with his eyes. 
I often like to have a character lead you to the next shot, the next piece of information. I think 
that helps the flow, and it’s more elegant. So, I asked for a medium shot in which Mowgli looks 
over Akela. They made the shot and later when we went into the actual blue screen 
photography, we got the real version with Neel as well.

Hullfish: Jeff, what about the use and in-
corporation of “specials.” There’s a great 
special that’s pretty complicated with 
a hand-off between three characters as 
the camera dances between them. Talk 
to me about using these specials. You’re 
in coverage and you know you probably 
have to get to this special and get out 
of it. Or don’t you? This is a shot that 
intentionally  covers quite a bit of ground 
and is a bit of a directorial and camera 
operation set-piece.

Jeffrey Ford, Captain America: Civil War: The shot that you’re talking about, we did a 
very detailed pre-visualization of that. I cut from the animated pre-viz storyboards. We 
had a pretty good idea of where we wanted to be and had it lined up. In order to use a 

Special: Used as a singular noun, this refers 
to a shot with highly choreographed cam-
erawork and blocking. Essentially a “must 
use” shot for a specific moment.

In coverage: Meaning that the scene is 
cutting between the standard footage shot 
to cover a scene in a basic way—WS, MS, 
CU.
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shot like that, you kind of have to know where you’re going to be over the course of the 
sequence. We always knew we wanted to hand it off from Falcon to Cap to Wanda. 
Sometimes you don’t want to do everything with a cut. You want it to flow from one 
person to another, and it’s a chance to see the cast together in one shot, especially with 
this kind of a cast. Now I did have second and third camera on all that stuff, so if that 
special didn’t work out, I  had a way to get out of it and come up with a different 
construction. We’re always planning to use the special, but there’s always another option.

Hullfish: Or another performance, right?

Jeffrey Ford: On a shot like this, it’s really usually a choreography issue than a performance. 
The timing is more critical than anything because it’s about the velocity of the thing.

Hullfish: It’s a ballet. What about “New Recruit”? This is the introduction of Ant-Man. It’s got 
a great comic pace to it.

https://vimeo.com/165629904

Jeffrey Ford: I can’t take credit for that. Matt cut that. Originally it was a little bit longer, but 
not much. Most of that scene was actually re-written right before they shot. Paul had some 
improv ideas about things he wanted to do, so we had a lot of material in that scene. That 
was a scene where we really had to watch the dailies and talk about the stuff we liked. Most 
of that scene’s evolution through editing was getting the rhythm to be just right. Originally it 
had a little more air to it, and as it got tighter it got better and better. We also wanted—for 
the fans—that Falcon referenced their earlier fight in the Ant-Man film. So it was a wink with 
the fans who could know that that fight was what they were talking about. Modulating that 
without going off onto a tangent was important. Bringing Paul Rudd’s energy into the film—
up to this point it’s been pretty heavy stuff and it’s going to get heavy again, but having Paul 
come in is charming.

Hullfish: Jeffrey, in Captain America: Civil War that scene that you mentioned between Tony 
and Peter Parker kind of reminded me about that collaboration you were talking about 
between you and the directors because Tony asks him, “Why do you do it? Why do you do 
these heroic superhero things?” The reason Tony is asking the question is because he’s 
vetting Peter. He wants to see if they’d be good collaborators in the same way that you 
wanted to know what your potential directors’ favorite movie was.

Jeffrey Ford: And I love that moment where Tony says, “Why are you doing this?” and Peter 
says, “If you have powers and you let things happen, then they happen because of you . . . 
because you didn’t do something. If you’re a powerful person and you can do good, and you 
don’t do good, then something’s wrong because you owe it to the world to use those powers 
to do the right thing.” And what’s interesting about it is the way he reads that line—and it’s a 
great performance by Tom Holland—something else is going on inside Tom Holland’s brain 
there. Peter Parker’s talking about obsession and a self-involved sense of vengeance because 
we know the story behind the story of Spiderman, but Tom Holland is playing all those colors 
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when he says he wants to do good. But Tony had a conversation with Cap where he said, 
“I  thought the Accords could split the difference with Pepper. I’m obsessed with being a 
superhero. I  still want to do this. I  don’t want to give up.” And I  think that moment is 
interesting. All of these heroes have a desire to good because they want to do good for the 
world, but they also have personal agendas. Tony’s obsessed with his work. Peter is obsessed 
with this thing that has happened that’s his backstory. Cap is obsessed with Bucky. Everybody 
has that second agenda and that comes through in that scene in this really oblique kind of 
awesome subtext kind of way, and I love that kind of subtlety.

Hullfish: Can you talk to me about a few specific scenes? “Just like we practiced.”

https://vimeo.com/165629903

Jeffrey Ford: The movie opens in Lagos, Nigeria, and the Avengers are on a mission to try 
to catch Rumlow (Crossbones). They’ve brought Wanda (Scarlet Witch) along, and she’s new 
to the team, and Cap as the leader of this mission, part of his job is to educate Scarlet Witch 
on how to use her powers in combat, so he’s guiding her through the process and kind of 
learn how to be a superhero, be an Avenger, and Falcon is a little more experienced, and 
Black Widow is really experienced, they’re both there. So it’s an interesting story about Cap 
being teacher. It’s echoing that Tony/Peter Parker relationship later, which is that the older 
Avengers are now mentors to these younger superheroes. There’s a changing of the guard 
coming. So when we get into the conflict about the Sokovia Accords, it’s a much more 
interesting and nuanced conversation when you talk about leaders who have a responsibility 
for their team, and some of those team members are quite young.

Hullfish: Tell me about “The Team versus Bucky.” This is where Bucky has been re-activated 
and you’re having to cut around stunt doubles, right?

https://vimeo.com/165629901

Jeffrey Ford: This is another one that Matt cut. That was a scene that was somewhat difficult 
because we had to really jam, so we didn’t have as much coverage as we’re used to and that 
was a tougher scene to cut, action-wise, than others. That was a crazy day because they 
actually had four cameras doing four completely different setups at the same time in different 
parts of the set. There were times where we had to paint out actors who were in the 
background with another camera crew.

Hullfish: So they were shooting things that were supposed to happen sequentially, but they 
were shooting them simultaneously. Talk to me about “Right to Choose.”

Jeffrey Ford: That scene is almost as written. I think Rhodey and Falcon had a little bit longer 
argument at the top of the scene, but that scene was beautifully written, they covered it great. 
I had good acting from everybody. I love how at the end of the scene we introduce Natasha’s 
(Black Widow’s) reluctance to be on Team Cap fully. In fact, she’s really headed towards Team 
Iron Man, and Cap is kind of surprised by this. That’s a scene where if you pace that scene up, 
you lose it because the dwells work. It plays pretty fast. I love the rhythm of it, but I can’t take 
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another frame out of it without hurting it because I  will over-drive it and we’ll lose the 
interactiveness of the characters. It also has to come in for a landing and be able to get Cap 
to London, where it has to slow down in a very interesting way at the end. If I’m not on rhythm 
there and if I’m not indulging in a few moments, like with Vision talking about the inevitability 
of conflict, it doesn’t work.

Hullfish: I was thinking about the cutting itself helping with the storytelling because one of 
the big points of this scene is that Black Widow is a little hesitant and not quite sure about 
which side she should be on, and I think a lot of that is derived by using reaction shots.

Jeffrey Ford: Indeed. You also start to get the beginnings of conflict between Vision and 
Wanda starting to percolate there as well. Wanda realizes that—as one of the more powerful 
members of the team—she’s going to be subject to the Accords as well, and she’s worried 
that they might come for her and Vision says he’ll protect her, but you can see that it’s not just 
what they’re saying but what they’re doing with their performance. You realize that there’s 
something starting to happen there. Tony’s trying to be assertive, but you can see the 
beginning of a lack of trust, and I think that’s really interesting because it’s just starting.

Hullfish: I want to talk about storytelling. There’s a scene that you could almost call a throw-away 
scene, but really it sets up Tony’s mental state for the rest of the movie. He meets this random, 
seemingly innocuous woman that points out that her son died as basically collateral damage 
because he just happened to be nearby during a previous Avengers battle. Plot wise, it’s not 
huge, but emotionally it’s a big motivator. Did you do anything to add weight to that scene?

Jeffrey Ford: That’s the scene with Alfre Woodard at the elevator. That’s one of my favorite 
scenes in the movie, and I think it’s beautifully acted. It’s beautifully paced by both of them. 
It’s a dream for an editor to have two actors in a scene like that being as good as they are. 
I  think it’s really an essential theme to the movie. One of the things to keep the movie 
emotionally centered and not have it attached to just superhero nonsense where you just say, 
“This is the way it is because we say it’s that way,” you need to give the audience something 
that they can relate to, so when Tony gets confronted by this woman it’s very similar to the 
scene in Jaws where the Roy Scheider character is on the beach and there’s been a shark 
attack and a boy’s been killed, and the mother of the boy comes up to him and basically says 
right to his face, “My boy is dead because of you.” It’s a similar scene, and it’s functioning in 
a similar way in that it is a moment where the character is activated, and he’s activated by 
something that’s very intimate and emotional, but more importantly it’s something that’s 
relatable to the audience. If you put yourself in Tony’s shoes and you have to face a mother 
who’s lost a child; she’s making a very good case that it’s Tony’s fault, and it’s very much Tony’s 
fault. It has to weigh on him. He has to have activation, I think. For him to really want to rewrite 
the Avengers’ charter and come up with a new plan for the team based on the Sokovia 
Accords and for him to give that argument to the team a few scenes later and keeps the 
conversation pretty much grounded on “What do we do when something like this happens? 
Here’s a picture of this boy and he died and he had all this potential and we weren’t good 
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enough to protect him.” I think that goes a long way to motivating that character, especially 
when you’re doing a movie like this where you need to believe in both sides (Team Cap and 
Team Iron Man) and you really need to relate to both sides. It can’t simply be that they feel 
that way because the movie is telling you that they feel that way. You have to see how they 
evolve and how their points of view evolve, so when we re-join that storyline each time, you’re 
carrying with you the emotional baggage and emotional intensity of that scene you’ve seen 
before. There’s something that happens in that scene too that’s very interesting, which is that 
Alfre Woodard’s character basically calls Tony Stark out for being somewhat of an elitist. She 
says in effect, “Have you ever thought about the people that you just pass over?” All movies 
are a reflection of the culture in which they’re made. We certainly do have issues in this 
country that relate to that idea, which is, “We go through our lives and check our phones and 
think about ourselves a lot and we’re passing people every day that are affected by the 
actions and decisions that we make and that our leaders make and perhaps we all need to 
have a little bit more accountability.”

