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'If staging is a look, cutting is a heartbeat. 

Prevision belongs to both, 

but what the one is trying to presage in a room, 

the other is searching for in time.' 

 

Jean-Luc Godard
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F. Abstract 
 

The goal of this thesis is to identify the difference between editing a documentary film 

and a drama film by looking at the function of editing in general, the editor's responsi-

bilities within the filmmaking process of both genres as well as by looking at the use of 

editing tools within the drama film and documentary film.  

In the first part of this work basic definitions are presented as well as the importance 

and function of the attached editing experiment are explained. Furthermore a historical 

overview presents the development of the editing repertoire throughout film history as 

well as it demonstrates the influence of both genres onto each other. In the second part 

of this work the general function of editing is defined by looking at the film's communi-

cational potential to further identify the role of editing within the full communicational 

potential of the film. In part three the editor's responsibilities are explored by looking at 

the postproduction-workflow of both genres and considering interview statements of 

both, documentary film editors and drama film editors. In part four different editing tools 

are presented and their use and importance in both genres is discussed by means of 

film analyses. The results of the methodical approach are discussed and analyzed 

within the conclusion.  
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1 Introduction 

 
The centre stage of this work takes the exploration of the difference between editing a 

documentary and editing a drama film by means of looking at the general function of 

editing, the post-production workflow and the editor's responsibilities in both genres as 

well as by looking at the main editing tools and their variable or invariable use in both 

genres. The theoretical exploration will be supported by film analyses, statements of 

editors and an editing experiment which has been executed in the context of this the-

sis.  

 
 

1.1 Significance of Research 

 

A film production process consists of three main stages: pre-production phase, produc-

tion phase and postproduction phase. In the early days of filmmaking all three stages 

have mainly been executed by one person, which was possible because films had a 

length of some seconds to some minutes. Because especially the possibility of editing 

and the further development of technical equipment based on the possibilities editing 

offered, films became more complex and interesting for the audience which continu-

atively made it more interesting for investors, businessmen and businesswomen. Hol-

lywood founded a film-machinery and in order to rationalize the film making process 

different professions evoked, such as the editor, and the film became to a team product 

supervised by the producer, who financed the film. 

 

In the 1954 François Truffaut advocated the auteur theory which signifies that a direc-

tor's film is a product of a director's personal creative vision, which to some extent out-

shines all other workers on a film project who also have a hand in the creative creation 

of the final product. The auteur theory changed the value of the director in relation to 

the other team members also in terms of the team hierarchy within the filmmaking 

process, which is still current today. Films today get advertised with phrases like: "The 

new film of Martin Scorsese!" or "The new documentary of Michael Moore!". Also in 

theoretical books, like for example "Film Art: An Introduction" by David Bordwell and 

Kirsten Thomson, who are both very acknowledged film theoreticians, no editor's name 

is mentioned within the chapter "The Relation of Shot to Shot: Editing", which consists 
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mainly of  practical film editing analyses. Every editing decision analyzed is attributed 

to the director of the film. 

 
'Steckt in der Kameraarbeit viel von der Fotografie und Malerei, bezieht 
Szenografie viel aus der Architektur, mischt sich bei der Inszenierung das 
Theater mit ein, so ist Montage Film pur. Im Schneideraum ist der Film 
ganz zu Hause. Warum dann so ein geringes Wissen um die Montage und 
um jene, die sie gestalten? Mag der Satz von Alfred Hitchcock "Die Film-
montage ist die einzige neue Kunstform, die das 20. Jahrhundert hervorge-
bracht hat" in seiner Ausschließlichkeit und Apodiktik vielleicht ein wenig 
überzogen sein, aber daß eine wichtige neue Kunstform so ganz ausge-
blendet wird, ist schon merkwürdig.'1 (Schumm, n.d.-a) 

 

And therefore it is significant to define and explore how much impact particularly the 

editing and the editor have within the filmmaking process, especially as directors tend 

to work with the same editor on a great part of their projects like for instance Martin 

Scorsese works mainly with Thelma Schoonmaker, Francis Ford Coppola works in a 

great part of his projects with Walter Murch, Alexander Kluge's as well as Werner 

Herzog's films have been mostly edited by Beate Mainka-Jellinghaus, and so on.   

 

The documentary editor Elfi Kreiter2 (2006, GE), who was as well editing almost all 

films of Georg Stefan Troller (e.g. "Stan Rivkin, der letzte Kopfgeldjäger" (1985, GE)), 

states that  

 
'(…) editing is the second directing. Because they come from the set and 
there is no script. No script and no editing plan; that comes only after an in-
tensive viewing of the material and discussion about it. And than you work it 
out, and that is indeed directing, finding the form for the topic and material.'  