There’s a scene that I found in dailies that I knew John and Anthony would love the minute 
I showed it to them, and we kept it in the movie though it’s something that may or may not 
fall out of a movie. There’s a moment between Tony and Peter Parker where Tony gets up and 
walks over and Peter’s sitting on his bed, and Tony walks over and says, “I’m going to sit here 
and so you move the leg.” He’s basically intimidating Peter to shuffle himself and then he sits 
down next to him and puts his hand on his shoulder. He’s mobilizing him to go to become an 
Avenger and go to Germany. And it’s a big moment. It’s a moment where Tony decides he’s 
going to go for it. But it started with this unique moment that was totally unique, totally 
unscripted, totally improvised by Robert, and I  think it was an artifact of Robert working 
through the blocking because Tom Holland (Peter) sat down on the bed in such a way that 
Tony couldn’t sit down next to him. It’s just a moment of true human behavior, and it is what 
gives the scene its curvature. So that’s the kind of detail work that I try to bring to it, and it’s 
just something that I  found and structured by initial cut around. There’s a dozen other 
examples of things like that. It’s about taking those things that actually relate to the story. In 
this case, it was an improvisation, but it was about Tony asserting his power as a leader and 
then the point was to get closer to this kid so he could ask him a very important question. So 
he was creating intimacy by being assertive: just a brilliant Robert Downey, Jr. moment. The 
other thing is, once the movie’s put together, you have to preserve them. I think one of my 
other favorite moments in the movie is when Iron Man confronts Cap after he’s seen the video 
near the end. It’s very intimate and complex and beautifully acted by both of them. Joe and 
Anthony shot a lot of material for that particular moment. That was something that I worked 
on and worked on and worked on, and I  must have done hundreds of iterations of that 
exchange that only lasts about six or eight shots. Dialogue only. No visual effects. No action, 
just interpersonal stuff. They shot a lot of variations, and Chris gave incredible performances 
with a lot of nuance. Some where he seemed guilty, some where he seemed ashamed, 
different emotional reactions, different temperatures, different intensities. We worked through 
that, and I  showed them so many versions, and they gave me their thoughts, and I  did 

15034-0153e-2Pass-r01.indd   61 2/27/2017   2:15:35 PM



62 S p e c i f i c  S c e n e S

© 2017 Taylor & Francis

versions based on those notes, and I never stopped working that moment until it was after our 
second preview when we found the right balance on how much to dwell, which performances 
to use . . . it was a really tricky thing to get just right, but it has to be because it was a moment 
when the characters changed forever because it was a moment where one felt betrayed by 
the other and the other had to tell the truth at an enormous cost, and I’m very proud of the 
way that ended up being constructed, and it was not an easy thing. It was fun chasing it. We 
were going for something very subtle, and the three of us knew it when we hit it.

Hullfish: Kate, with Vinyl can we talk about a few specific scenes that the studio provided? 
“Clark introduces Disco.”

Kate Sanford, Vinyl: One thing I love about this scene is that I think it’s fun, I think you’re 
rooting for him, but I’m really excited that from the conception of the scene to its 
execution, it held. The idea was that there would be suspense. We knew that Clark was 
bringing the song, so, the audience already has the information of what the song is. We’ve 
heard a little bit. We haven’t heard it full, but we’ve heard a little bit. We’re rooting for 
Clark. We don’t know what’s going to happen at the Disco. Are the dancers at the club 
going to accept this? So there’s some suspense. And the idea behind it, when we had the 
tone meeting with Carl Franklin, was we wanted the end to be an exuberant triumph, but 
we don’t want it to look like a broad comedy. We want to communicate that people are 
dancing, we want to communicate happiness and satisfaction, but we don’t want to 
oversell it. It shouldn’t be every single person in the disco dancing in unison. So, I think he 
was really successful in getting a lot of shots that are kind of behind people where you start 
to see the dancing and it’s hidden a little bit. You see people’s arms emerging, you see 
movement, and then you see the group noticing. Clark and the D.J. and Jorge start to 
notice, and it builds and builds but it doesn’t build into every single person in the place 
dancing. Hopefully, we succeeded so that you can accept the excitement of the triumph 
but it’s not embarrassing.

Hullfish: What I  took from this scene, looking at it as an editor, was the difficulty, which 
I  thought you did great, of how do we get from “Oh, this song just killed the vibe in the 
room,” to slowly, slowly, slowly, “acceptance.” But you can’t take too much time, right?

Kate Sanford: Yup.

Hullfish: So, the pacing of when is it that feels right to start seeing people dance and how 
exuberantly should they be dancing . . . You also mentioned earlier about score going into 
the next scene and that happens here.

Kate Sanford: Right, we use songs that way to score the show and to connect scenes 
because these are big ensemble dramas, right? So, we have to keep a lot of plates spinning, 
a lot of characters alive, and just by bringing the end of the Disco over the cut to Richie in his 
office that connection is made. And there’s a cut in the music, there’s no more vocals, it’s just 
a drum beat going, you know, chunking along until it trails out like that. So, as picture editors, 
we also do a lot of music editing to help tell the story.
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Hullfish: To be able to make that music edit, did you have access to instrumental stems or did 
you just have to cut to a totally different part of the music to make that edit happen?

Kate Sanford: No, I just cut it. We do the heavy lifting in terms of how the music is telling the 
story with images, and then we hand it over to our music editor and she cleans it up with the 
stems or a more detailed transition if necessary.

Hullfish: The next scene is “Nasty Bits get signed.” What can you tell me about that scene?

Kate Sanford: The creative way we use music is really exciting. We use it as performance, we 
use it as interstitial, we use it as score; but there’s this very technical part of it too which is that, 
if you have a performance that is filmed, in conjunction with dialogue, there is a lot of 
technical expertise that you need to have under your belt to be able to weave around the 
dialogue and have the music make sense underneath it. Especially if you want to vary the 
pace of the dialogue. So, if you have the Nasty Bits song or even that very first song—the way 
that it was filmed, it took a certain amount of time for that song to play. The dialogue that’s 
happening while they’re listening to it took a little bit longer to perform because we wanted 
an extra look. That means the music needed to be stretched. So, if you actually listen very 
carefully to the music track, you’ll hear an extra couple of measures looped under there, and 
that extra technical aspect makes Vinyl really exciting and very challenging. This particular 
sequence had three separate songs that needed to be reconciled with the dialogue which 
was a part of the scene too. So, the dialogue was commenting on the music that was playing 
in the foreground, then becoming background music, and going back and forth between 
those two things and reconciling where you were in the music so that the dialogue could 
comment properly on what you were seeing and hearing. So, that can be very hard, and it can 
be microscopic and technical when it comes to music editing, but I love that. I love doing it 
and it’s really fun, and I’ve got a time code window up there to help me. So, I know where I am 
in the music if I’m adding or taking away a couple of measures here and there, and then 
I know how to get back.

Hullfish: Great, that’s fascinating, and that’s very complicated.

Kate Sanford: It’s really complicated. So, we had “The Sniper Song” in the beginning of that 
sequence and then we had The Nasty Bits start, and they’re doing their Kinks cover song, 
which they think is going to be terrific, and then Richie says, “This sounds like everybody 
else,” and then they have to stop playing and he walks off. Then Jamie has to run up and 
throw the bottle and say, “No! Play the other song!” and then they start playing the other 
song. We as the audience see the other song just a little bit and then we go downstairs to see 
that Ritchie hears it, then we go back upstairs for more of the concert. At that point we had 
to make a decision: how much of the song were we going to hear before Richie came back 
up, and then when were we going to have the really orgasmic explosion of music that all of 
our characters and our audience are gonna experience? We moved around the timing of that 
sequence a little bit because the way it was scripted, that explosion happened before Richie 
came back and delivered his lines, “Your boys are back,” and then “Sign the band.” We broke 
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that up a little bit and recut the song so that Richie says his first line, then the climax with all 
the slo-mo and the audience going crazy happens, and then that informs Richie’s decision to 
give the order: “Sign the band.”

Hullfish: Got it. It makes sense. Then finally, we’ve got “Richie and Zack gambling.”

Kate Sanford: So, this scene was very difficult because it was one of the few scenes that 
included a lot of improvisation. Ray Romano is playing drunk, he’s slurring his words, and he’s 
getting into this kind of intimate exchange with Richie and he was wonderful. So, in every 
take, he did something different, and it took a different amount of time, and it was just a 
matter of making my way thru the scene. Making it a manageable length, basically. The 
continuity was not good, and in every performance the register of his voice would change. 
So, that’s when it gets very difficult. Sometimes he’ll go off book and kind of be shouting, and 
the shouting is very hard to cut with the intimate whispering. So, finding a way to get from the 
highs back to the low whisper and back to the crazy. His shouting and everything just took a 
lot of work.

Hullfish: Joe, what about your approach to a scene?

Joe Mitacek, Grey’s Anatomy: Obviously we’re going to read the script in advance, and then 
we are going to have a read-through with the cast, so, you’re actually hearing it out-loud. The 
prep time that I have is rather limited. One of the prep meetings that we do have is called a 
“Tone Meeting” where we go in with the head of the writer’s department, the director, maybe 
the writer of that episode, and an AD, the Editor and Post Producer. We talk about logistics, 
and they go scene by scene and talk about, “Okay, Is this beat referring back to something 
else in the season or tonally is this going to be something where we want the character to be 
frustrated, but not angry?” Maybe just finding a tonal gauge of the scenes.

Also, with the medical stuff, everything gets sort of collapsed down. So, babies are born 
within 30 seconds as opposed to the hours that it would take in real-life. So, we’re blazing 
through a lot of that stuff. But then, every now and again, they’ll say, “Okay, in this surgery we 
really want to sit in it. We want to sit in the anxiety of it.” Maybe a patient is crashing or 
something so play the dread, play the waiting, the uncertainty of it. And so, that’s helpful for 
the director because actors aren’t just slamming their lines up, one against another. So, now 
they can say a line and just wait and then that also informs the medical team of how they’re 
going to prepare a scene in terms of the amount of the medical process. Are we going to do 
the collapsed down version or we going to actually step all through this? That’s helpful for me 
because I know when I’m approaching it how I’m going to cut the scene. And it allows us to 
expand and contract depending on the feel of the episode. As stuff is coming in, I’ll read 
through the scene, looking for the beats and taking a look at the director’s notes just to see if 
there’s anything specific they wanted in there. Then I start with a master because the masters 
show me the geography—gives me a sense of where everyone lives in the scene. I’ll just start 
right after action and end right before cut, and I’ll drop that in sort of as my road map. Then 
I go through the various camera setups for the different takes.
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Generally what I’m looking for is a particular line reading, or I’m looking for a camera move to 
tag. So, I’m looking for those little things, those little design elements to make sure I’m sorta 
picking those out and dropping them into the timeline in the appropriate places and obviously 
looking for performances that I prefer. I am generally going on the theory that if this is a three 
or four take performance, that they stopped when they got it, right? So, kind of working my 
way backwards from take 4, back to 3, back to 2, back to 1. Just from being on the show for a 
number of years, I’ve got a pretty good sense of the actors and knowing the ones that are 
going to give you almost the same reading take by take and the actors that are going to, if it’s 
comedic, they might give you a slight variation, each one of them. So, it’s always in your best 
interest to look through everything and not just assume they got it in take 4. There’s also 
going to be variation in camera work as well. What I’m looking for are “indicators” because 
you’re going to get little variations from performance. One of the things I found to be sort of 
a handy trick is whenever they do any pickups is that they shot the pickup for a reason, so that 
can be a great indicator in terms of the emotion.

Hullfish: Because that moment was so specific, right? Great tip. I’ve got a quick question 
while we’re kind of on the subject of coverage. In “The Sound of Silence” episode, there was 
a Steadicam or jib or something around the car, just before they came up on the accident. 
Talk to me a little about those special shots.

Joe Mitacek: We have one producer/director in-house who gives you quite a few options, 
which is always great because you never know if the scene has to collapse down or you might 
need to enter the scene in a different way. But something like that, the shot you’re noting 
specifically was very clearly the way to begin the episode. That was always meant to be the 
opening shot by design, no question. You could theoretically start in the car and then pop out 
and see the other things, but it made the most sense for transitioning from a sort of abstract 
beginning where Meredith is giving her narration and then we’re flying down and finding 
them. Also there’s a moment where Maggie points out and says, “Look at that bee right 
there, that bee,” and I kept joking well it sort of feels like a flight path of a bee the way it’s 
coming and finding them, and so we said, “Well, there should be a bee in there. I mean, she’s 
pointing at the bee.” So, what we did was we found a moment to digitally insert a bee that 
actually comes up as the camera is kinda flying in there. It sort of zooms into frame and it just 
flies out. I thought it was a kind of nice little touch. It’s very quick and subtle, but it’s there.

Hullfish: Let’s talk a little bit about the episode specifically that you sent me. It seemed like a 
lot of things were done to give you Meredith’s perspective.

Joe Mitacek: Yeah.

Hullfish: How did you accomplish that?

Joe Mitacek: That was scripted. We rode the line between literal point of view and 
perspective. To do that, I used a few techniques or tools.

Hullfish: What were those?
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Joe Mitacek: I requested GenArts’ Sapphire effects package because I want to add a shallow 
depth of field feeling. Also we used close-ups of Meredith after the attack with an effect of her 
eyes blinking. We had a little matte created. What dialogue leads the edits? When someone 
says something to Meredith and she throws a look at them, we want to see what she’s looking 
at. One of the things that was instilled in me early on was never cut on a blink, because it disrupts 
the connection you have through the character’s eyes, especially in a show like “Grey’s Anatomy” 
where it’s emotionally driven. So, the connection between the eyes is an incredibly important 
part. It also just makes for cleaner edits. But with this episode, the blinks are actually a great way 
to get into her POV, so I’m actually looking for places where she does blink, and as her eyes go 
down or they’re starting to open then I flipped to her point of view, and I’m using the flicker 
effect there. I feel that worked really well. Plus if I need to speed something up, or I want to go 
from one performance of the same shot to another, I can mask it with a blink, and what I was also 
doing is: on the A side, cut two frames of black, two frames of the next picture, two frames of 
black, and then going to the next picture. I can’t remember the rhythm exactly, but I’d also do a 
resize in the middle of the blink, almost the way that there’s that momentary recalibration of your 
eyes that occurs, because I didn’t want it just to be a literal camera perspective. Another thing, 
on the POVs we created a darker vignette and softened the edges with a blur effect around the 
periphery of it. So that helped focus the POV and also just give the illusion of it being seen 
through someone’s eyes. Anything to sort of create that closed-in feeling.

Hullfish: It was also her only way to communicate.

Joe Mitacek: I’m calling it a “cocoon.” When Meredith is in Act 3 in her recovery state, it’s 
like this soft focus that’s only sharpest focus right across her eyes to give this claustrophobic 
feeling that really isolated her. We’re getting the vibe of where she’s at, where she’s in her 
drug haze. And then, as that act moves along we slowly start to recede and pull those back. 
So, they’re not as quite as pronounced. And then as the act unfolds, I started placing a piece 
here, a piece there, where we’re not always with her. Like we’re starting to roll out of it. We 
finally get to the scene where Alex comes in with that ear-piercing tinnitus sound where the 
dialogue and backgrounds are muffled, and Alex comes in and her hearing starts to return. 
So, it was a way to just start out completely in her perspective and POV at the beginning and 
let it sort of subtly unfold. It took a bit of crafting, but that was a lot of fun.

Hullfish: Absolutely. Talk to me a little bit about the scene where Richard is telling her she 
needs to forgive. I can see you’ve done some split screens that they must have cleaned up in 
on-line or VFX to make two separate performances into a single wide shot. Or maybe it’s the 
same performance, but you re-timed each side of the shot. Talk to me a little bit about using 
those splits to be able to craft performances.

Joe Mitacek: So, there was a longer version of this scene. Originally we came off a tree and 
found Richard pushing Meredith in the wheelchair, and he was still singing, and they parked 
and sat down on the bench and kind of had their little moment, and there’s some small talk 
before they got into the meat of the conversation. This is one scene, if I had my way, that 
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would be longer, but you’ve got to cut off a finger at some point. This initial split screen here, 
I  had to jump into things because I  need to cut some time, and by collapsing it down, 
I needed to be able to control these beats quite a bit more where Meredith’s mental state is 
changing in the longer version over time.

Hullfish: Right, because the stuff you cut out gave them time to get from one emotional place 
to another, and now that you don’t have that, you still need the emotions to be able to 
change.

Joe Mitacek: Yes. This was a tricky scene because shortening it caused this sort of ripple 
effect because we had to lose some raking shots that connected the actors in the same shot, 
and without the raking shots, they’re not connecting anymore. Yeah, this took a little trickery. 
I had to blow some shots up and do some split screens and to be quite honest with you, 
sometimes you get performance stuff that needs a little help.

Hullfish: But the performance is not the actor’s fault, right? It was because when you cut out 
four lines or something, the actor doesn’t have a chance to get emotionally from point A to 
point B.

Joe Mitacek: That’s definitely something that we’re up against with this scene. So most of 
these split screens were at the top of the scene because I needed to shape where we wanted 
Meredith’s mental state to be, in this moment. There are times when I had to manufacture her 
getting from point A to point B. Split screens were really helpful there because I could take 
an earlier part of Ellen’s performance and pair it with what Richard was saying, in a later 
moment. I could say, “Well, I don’t want her to be so far along in her arc.”

Hullfish: Right, because the scene before this is her being pretty angry and upset that he’s 
kind of kidnapping her. And he’s trying to get her to a different place, this place of forgiveness 
and kind of softening a bit. And by cutting out scenes, you lose that arc where she was trying 
to act from A to B.

Joe Mitacek: Also, with the sound design, I knew we needed to hear kids laughing, birds 
chirping, we need life. We want to feel a complete aural shift when we go outside from the 
cold clinical feel. That’s Richard’s point in taking her out there: get her outside the place where 
she has been trapped and enjoy the beauty. I want to give them that beat where they’re sitting 
there and Richard had some transitional time to get from one emotion to another. Meredith 
was still sort of lost—ignoring him, kinda in her own thoughts. But since we lopped off the top 
of the scene, we lose that time for her to start coming out of her shell. That was a tricky one.

Hullfish: Talk to me about setting up the opening attack at the beginning of the episode.

Joe Mitacek: There’s a few things that I thought were really nice when Meredith was touching 
his face, and I felt like, she’s really taking her time with the patient—she crosses his arms and 
she is sorta gentle with him. Like, she give him a little pat.

Hullfish: She wipes his face. . . .
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Joe Mitacek: It’s just those little touches that affect downstream and makes it even more 
sickening and heartbreaking that she was careful and caring for this guy, which makes it even 
more just shocking when the attack happens. I think it was really interesting blocking having 
her back turned to him at the beginning of the attack and a shot of his hand beginning to 
move. There are little horror elements sprinkled in this scene.

Hullfish: That’s what I thought.