 

The drama editor Mathilde Bonnefoy3 (2006, GE), who is mainly editing films of Tom 

Tykwer (e.g. "Run, Lola, Run" (1998, GE)) explains that,  

 
'(…) of course the film was first conceived, than made on the set, but those 
are just steps or stages in between, of a vision that is basically in it's es-
sence not yet completed. It's the task of the editing to crystallize and com-
plete it. And that is actually the definitive form of the film. It's a huge re-

                                                
1 f.t.: If there is a lot of photography and painting in cinematography; scenography includes 
many aspects of architecture, the theatre does take a hand in staging, then montage is cinema 
pure. The editing lodge is the home of the film. Why then, is there such a poor knowledge about 
montage and those who create it. Even if the sentence of Alfred Hitchcock 'The Montage is the 
only new art form of the 20th century.', is a little bit overdrawn by its exclusivity, but it is quite 
strange that such an important new art form gets so blanked out. (JBH) 
2 Elfi Kreiter has been interviewed in the documentary "Cuts in Time and Space" (2006, GE) by 
Grabriele Voss. 
3 Mathilde Bonnefoy has been interviewed in the documentary "Cuts in Time and Space" (2006, 
GE) by Grabriele Voss. 
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sponsibility. Every tiniest decision can change the course of the story. And 
it's quite a formidable process. It's very important.' 

 

The statements of both editors already show on the one hand that editing is not just a 

mechanical act of sticking pieces together and on the other hand both statements in 

comparison already indicate a difference between the editing of a documentary film 

and the editing of a drama film. 

 

As both genres, documentary film and drama film, are the oldest major genres within 

film history and still the most successful and consumed genres today, it is significant to 

look at the role of the editing, the responsibilities of the editor and the possibilities of 

editing within both genres, especially as both genres are very different in their nature. 

 
 

1.2 Methodical Approach & Development 

 
The practical orientated research question "What is the difference between editing a 

documentary film and a drama film?" already indicates the methodical approach used 

in this thesis in order to define an answer: The practical act of editing itself.  

This practical act combines the three following components, which will be explored 

within this work:  

 

• the general task (function of editing),  

• the executor (editor) and  

• executing means (editing tools),  

 

The development of this thesis starts with Chapter two (Basics) which is concerned 

with the definition of frequently used terms within this thesis (cutting, editing, montage) 

as well as with the classification of the genre drama film and documentary film. Fur-

thermore the aim, importance, function and process of the editing experiment that has 

been executed in the context of this thesis will be explained.  

 

Chapter three (Development of the Editing Repertoire) represents the main literature 

phase which outlines by exploring the history of editing different editing approaches, 

main figures of montage theory and their impacts, technical inventions, tools of editing 

and the development of editing until today. 
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Chapter four (The Function of Editing) presents already a great part of the author's re-

search as the question about the function of editing is a very controversial topic and 

demands to be clearly answered, also because the rest of this work builds up on it. 

 

Chapter five (The Editor's Responsibilities) deals with the exploration of the editor's 

responsibilities, tasks and value within the filmmaking process of both genres. The first 

part of this chapter will outline the general responsibilities of an editor reduced to 

his/her basic mechanical tasks. In the second part the focus lies on the editor within a 

drama film and his/her responsibilities, in terms of the defined function of editing and 

his/her individual impact on the film, get explored by looking at the postproduction 

workflow and considering voices of editors in form of essays as well as interviews. The 

third part of this chapter treats the same issues as the second part but in connection 

with documentary editing.  

 

Chapter six (Editing Tools) explores different editing tools and specifies their use in 

both genres by means of film analyses. 

 

Chapter seven (Conclusion) will discuss and analyze the results of chapter four, five 

and six in order to define the difference between editing a documentary and editing a 

drama film. 

 

Concluding I would like to say that within this thesis the differences, advantages and 

disadvantages of digital and analogy editing won't be discussed, as well as the area of 

different editing software will not be explored. 
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2 Basics 

 

2.1 Definitions and Classifications 

 
This section deals with the specification of frequently used terms within this thesis, in 

order to make sure that the reader understands their use. 

 
 

2.1.1 Cutting - Editing - Montage 

 
Cutting, editing and montage are fundamental terms in order to describe the mechani-

cal, creative and theoretical process of the film's final stage. 

 

The term cutting basically signifies the technical and mechanical activity of cutting and 

joining film pieces whereas the term editing refers to the creative act, the act of compo-

sition in which the pieces and elements of the film result the inner and outer form of the 

art piece (Borstner, Pabst and Wuff, 2002: 133). The term montage generally refers to 

the analyses and reflections of film editing (Beller, 1993b: 9) as well as this term is 

strongly connoted with the Soviet montage theory1. 

 
 

2.1.2 Drama Film and Documentary Film 

 
As this thesis is about the difference of editing a documentary film to editing a drama 

film it is also important to specify the terms drama film and documentary film as well as 

to describe their attributes. 

 
In general the term drama film describes a special film genre as well as the term 

documentary film. 