Joe Mitacek: We have a little ambulance siren in the distance that might start to wake him up 
a little bit. The actor gives us a great performance the way he kind of looks around trying to 
figure out where he is and almost rolls a little bit off the bed and when I was going through 
the dailies, I just saw that shot where we’re behind the bed and we see the back of Mer’s head 
and he rose up, and the moment I saw that, I thought, “Oh, that’s the shot right there!” It’s 
just so ominous. Because we don’t necessarily know where this is headed, but it’s not feeling 
right. It’s like the monster in the background.

Hullfish: Steve, I want to point out an example in League of Denial. I was watching a scene 
where Dr. McKee, the female doctor, talks about going in to a meeting with the NFL, and they 
treated her in a very sexist way. Then you cut to a guy trying to kind of defend himself from 
being sexist, and he’s just stammering incoherently, because he’s trying to say that that’s not 
true, but by juxtaposing what she just said with his stammering, you’re making a statement.

Steve Audette, Frontline: I’m also adding another layer on that. I  always look for those 
Bernini moments. There’s this great architect/sculptor/painter and peer of Da Vinci who made 
these amazing sculptures of religious figures. And there’s one called “The Ecstasy of Saint 
Theresa” that’s just unbelievable. Her facial expression looks so alive. And he was once asked, 
“How is it that your sculpture is so alive and that the emotion is so evident?” And Bernini in 
effect responded, “I always wait for that moment before someone speaks or after someone 
speaks, to see the truth.”

Hullfish: So true.

Steve Audette: Frequently in my cuts, I’ll try to add those moments where you can see 
this—I’ll hang on a subject as long as I can, even if it affects my pacing to some degree, 
because I’m trying to communicate something about what was just said. Is it something they 
believe with all their heart and soul? Are they just spinning us? Or maybe it’s an outright lie. 
But every sound-bite I  cut into a documentary should be able to be played back to the 
speaker and have him/her say, “Yes, that is what I was saying.”

Hullfish: Some other great “holds” on facial expressions are on the general counsel on the 
United States of Secrets show. At about 35 minutes Jane Mayer says “Roark is a very feisty 
woman. She was just certain that there was no way that this program was legal.” And she said, 
“And if the NSA officials are breaking the law, I am going to fry them.” Then you hold on 
Mayer’s face for a long time so you see how she FEELS about what she’s just said. You see a 
kind of glee.
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Steve Audette: Precisely. That’s a perfect example of that.

Hullfish: The other one is at 16:45 in League of Denial, the ESPN reporter says “If Mike’s brain 
hadn’t been examined, we wouldn’t be where we are today.” And instead of saying (snapping 
my fingers like a cut) “Ok, we’ve got that bit of information, moving on . . . ” you sit on his 
expression while he kind of stares down the camera as if to say, “Let that sit in, folks.”

Steve Audette: Exactly right. And you see it in that extra moment of sitting with him that you 
realize how uncomfortable he was. As human beings, we are so good, most of us, at reading 
faces. I’m sure you feel like that in cutting dramatic stuff. It must be hard sometimes to cut 
away from these actors and actresses—to continue with the scene if they’re doing a particularly 
good job acting.

Hullfish: I’m interested in creating mood or the use of footage to create a tone. An example 
of this for me was in “League of Denial” when Omalu makes a statement that the NFL doctors 
are out to destroy his reputation and actually accused him—a highly qualified medical 
doctor—of practicing voodoo. Omalu relates this and sits, stunned at the shock of the insult. 
And you cut to this moody, dark thunderstorm. The story itself at that point doesn’t specifically 
discuss a nighttime thunderstorm, but that’s what you chose to cut to.

Steve Audette: With that cut, it was also the way he said it. He said, “They accused me of 
voodoo . . . ” then he looks at the interviewer and says, “VOODOO!” with a pained, deeply 
hurt look on his face. And it was that emotion—the shock of that in Omalu‘s face—that made 
me go to the scene that I used of a lightning storm in Pittsburgh where the event happened. 
I did it to relate the emotional shock with the lightning. And some would say that that’s a pun 
that should be avoided at all costs and normally I would agree, but in this case it was just so 
weird that I thought a scene of a little weirdness would make it hit home a little stronger. It 
was on purpose to accentuate the bizarre insult.

Hullfish: I loved it. He was talking about the fact that these NFL guys went after his reputation 
and tried to destroy him, so I thought the choice of this storm closing in was perfect.

Steve Audette: Yeah. I wanted the tumult of that rainstorm to show how his life was crashing 
in on him. The whole scene is a series of emotional shots, every shot is juxtaposed to its next 
neighbor, which furthers the emotional moment of the story. You know who’s great at this—of 
the cut telling the story: director David Mamet, who has a great book called, On Directing, 
which I  recommend to all editors, because it discusses the power of the cut to move the 
narrative forward.

Hullfish: Craig, a lot of these docs are historical in nature where there are no audio or video 
records. How do you make the audio come alive or feel real?

Craig Mellish, National Parks: America’s Best Idea: In episode 2 of National Parks, there’s a 
story of Rudyard Kipling visiting Yellowstone in the 1870s or 1880s. Unfortunately there are 
no photographs of him there, and all we have is his writing. So through the voice that we 
chose to read his work, the music—pieces chosen to help convey a sense of humor, or a sense 
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of traveling or a sense of wonder—sound effects and the images I used, we hope to draw 
people in and let them experience the early days in the park the way Kipling did. To me, that’s 
one of the things I love about what we do. A lot of the time we are telling stories where there 
is no archival visual material. There were no photographs of Lewis and Clark when they were 
out crossing America, but we were able to tell two very compelling episodes of that story 
using paintings and photos from other decades. That’s the big challenge on a lot of our stuff: 
a challenge I love trying to tackle.

Hullfish: Talk to me a little bit about that specific example of Rudyard Kipling going to the 
park and knowing that all you’ve got really is a letter or something.

Craig Mellish: They were articles that he wrote for newspapers back in Europe.

Hullfish: So, you’ve got a story that he wrote. There is no audio, there is no video. So, you get 
a great person to read parts of the story, right?

Craig Mellish: Yes.

Hullfish: What is your decision making as you’re trying to visualize that story?

Craig Mellish: You’re looking for what we call equivalents. Even though you’re not seeing 
Kipling in the park, you want to use shots that give the viewer a sense of seeing things 
through his eyes. Two characters in his story are an old couple travelling in his group who are 
overwhelmed by what they are seeing. We were lucky to find many photos of men and 
women tourists in the park in those days who we’re able to pretend are the couple. I just saw 
the scene recently, and I was kind of amazed at all the “perfect” photos we found for it.

Hullfish: Paul, I wanted to talk about a specific moment that I just loved, which was a phone 
call that Brian Epstein takes and gets us into his backstory. It’s a great transition. That’s also 
one of the first transitions we get backwards in time from the straight chronology of the tour.

Paul Crowder, The Beatles: Eight Days a Week—The Touring Years: Well we started in 1963 
and tell a little backstory on how The Beatles became The Beatles, then we’re back on track 
in the tour. We have to introduce Brian, and so you naturally have to go back to how he 
discovered them. I’ve always loved that Henry Mancini song, and it came out in 1965 or 1966, 
and it felt like a perfect fit for Brian as far as his character: suave, cool . . . I just thought it was 
a great piece of music to help us with that transition. There’s a film from the 60s called What’s 
Happening? or Hey, What’s Happening? and there’s another film recut of that called, Hey Hey 
The Beatles and there’s the first US visit, and it’s all shot by Albert Maysles and the Maysles 
Brothers, and they filmed them arriving in America. I saw that phone call in that film for the 
first time. That was actually another scene that was painful to cut shorter than it originally was. 
We were looking for time here and there. So we were looking to go back in time, and that 
scene allowed us to do that. I manufactured it a bit: added the sound of a phone, got Ringo 
to turn his head as if he’s reacting to the phone, and then there’s beautifully shot footage of 
the woman walking past Brian to answer the phone and the close-up of her on the phone. 
That dialogue exists. It’s real dialogue that they shot in the room at the time, so it’s all 
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authentic. Now we can go back in time and tell a bit more of that. So we added some of the 
Hamburg days footage where they’re scruffily dressed, and how he shaped them and put 
them into the suits. We could get the Cavern in there that way. We could see where they 
started. The club that launched them.

Hullfish: That Henry Mancini piece was just so unexpected in the middle of a Beatles 
documentary, but as you said, perfect for the character of this upper-class guy that they 
looked up to as somebody special.

Paul Crowder: Paul says, “He was Liverpool class.” It was a perfect match. It set the tone 
for him. Plus, it’s been a relentless pace up until that point with The Beatles progress and 
rise and flight to America and all of that happening, so it’s nice to be able to take a little 
respite for a minute before we get to Washington. We go back in time for a bit and then 
when we come back, he’s still on the phone and he says, “We’re going to Washington” and 
off we go to Washington. We had this lovely little bookend that naturally existed from the 
Maysles Brothers’ footage. We were lucky enough to interview Albert, which never made it 
into the film—it’s in the DVD extras—but it was very sad for him to pass and not to get to 
see the finished project. I was thinking a lot about his style of making films and how he got 
the intimacy he gets. If you get a chance to see The First US Visit or the recut they did 
recently, there’s amazing intimacy that he gets off the bat. He’s probably just met these cats, 
and he has the ability to turn the camera on and be invisible and just capture them 
completely unfazed by the camera being there. I asked him about that, and he said, “You 
just need to know where to stand.” I said, “You’re sitting in a car! You don’t have a lot of 
options!”

Hullfish: (Laughs)

Paul Crowder: Yet they’re still not reacting to you. How do you do that? It was just a knack 
that he had, and it’s the reason they made such brilliant films. We were even able to go 
through the outtakes and include moments that haven’t ever been seen before, like that 
moment where they’re fighting over the camera: “ME! NO, ME! TELEVISION!”

Hullfish: That’s a great scene.

Paul Crowder: That’s their personalities just flying out. You don’t have to say a thing, and 
you’re getting all this information about who they are. Fabulous personality moments to 
enjoy. Subtly finding out things and seeing them in ways you haven’t seen before.

Hullfish: The emotional depth of this documentary really surprised me. I should have known 
with Ron Howard at the helm, but I was truly impressed with what you were able to do. It took 
me on an emotional journey more than it even told me about the tour. Here are these guys 
and they’re all excited and they’ve got each other’s backs and they’re friends, and this touring 
just kind of ruins it. At one point John Lennon compares the tour to raising cucumbers in a 
hothouse, and they mature too fast.

Paul Crowder: It’s like rhubarb when you grow it under hothouse conditions.
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Hullfish: Tom, Whiplash was an “editor’s movie” and of the scenes in that movie, the 
“Caravan” scene was really special. Do you remember how long it took you to get “Caravan” 
into good shape? (The following is just a section of the finale.)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=twKsU1Qv4k8

Tom Cross, Whiplash: I don’t remember the exact amount of time. The entire schedule was 
somewhat of a blur because they shot in September and we had to submit to Sundance in early 
November. We locked picture December 6th and played Sundance in January, so it was the 
fastest post schedule I’ve ever had. But in the end, Damien had it very well planned out. He had 
storyboards for every scene. He had animatics for every big musical scene, so I always had 
Damien’s blueprint. What we found, especially with “Caravan,” was that we really had to get in 
and get our hands dirty and shape the scene emotionally. Initially, I cut the scene as closely as 
possible to the animatic. We watched it and both thought it was kind of mechanical. It didn’t 
really work emotionally, but at least we had a framework. So what we had to do was find the 
best bits of our characters and find the best places to put those moments. A lot of them were 
looks to one another. Eyes meeting. But they were also emotional beats on their faces that 
helped show their character arcs from the beginning of the scene to the end. That’s where the 
scene gets its true power. Once you lay the foundation of the characters’ emotions, you can 
kind of build everything else off of that. Most of the big camera moves were pre-planned like 
the sequence of whip pans from JK Simmons conducting to Miles Teller drumming. All of that 
was planned in a very specific way. Therefore, our biggest task was to figure out how to inject 
our characters around those beautifully planned shots. Our figurative reference for that was The 
French Connection because we talked about the iconic car chase and how it gets a lot of its 
power—most of its power—from the face of Gene Hackman. The other stuff—the subway and 
the car photography—is significant but it really gets its full value from Hackman’s reactions and 
emotions. I think that’s true in most memorable action scenes: The boxing scenes in Raging Bull 
are a potent mixture of action-oriented photography—the inserts of blood and gloves—but 
also character. They’re amazing in large part because Robert DeNiro’s performance is so 
expressive. His face gives you so much. The crisp shots of blood dripping from the rope and 
mouthpieces flying out in slow motion bring something already striking to an entirely new level.

Hullfish: While we’re talking about character providing context to action, talk to me about 
finding performances and sculpting performances.

Tom Cross: The performances are the most important element for the movie. You really want 
the characters to feel real and to move through the story beats in a way that makes sense to the 
audience. From scene to scene you need character arcs to be clear. When you’re working with 
performances by Jennifer Lawrence or JK Simmons, you’re lucky. You get gold to work with, 
and I’m very conscious about protecting their work and the characters that they’ve created. 
Sometimes, you can let something play and not cut at all. However, as we refine how the story 
is being told, we must often refine or edit performances to fit. I’ll do that by playing with beats 
and speed of performance. I will combine performances—if I have an over-the-shoulder shot or 
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a two shot, I’ll split the screen and line up the performances differently. If the director feels the 
need for more of a pause on one character and we’re over his shoulder, I’ll split the screen and 
hold one character and then rock him in reverse and have him roll forward and rock him back 
until I  need that character to stop talking. I  definitely use visual effects to manipulate 
performances in a way that feels appropriate to the scene and appropriate to the characters. 
That’s something that I end up doing in all movies and I definitely did it in “Whiplash.” So on 
one hand, people notice the overt cutting style, but at the same time, there’s also a lot of 
invisible editing. One scene in particular is the rushing or dragging scene . . . 

Hullfish:  . . . which basically turned into psychological torture . . . 

Tom Cross: Exactly! Fletcher is slapping his face and then taunting him because he starts 
crying, which was a scene where I did split screens and lined-up what we felt were the most 
powerful pieces of performance. Miles gave an amazing performance overall, but our favorite 
take of his didn’t have the tear we wanted at that right time. We found that there was a great 
tear later in the same take, when he starts crying at the end of the scene. Damien wisely shot 
it with two cameras—a two shot and also a close-up—so I was able to recycle that later tear 
moment and use it earlier by doing a split screen. So I’ll do things like that when necessary, 
and my hope is that no one spots it.

Hullfish: I certainly didn’t. I’m going to have to go back now and watch that. If we can get 
back to Joy to wrap this up, I was wondering if you could walk me through a challenging 
scene. What made it so difficult? What element or trick or moment “broke” the scene for you 
and made it work? Why do you like the editing in the scene?

Tom Cross: When I first met Jay Cassidy, he talked about editing with David and how the 
distance you travel from your first cut to your final cut may be vast. He illustrated this by 
showing me a scene from American Hustle. It was the scene early in the film when Irving, 
Richie and Sydney meet with Mayor Polito in the hotel room and try to bribe him with a 
suitcase full of money. The first cut version of it was a big meaty dialogue scene that played 
in real time and was in the area of two to three minutes long. In the final cut that made it into 
the movie, that same scene was firmly distilled down to a handful of short, concise shots.

On Joy, I remember cutting the scene when Joy is handling a crying baby and trying to wake 
a hungover Tony, who is sleeping on the living room couch. It was a tough scene to cut 
because David and the actors did different emotional passes and also went down different 
story branches. There were many options, including versions of the scene spoken completely 
in Spanish, which I don’t speak or understand. The performances had large arcs in them in 
that the scene started with them arguing and yelling and ended with them quietly mourning 
that their relationship is over. There were great pieces and beats in all the branches and 
versions, but I found it very challenging to join them together and have them feel connected. 
I continued working on it with David but it never quite hit the mark. Eventually, David wanted 
to try threading music thru it, and that is what “broke” the ice on the scene for me. The 
musical foundation held the pieces together and allowed me to distill even further. Suddenly, 
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disparate pieces stuck together and communicated a completely unified, emotional 
experience. When I had to jump onto my next project, Alan and Jay continued to finesse the 
scene. The scene evolved more, and the music become the Bee Gees track, “To Love 
Somebody,” and that’s in there now. It’s heartbreaking and powerful. There were many more 
breakthroughs—both big and small—like that on the film.

I get excited by that type of editing because it pushes me to think about cinematic grammar 
in a different way. All of what we do is a distillation process but David’s version of that on 
“Joy” was truly eye-opening and inspiring to me.

Hullfish: Jake, let’s talk about the scripted order of the scenes in Brooklyn compared to what 
people see in the theatres. Any interesting re-arrangements?

Jake Roberts: We fabricated an area of the film where Eilis is staring up at the ceiling from her 
bed and then we cross-dissolve to her mother back in Ireland in a church and neither of those 
things were intended for that purpose at all. Eilis staring at the ceiling was meant to be used 
on one of her first nights in America, and her mother in the church was supposed to be part of 
Rose’s death montage, but we felt like we needed a device to spur her decision to go home.

Hullfish: A classic juxtaposition of two unrelated things allowing the audience to draw the 
conclusion about their connection. Tom, story structure, and the decisions that need to be 
made in the edit room about story, are one of my biggest interests. When the reporters talk 
to the first two victims, that seemed like a place that might have differed from the script. Can 
you talk about that sequence?

Tom McArdle: The script actually had that intercut structure in it for the interviews with those 
two survivors. However, we did make some adjustments in the edit. First, we cut out of the 
initial cafe scene a little bit earlier. We also cut out some lines during the McSorley interview. 
One bigger thing that we did later in the sequence occurred when Sacha and Joe Crowley 
are walking through the park. The scene was twice as long originally. During the shoot, I sent 
Tom an assembly of the entire interview sequence. Tom felt that the park scene was too long, 
and he decided to cut off the second half of the scene and put all that dialogue into a new 
phone call scene with Sacha and Joe. This scene occurred later at Sacha’s grandmother’s 
house. So that was an interesting adjustment. It helped keep everything more balanced.

Hullfish: Martin, you came on the film after another editor had taken a pass at it. What 
specifically was something you changed that he’d done.

Martin Walsh: I put a LOT of what he’d taken out of the movie back into the movie, like the 
scene in the elevator at the end with the Finnish skier.

Hullfish: What!? That’s a GREAT scene!

Martin Walsh: Yeah, exactly. They took it out. That wasn’t in the movie. I remember thinking, 
“That’s the whole f---ing point of the movie.”

Hullfish: That’s exactly what I thought.

15034-0153e-2Pass-r01.indd   74 2/27/2017   2:15:35 PM



S p e c i f i c  S c e n e S 75

© 2017 Taylor & Francis

Martin Walsh: “We all can do our best and that’s the best that we can do.” Which is the point, 
but they left it on the floor because they’d taken a dislike to the actor who played the Finnish kid.

Hullfish: Some of the stuff with the other skiers felt very typical, like The Karate Kid on skis. 
Then the Finn comes along, and he connects with him in a great and unusual way.

Martin Walsh: Exactly. And each scene as I came to it needed its clock re-set.

Hullfish: Dylan, can you tell me about this scene from Star Trek Beyond?

https://vimeo.com/175651088

Dylan Highsmith, Star Trek Beyond: This was a fun scene to cut: the build up to the swarm attack. 
Prior to the swarm breaking apart, the swarm mass has a very ship-shape to it. Justin wanted it to 
feel like we’re building up for a traditional ship to ship confrontation. Everything is built for a one-
on-one standoff, but there’s something off, and we slowly introduce that in each succeeding shot 
until it culminates with the reveal. The pacing on this was always key. This is a scene where we had 
honed a very distinctive rhythm to it, then Giacchino starting working on this really interesting, and 
different, avenue with the score. We went back and reworked the whole pacing of the buildup, 
not the shot order, just the pacing, and it had a whole new and really fresh feel to it. It was a great 
case of new elements coming in, and then as you rework to them, everything elevates each other.

Hullfish: Conrad, could you take a look at a few scenes I was able to get from The Huntsman? 
Do you have anything you could tell us about the editing of these? Approach? Difficulties? 
Why you did things? What you reacted to in the dailies and how you tried to tell the story?

https://vimeo.com/171007410

Conrad Buff, The Huntsman: Winter’s War: That was fun to put together, playing the comedy 
and reactions from the characters. Meeting the female dwarves always gave me a chuckle.

https://vimeo.com/171007409

This was one of my favorite scenes but is truncated here. I liked the performances of Emily and 
Jessica, the deception that’s going on dramatically and the lighting/cinematography, the way it 
is was blocked and staged by the director . . . all very successful. It’s a fairly long scene without 
action, but full of tension and surprise. Very difficult to shoot as the lighting was constantly 
changing, and it was under the Heathrow landing path so performances for both reasons were 
frequently interrupted, which put an emphasis on my ability to balance it all out seamlessly.

https://vimeo.com/171007407

This was one of the director’s favorites as it pretty much plays as a single take and he got the 
performances he liked . . . only about two cuts editorially.

Hullfish: So, Conrad, you’ve watched the dailies, then what’s your approach to a basic scene?

Conrad Buff: Well, I’ve had occasions, rarely, where I might start in the middle, or I might 
make a connection between two things that are not at the beginning. I remember on True 
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Lies, in fact, watching hours and hours of a sequence at the end of the film where Arnold flies 
up and tries to rescue his daughter from the bad guy. And there were different techniques 
that Jim employed, one of which was this Harrier jet that’s suspended on a crane that was 
spinning, but also the cameras were revolving around. So, there was a very, sort of, rare, 
serendipitous moment of this little piece that I responded to, which really was in the middle 
of the sequence. But . . . you had to wade through every hour of material to find something. 
I remember there was this one piece that was just particularly unique. And I started building 
the scene from that middle section, outwards. But normally, I would start at the beginning. 
And I find that once I start at the beginning, and figure out where I’m going to start, I try and 
anticipate what I’m coming from—the scene that I am coming from may not have been shot—
but I’ll certainly consider the likely design of what’s that going to be and where I should begin 
with this scene. Once I start, it just sort of becomes automatic, it just flows, it just flows. And 
then, I try to harness the pieces that I love.

Hullfish: Lee, thoughts on The Dark Knight?

Lee Smith: I  remember very specifically on The Dark Knight the scene where Batman 
interrogates the Joker, and there were very specific moments in the body of that scene—and 
that had a lot of coverage and it was a big scene—but there were moments that were very 
striking, and it’s a thing where it just prints into your brain in dailies and then you remember 
it as you’re editing and you think, “That wide shot where he gets launched across the table 
was incredibly shocking. So that’s what I want to use. I don’t want to over-cut it. I want to stay 
in there.” And moments of performance that stick in your mind.

Hullfish: Mark, you’ve edited some classic scenes. Anything specific you’d like to talk about?

Mark Livolsi: Once you’ve gone through the footage, you often find that there is a lynchpin. 
There is a moment or a shot or a take that you absolutely know needs to be in the movie, 
and you sort of build outwards in either direction from there. Or you just make sure that 
you’re inching towards the place where you can use that moment. For example, Emily Blunt 
in the Devil Wears Prada is in the hospital bed with a broken leg. She is eating a bagel, and 
it’s just this wide/full shot of her, and she says “so unfair,” and she just looks so pathetic. 
I realized that shot and moment was the apex of the scene, and I really had to find my way 
to that spot.

A large part of why Jon wanted me involved in the project (The Jungle Book) was because 
I had a live-action background. So he brought me in for that specifically, even though I had no 
animation background whatsoever. Jon wanted to find truthful moments. There are a couple 
of moments in the movie that are real moments that aren’t scripted. The moment where Neel 
gets squirted with water in the river by Baloo is a beat that I built the scene around because 
I knew that it was going to be in the movie no matter what. Another one is at the very end of 
the movie when Baloo sits down hard on the tree branch and shakes it, and Neel looks over 
Bagheera with that smile on his face like “What just happened?” That reaction actually had 
nothing to do with what was going on in the scene as scripted. That was a moment stolen 
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from between takes that Jon and I found in the edit. It’s just Neel looking at Jon and reacting 
to something . . . so little moments like that go a long way in the charm department.

Hullfish: Brent, tell me about the Times Square ghost battle at the end of Ghostbusters.

Brent White, Ghostbusters: There is this huge fight. We had this great group of stunt 
performers and a great second unit guy. I got to go to Boston and was on set for the big 
action sequences just to be another pair of eyes. I cut here in Los Angeles but I go out for 
those action sequences, and this is the big tail of the movie, and we spent a week putting this 
together, and it’s helpful for me to be on the set while they’re doing this so I can see the 
intention of what they’re trying to do and it helps me create that moment. The first version of 
the big Times Square battle was cut to an AC/DC song, “Shoot to Thrill.” And it was five 
minutes long and it was badass and it was great, but because that song is five minutes of the 
same kind of rhythm, then each character in the scene is kind of compartmentalized and has 
their own battle and their own sequence; it worked out really well as a template and now that 
I had all of that stuff, I had to figure out a way to compress it, and I think it’s not even two 
minutes in the final film. It was really hard to see what it was going to look like because it’s all 
guys standing around on green screen with nothing coming out of their guns, and it was really 
one of the most fun things to cut, and we really had to fight for it.

Hullfish: Brent, any other specific scenes to talk about?

Brent White: In Talladega Nights the dinner scene where they have the prayer. How much of 
all of that material can I work into that idea? That is one of the reasons that scene is so long 
because there’s so much really good stuff. It comes early enough in the movie that you have 
the patience for that experimental kind of thing and it’s super, super funny. If that scene came 
later in the movie, I’d have to figure out a way to pull different elements out so that it didn’t 
carry so much weight and that’s what happens in movies like Ghostbusters. Like I had these 
moments where Kristin Wiig is flirting with Hemsworth and how many of those do you need 
before you’re done with it? In Ghostbusters, the rock concert scene, there’s a moment where 
the ghost comes down and picks up the lead singer and swings him back and forth across the 
stage. It was super funny and crazy expensive to do all that CGI, and it comes to a point where 
“That’s the lift.” That’s the thing that comes out. It’s just a sidebar, or whatever. So that comes 
out fairly painlessly.

Hullfish: Maryann, how important is the sound design where Rey discovers Luke’s lightsaber.

Maryann Brandon, Star Wars: The Force Awakens: That scene had many incarnations. JJ’s 
direction was that he wanted it to be like an acid trip, and she has to be super-scared when she 
falls out of it. I tried many variations, and in the end realized that what worked the best was 
that it be sound driven. I decided to use the sound of her as a little girl screaming—that’s what 
eventually brings her down there. At one point it was a Force voice or a Yoda voice, and none 
of it seemed to work until it became personal. When I put the screaming in, it started to help 
me visualize what I needed to show. So she follows that screaming voice and goes through 
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and see R2-D2 and Luke’s mechanical hand and the knights of Ren in the rain and finally sees 
herself as a little girl. And it wasn’t until I put that scream in there that JJ started to respond to 
the cut or whatever we made up for that scene. Sound was incredibly important in designing 
that. And the music also became a sort of sound effect because I tried to find something very 
disturbing and metal-on-metal, so that became something that scared you as well. Eventually 
we added in a little bit of the sound of Yoda saying whatever he’s saying about the Force, 
“Don’t resist,” and Brian Burke, one of our producers, put together a line of Alec Guinness’ 
where he just says, “Rey.” And then we ended with Ewan McGregor saying, “These are your 
first steps.” So if you go back and listen to that scene, a lot of it is in the sound. I couldn’t be 
happier with it. But it was a long journey to get there, and it’s less than a minute long.

Hullfish: I am having trouble understanding what you are calling that scene . . . 

Maryann Brandon: Oh, it was called the “Force Back.” It was from an original incarnation in 
a much earlier script about how the Force used to take them through the history of the Force. 
Very early on we decided that it was not going to be a lesson about the Force, but the name 
stuck. Now it’s really: “Rey’s Acid Dream.”

Hullfish: Andy, what were the challenges on Alice Through the Looking Glass?

Andrew Weisblum, Alice Through the Looking Glass: The biggest challenge on a movie like 
this is that you are mixing for a while with placeholders, with temporary things like the ocean 
scenes. We don’t really know how they would look or feel. So what works with those sonically 
was debatable. We had our final mix and then we went on a six-week hiatus from mixing so 
we could finalize all the visual effects and then went back in for another two weeks of an 
effects remix to adjust anything that needed rethinking once we had the actual visuals, 
particularly with all the rust material at the end. And there was no idea how that should be 
paced or sunk or anything until we actually had a shot to work with.

Hullfish: I  can imagine. The rust is kind of the chase element, and if you can’t see who’s 
chasing somebody, it’s hard to get the feel right.

Andrew Weisblum: You know that something is going to happen here, and we have this 
white noise rust sound that we played with dynamically. We knew that we wanted to 
constantly play with the perspective of it: having a big wide sound, and then an approaching 
sound when it grabs someone and so on and so forth. They were constantly playing with the 
dynamics of it, big, small, big, small, so that it always moves, not just like a wall of noise.

Hullfish: . . . In terms of building, right?

Andrew Weisblum: Yeah. It’s a mix of dynamics. It can’t just be a wall of sound, otherwise 
the rhythm is messed up. You tune out and shut your brain down when it gets busy and 
confusing, and there are so many stems on this movie and so much action going on in the 
movie, that you have to try and pull it back a little bit. And then there’s the music and how 
that plays into the dynamics of the whole thing to drive everything, and sometimes you have 
to hold it back.
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Hullfish: The sound effects are an interesting thing; it’s a musical element in itself, right? 
Because you need to have a pace and rhythm to it and also the dynamics of louder and more 
distant, and then closer, you can’t just get louder and louder and louder consistently, it needs 
to have some kind of interest in the dynamics of it.

Andrew Weisblum: Storytelling.

Hullfish: Yeah.

Andrew Weisblum: It’s “look here,” or “don’t look here.” That’s what it always does, or it 
helps feed the cut, or transition things. It helps you understand what you’re watching. It’s 
another way to be on a cut, point me in a direction.

Hullfish: Kirk, watching Gone Girl at one point, I thought I was listening to a sound effect, but 
it goes over several scenes and I  finally figured it was score: as Nick is cleaning up his 
shattered drink glass.

Kirk Baxter: Yeah, that’s music. That’s score. Trent (composer, Trent Reznor) and Atticus 
(composer, Atticus Ross), who did the score, they just provide a bunch of tracks that aren’t 
supposed to be anywhere in particular. It’s just music for the film, and that was one that was 
kind of built out of cameras, like paparazzi clicking. That moment when he starts sweeping up 
the glass is the moment that leads him out into the woodshed and that becomes a montage 
of all things sort of climaxing before the movie does its complete 180 U-turn. I put that track 
on in the rough assembly just to work to, and it stuck and never really moved.

Hullfish: Fred, talk to me about performance . . . choosing performances, and also letting 
great performances dictate the pacing of your edits—there’s a beautifully held shot of Daisy 
in the stagecoach as she looks at Samuel Jackson’s character.

Fred Raskin, The Hateful Eight: That particular one I  can’t take any credit for. That’s all 
Quentin. He directed these amazing performances. And in that particular example, early on 
in the movie, if the movie’s really doing its job, at first we’re supposed to feel some sympathy 
for Daisy. She’s getting roughed up through the first part of the movie, and we’re supposed 
to feel bad for her, and that particular moment really puts us in her head. Obviously, if the 
movie is doing its job, by the end of the movie, we’re rooting against her. I  think the 
sequences themselves dictate how they’re going to be edited. Probably the best example 
I  can give is the sequence that ends the first act of the movie where Major Warren tells 
Smithers what happened to his son. The shots are very specific to not show anyone other than 
Major Warren, General Smithers or Chris Mannix. I don’t think you’re fully aware at the time 
that that’s what’s happening, but you understand later on in the movie why that was done.

Hullfish: Kelley, what are the considerations you’re taking into account as you work?

Kelley Dixon, Breaking Bad: It is very, very important to understand your material, understand 
the script, understand the characters, understand what all of this means in terms of not just 
putting the pieces together so they look cool. My favorite scene in The Interestings was a 
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scene where the main character, Jules, played by Lauren Ambrose, was in her 20s and doing 
sort of improv/mime in an acting class. We (the audience) are thrown into the scene not 
understanding where “we” are. But we’re seeing Jules feeling very uncomfortable and 
hearing a voice calling out very personal and intimate commands. Jules is acting like she’s 
taking a shower, and the voice is her teacher telling her to wash private parts of her body, in 
front of the whole class. He proceeds to put her down and embarrass her further, noting that 
she’s not ready to be open and vulnerable, and thus a lesser actor. What I  love about this 
scene, is it’s the only time in the whole episode (in my opinion) that we, the audience is 
absolutely experiencing this moment with Jules. And it’s because we have no choice but to 
be with her as the scene starts. We don’t know where we are; we hear the embarrassing 
commands; we cringe as we see her vulnerability. For a few moments, we can’t avoid it. We 
have no way out. What I realized as I watched the dailies, was that the Acting Teacher (gave 
great performances in his takes as well!) was making some choices to play it meaner or more 
pointed. Not all takes, but some. And I also realized that it was very easy to get caught in the 
trap of letting him be more mean, and thus creating more sympathy for Jules. But that was 
not the story. The scene was about Jules understanding herself, that acting was not her path, 
and honestly, all the comments the teacher was making, no matter how harsh, were very true. 
So I listened for less “mean” performances and ended up stuffing many alternate reads into 
the actor’s mouth. The scene had a ton of subtext to it. It was one of those that I watched on 
one day and cut it a few days later.

Hullfish: So played a lot more on reaction shots during the “villain’s” dialogue?

Kelley Dixon: Right. The actress was incredibly good, and I played it on reaction shots. But 
also, when I was on her and not on sync dialogue, I looked for audible performances of him 
that were not as mean and looked for things that were a little softer so it looked like he’s 
basically just telling her the truth.

Hullfish: That was a way for you to downplay his entire role. So the audience focused on the 
correct character.

Kelley Dixon: That’s exactly what I did. I pulled him down, way down. I found other takes 
where I could just put the words in his mouth that weren’t as mean. And I played a lot of it on 
the actress and really showed how it was really more about what she was learning about 
herself rather than about this guy being a jerk.

Hullfish: So you needed to be true to the scene objective, which was for her to learn 
something about herself.

Kelley Dixon: Yeah, and it was funny because it wasn’t really apparent in the dailies or 
necessarily in the script. I remember having to really think about it quite a bit. At first glance the 
scene was very uncomfortable. But I realized that there’s a lot more to this scene on the surface.

There was a scene in the first episode in Better Call Saul this year that was in a bar where 
Jimmy and Kim were chatting and then they’re sort of interrupted by a guy on his phone.

15034-0153e-2Pass-r01.indd   80 2/27/2017   2:15:36 PM



S p e c i f i c  S c e n e S 81

© 2017 Taylor & Francis

Hullfish: And they scam him with some high-end tequila or vodka or something . . . 

Kelley Dixon: Yeah. Okay, that scene that had nine hours of dailies.

Hullfish: Oh God!

Kelley Dixon: Yeah, in fact, it was more like 12 hours once you included the back end of that 
scene where they were sitting at the booth. That was another three hours. The front half of 
the scene was nine. The director is a writer and a producer and he’s a friend, and I was like, 
“What in the hell?!” I struggle to think about how I actually approached that nine hours. I just 
started watching but then at the beginning, I  was watching for setups. You have a fairly 
intimate conversation between two people: Kim is questioning Jimmy, and he is telling her 
his feelings about the future. And then on the other side of the bar, you have a guy whose 
conversation is really kind of interesting to hear but has nothing to with what they’re talking 
about but we need to do a little smattering of it and then when we finally identify him, we 
have to be on the entirely other side seeing it’s him.

If there are issues like in that scene that we’re talking about earlier in that restaurant—to me 
one of the biggest issues was, “How do I have this conversation with Jimmy and Kim but then 
get to the other side of the table and see this guy across the bar?” That was one of the 
biggest objectives. How do we make sure that we’re going back and forth, back and forth in 
this conversation on one side of the table? And then we have to get to the other side? At 
some point I’ve got to work my way over there. How do I get there?

Hullfish: Anne, what are some of the things that make a scene difficult to edit? Performance? 
Or is it the way it’s covered?

Anne Coates, Lawrence of Arabia: A scene that David (Lean) and I saw differently for instance 
was when he brings Gasim back from the desert and they’d been missing, and Aldo’s family 
was waiting for them to come back, and they’re obviously very attracted to each other, and 
so I cut it rather like a sex scene. Getting nearer each other and little looks and things. Well, 
David thought it was too homosexual and didn’t want it cut like that, but I thought it was really 
emotional and great. But it’s not like that in the movie. You’ll never see it like that because 
I always had to do it the way David wanted to do it. There was plenty of emotion in it, but 
I was putting another layer onto it. That was quite difficult to do. Another scene that was 
difficult was Becket where they’re on the beach. Peter O’Toole and Richard Burton are on the 
beach and for various reasons I  won’t go into—they were both hungover and trying to 
manage their horses, which they couldn’t really do. So that was extremely difficult because 
they were so slow in doing it, we went into two days shooting it, so we had different sky, 
different clouds and the horses are facing this way and that way, and there was usually 
somebody out of screen holding their bridles so they didn’t gallop off. That was a very tricky 
scene. I look at it now and I think, “What was so tricky about it? It’s perfectly simple.” But it 
was a nightmare to do. It’s a very important scene, and I wanted to get the best performances 
out of those two. I  mean, they can act—drunk or sober—they’re just a pair of wonderful 
actors. I’ve worked with both of them more than once. I wanted the best performances, but 
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they’d be facing the wrong way around. Another one that was quite difficult to do was where 
Clint Eastwood is on the steps with Rene Russo in In the Line of Fire. They’re eating ice cream. 
Clint Eastwood likes to “change his lines,” let’s put it. Forget his lines and change his lines. So 
he says it slightly differently, not all the time, but some times. So that was very tricky to get 
the emotion out of it . . . very, very important and they were eating ice cream whenever 
I wanted to cut or they weren’t eating ice cream, so there was that and the fact that Clint was 
changing his lines. And the scene is a beautiful scene and then she walks away, and you wait 
and wait and wait and wait and wait and wait until she turns. And to get the right moment 
when she turns . . .  I can’t say how I did it, but it just works out. Everybody says she turns at 
exactly the right time. It seems such a small thing, but it was actually very important to the 
scene because she was leaving him at the time and he knew . . . he was waiting for her to turn, 
because he knew she would.

Hullfish: Because there’s a tension in the waiting, and you have to play the tension and 
release at just the right moment.

Anne Coates: You know. You’ve got no yardstick to do it by. You’ve just got your emotions. 
One of the best compliments I ever had—it always sounds conceited, but I love it—was Sir 
Carol Reed who said, when I was doing a not very good film with him, but he was a wonderful 
director. He said to me, “I’ve worked with a lot of good editors, but I’ve never worked with one 
with so much heart as you.” And that’s always been one of the nicest things that I’ve ever had 
said to me, particularly by such a wonderful man. I like to think that I’m an emotional editor.

Can I tell you an interesting thing about Sidney? Only a director as focused and disciplined as 
he is could really do it, and that is, to save a lot of money he shot all the shots (for Murder on 
the Orient Express) in the train one way over two weeks, let’s say, of the different interrogations, 
and Albert Finney was always a little different in his acting with each character—he approached 
them differently, which made it quite difficult, because he then turned the train around over a 
weekend and he shot all the reverses. So he shot Albert walking out of a shot, and three 
weeks later he had him walking in the other side, and they had to have exactly the same 
emotion and timing of the rhythm that they were having before, and it’s seamless because the 
actors were very good. Every scene where they’re walking in and out of shots, they’re 
shooting the reverses three or four weeks later. It saved a fortune because they didn’t have to 
keep turning the cameras around all the time.

Hullfish: Job, what makes editing difficult? Or can you remember the last really difficult scene 
you had to cut and what made it difficult?

Job Ter Burg, Elle: I  would argue that every movie opening and every movie ending is 
challenging. There are maybe one or two movies in your life with an easy opening or easy 
ending, and for all the rest, you just keep working on those. In the case of Elle, it was not so 
much the ending, but it was the opening. It’s basically four shots or so, and I think we have 
tried every possible way we could put them together. We tried a version with hardly any cuts, 
a version where we played it much longer. The opening scene sets the tone for everything 
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that follows. So every small decision, like holding this shot there a second longer, or not even 
use it at all, will influence everything after that in the movie.

On other movies, it has been because the openings of films are often too introductory, with 
too much exposé, and you try to find a balance between keeping things going and giving the 
audience enough information to hook take in that will matter later on in the story.

And then there are scenes in every movie that somehow seem to require most of your energy 
and sensitivity, and even if you’re done cutting them, you will get to the mix and even then 
that scene will take more time and work. In Elle, the 12-minute dinner scene was the one that 
we kept coming back to. It was never a bad scene but there were many options there, and we 
felt we needed to control that in a way that you could get through it and be absorbed in it 
and it would have significance, and it would be funny enough, and awkward enough in the 
right moments. That was just something that we just kept on tweaking. And I’m very happy 
we did, I think it’s quite a strong sequence in the very core of the film. I sometimes find myself 
stuck in a scene, and I don’t know how to get out of it or how to fix it. And 9 times out of 10 
it will be because I’m not telling it simply enough or clearly enough. So I will quite often 
literally say to myself, out loud: “No, nope. Simpler. Make it simple. Make it work.” I’ve told 
that to my students as well. If you try to “sell” 12 things at once, you’re usually not going to 
sell anything at all. If you try to sell one thing, then the next, then the next, and you do so with 
a certain amount of clarity and precision, it often works way better.

Then again, that sounds really easy, but of course it’s about finding the right simplicity of it. You 
can be simple and not effective and that doesn’t help. You have to be simple and effective. I’m 
not trying to underplay what that is. But for me, thinking about it this way often helps.

Hullfish: The simplest solution is to sit on the wide shot, but that doesn’t make it effective.

Job Ter Burg: Right, well that’s the thing, or maybe it is effective. But it hardly ever is.

Hullfish: Let’s talk about some of the specific scenes in The Martian, Cheryl.

Cheryl Potter: We had a lot of scenes in the film where different characters are talking to 
each other from different locations. So you’d be cutting from a close-up of Lewis on the 
Hermes to Watney in the MAV. They can’t see each other, but Pietro would often opt for takes 
where their screen direction was complimentary—Lewis looking L-R, Watney looking R-L—
and their eyelines as well, Lewis looking down while Watney looks up. So even though they 
can’t physically see each other, there is this subliminal feeling of connection. I thought that 
was very clever.

Hullfish: David, you say that you need to manipulate the material instead of respond to it. 
Several editors have said that what they see in the editing of others that they view as good 
editing is that the editor is in control of the material, not the other way around.

David Helfand, Weeds: The comedies I  respond to are ones where I  can see the seams. 
I  think in comedy editing there’s value in a hint of roughness and not being too refined, 
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having a little bit of “scrape” to it. It adds a little tension and energy that enliven a comedic 
moment. Of course, that works with drama too. It’s not specifically a comedy thing. If I can see 
mismatches here and there that don’t bother me, I really feel like the editor has focused on 
what’s important. Sometimes we editors get so close to our cuts that we’re focusing on things 
other people don’t really pay attention to. If I’m concerned how badly the actors mismatch, 
I’ll show my cut to non-editors to see what I can get away with, where are they looking and 
how they’re listening. If they’re engaged they will not notice those imperfections. One 
advantage of a TV series is to utilize not just what was shot for your episode, but what was 
shot for other episodes. I have text-searched my Avid Scripts from previous seasons to find 
line readings I can use in the current cut. Reaction shots too. Early on I did an experiment. 
I needed a key reaction shot from the main character who tended to wear the same suit, but 
changed his tie from one episode to another. It occurred to me that I had the shot I needed 
in a previous episode so I put that shot of the character—wearing a totally different color 
tie—right into the middle of the scene and told no one. I made sure it was flowing and tight, 
and no one noticed it. For due diligence, just before we locked, I told the producers about 
the intentional wardrobe mismatch they’d been missing through multiple cuts. They were 
surprised but didn’t mind it and left it in.

Hullfish: OK, now you have to tell us what series and what show that was where you put in a 
reaction shot with the wrong wardrobe!

David Helfand: Dream On, where I started as an assistant and got my first editing break. It 
was on HBO before they had a lot of original programming, a few years before Larry Sanders. 
It was created by the writers who went on to create Friends and that’s how I got involved with 
Friends. On Dream On, Martin Tupper interacted with his environment through old black and 
white clips embedded in his baby-boomer memory. We used his close-up reactions to trigger 
the clip moments, which were scripted, but also added in editing if we could make something 
funnier. I needed a reaction shot for one such unscripted clip and that’s when I got the idea 
to steal a close-up from another episode wearing the wrong tie. The reaction and background 
were right so it blended perfectly with the clip we were using and nobody noticed. That was 
a big, important lesson for me.

Hullfish: David, you’ve had some moments of serious inspiration in your editing. Anything 
specific you could talk about?

David Wu, Hardboiled: When I  was cutting an action scene of this first-time director, 
Christophe Gans in Vancouver, and there was this scene where a Japanese lady decided to 
commit harakiri, killing herself with a sword. Her performance is OK, but the director is not 
too excited about it. It’s OK. I look at all the dailies to enhance this moment where she stabs 
herself, looks up at the sky and collapses. I was looking for a moment that visually captured 
it. All of a sudden I accidentally found it: at the end of one Steadicam shot, the Steadicam 
operator tripped and flipped and the whole camera swirled around. So when the lady stabs 
herself I  inserted about 16 frames of that trip—VOOM!—like that and there you go. It’s a 
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great scene of harakiri. Back then, I’d go into another room to continue cutting while the 
director was watching on the Steenbeck, so when he was watching in the other room, 
everybody heard him slam the editing table with his hand—BAM!—and everybody thought 
he was throwing a fit, but after the BAM! they heard him yell, “Nobody cuts like David Wu 
cuts!” Then later he told me, “Every movie I make, you have to cut, otherwise I cut you.” We 
became very good friends.

In John Woo’s Killer. I always try to do something different with some existing material. I try 
to give it another exit.

There’s the ending scene where the gangsters rush into the church with shotguns and blast 
away. And at the moment as they come in, they blow up the Virgin Mary Madonna statue into 
pieces and the pigeons fly. The composer brought in music cue.

When we watch the cut with the music, it’s pretty good, and at that moment John and I are 
really high in spirits. But we really want to do something really, really special. And we kind of 
brainstorm a bit. I went home. Took a shower. Still have no ideas. So then my wife said, “Ok, 
let’s go to evening Mass.” She drags me to church.

Hullfish: I see where this is going.

David Wu: Yeah. I sit in the church. While they’re doing all the communion and all the singing, 
and a light popped on and “AH! What about this?” And I asked my wife, “Can we leave now? 
I got an idea.” My wife just looks at me, “Are you kidding me? It’s the middle of Mass” Ok. I wait.

After we had dinner, I rush back home, and I rush into my music library and I drag out one CD, 
which is “The Messiah.” And then I listen to it and then 10 minutes later I call John and I said, 
“John, why don’t you come into tomorrow morning one hour later? Let me do something to 
it. You come in at 10 o’clock.”

At nine o’clock I went back to the soundstage. I took all the sound effects out. The gunshots. 
Everything. I put in “The Messiah” (Sings) and show it to John. His jaw is almost on the floor.

It was something so religious, something so ritual and something about justice has been 
completely demolished. It just . . . everything is set in just one cue. The mood, the visual, 
everything. It’s “The Messiah.”

One day I’m in the back room cutting Hard Boiled, and John just came into my room with this 
letter. I said, “What?”

He said, “Come, come, come to my room.”

I said, “I’m cutting in the middle of a scene, don’t interrupt me!”

He said, “Come on, come, I’ll show you something.”

I said, “What the hell is that? Show me what? This letter?”

He said, “Yeah, letter.”
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I came in his room. He showed me the letter. It’s from Martin Scorsese. In those times in Hong 
Kong, we never thought of going to Hollywood. Spielberg, Scorsese, Kubrick, they are the 
gods of some other land, right? The letter is from Scorsese telling him, “Dear John, I haven’t 
been going to the cinema for a while, but one afternoon I watched this amazing movie from 
Hong Kong, which was your work called The Killer. And I  enjoyed it very much.” And of 
course, John Woo has a big grin on his face. Then he read the last part of the letter to me: 
“I especially enjoyed the scene of the Madonna blowing up with the sound of “The Messiah,” 
which is my favorite part of the movie.” And that makes my day.

Hullfish: I bet.

David Wu: And then John said, actually this letter is for you and me.

Hullfish: Yes, it is.

David Wu: And later on he paid homage to this moment in Casino. You can see the opening 
of the scene where the car blows up, he used another piece of classical music that was quite 
similar to “The Messiah” in The Killer.

Hullfish: Wow.

David Wu: Yeah. This is one of the few highlights of my editing career.
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