 

Film genres are according to Tim Dirks (n.d.-c),  

 
'(…) various forms or identifiable types, categories, classifications or 
groups of films that are recurring and have similar, familiar or instantly rec-
ognizable patterns, syntax, filmic techniques or conventions - that include 

                                                
1 Soviet montage theory signifies an approach of Russian filmmakers in the 1920s to under-
standing and creating cinema based on montage theories. 
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one or more of the following: settings (and props), content and subject mat-
ter, themes, mood, period, plot, central narrative events, motifs, styles, 
structures, situations, recurring icons (e.g., six-guns and ten-gallon hats in 
Westerns), stock characters (or characterizations), and stars. Many films 
straddle several film genres.'  

 

Genres have been invented to label the huge mass of films by allocating them with 

attributes so the full mass gets manageable, comparable, and definable as well as it 

gives the spectator a quick impression of what he/she gets, when he/she watches a 

movie.  

 
'(…) genres are based on a tacit agreement among filmmakers, reviewers, 
and audiences. Most scholars now agree that no genre can be defined in a 
single hard-and-fast way. Some genres stand out by their subjects or 
themes. (…) thus subgenres can be devised by critics, viewers, or film-
makers to try to describe more precisely what films are like.' (Bordwell and 
Thompson, 2008: 319) 

 

Two for this thesis very important contrasting major genres are the genre Non-Fictional 

Films and the genre Fictional Films. Non-fictional films are considered to be an account 

or representation of real people in/or real events in/or real situations while fictional films 

are considered to tell a fictional story or narrative. Please note, that the author of this 

work is well aware of the discussions about the impossibility of creating a non-fictional 

film, the special case of experimental movies and much more, but going further into 

that would go beyond the scope of this thesis.  

 

Fact is that these two genres, Non-Fictional Film and Fictional Film, label films of a very 

different nature. Even though the films belonging to these genres partly inherit attrib-

utes which literarily belong to the particular other genre and are arguable, it can be said 

undoubted, that in their essence these genres are classifying two oppositional types of 

film. 

 

In addition, the genre Drama Film is one of the most important subgenres within the 

major genre Fictional Film as well as the genre Documentary Film is one of most im-

portant subgenres within the major genre Non-Fictional Film and both, as well as the 

particular major genres they are belonging to, are very different in their essence. 

 

According to Tim Dirks (n.d.-a) drama films are  

 
'(…) serious presentations or stories with settings or life situations that por-
tray realistic characters in conflict with either themselves, others, or forces 
of nature. A dramatic film shows us human beings at their best, their worst, 
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and everything in-between. Each of the types of subject-matter themes 
have various kinds of dramatic plots. (…) Dramatic themes often include 
current issues, societal ills, and problems, concerns or injustices, such as 
racial prejudice, religious intolerance (such as anti-Semitism), drug addic-
tion, poverty, political unrest, the corruption of power, alcoholism, class di-
visions, sexual inequality, mental illness, corrupt societal institutions, vio-
lence toward women or other explosive issues of the times.'  

 

Consequently, in consideration of Dirks' presentation of the drama film's attributes and 

characteristics, drama films can be classified as films which show realistic presenta-

tions of fictional stories, based on current issues, in which fictional characters (actors) 

are facing a fictional derived conflict (according to a script) which they need to over-

come such as for example in "The Godfather" (1972, USA), "The Good, the Bad and 

the Ugly" (1966, IT) or "Schindler's List" (1993, USA).  

 

Documentary films on the other hand, according to Sheila Curran Bernard (2007: 2) 

 
'(…) bring viewers into new worlds and experiences through the presenta-
tion of factual information about real people, places and events, generally 
portrayed through the use of actual images and artifacts. (…) But faculties 
alone does not define documentary films; it's what the filmmaker does with 
those factual elements, weaving them into an overall narrative that strives 
to be as compelling as it is truthful and is often greater than the sum of its 
parts. (…) Unlike the fiction artist, he is dedicated to not inventing. It is in 
selecting and arranging his findings that he expresses himself. (…) The 
power of documentary films comes from the fact that they are grounded in 
fact, not in fiction. This is not to say that they're 'objective'.  

 

Subsidiary Ken Dancyger (2007: 304) says that 'There are no performers, just subjects 

that the filmmaker follows'. 

 

Thus documentary films can be characterized as films that are based on facts and con-

tain real people (not actors) in real, not obviously staged, places and situations. Further 

it can be said, that documentaries present provided and not invented information in 

order to explore a theme rather than to narrate story in the traditional sense.  

 

Well known documentaries are for example "War Dance" (2007, USA), "The Thin Blue 

Line" (1988, USA) or "Fahrenheit 9/11" (2004, USA). Frequent documentary subgenres 

are the genre History and Biography, the genre Behavioural Documentary or the genre 

Emotional Documentary (Hampe, 1997: 10 – 11).  
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2.2 The Editing Experiment 

 

Primary it has to be said, that the experiment, executed in the context of this thesis, is 

not meant to be the main content of this thesis but it is rather meant to be a mean of 

demonstrating, undermining or disapproving hypotheses which will be drawn through-

out this thesis by the author. It shall give a practical reference to the theory and in-

crease the visualisation of the thematic, to give the reader the possibility to reconstruct 

this text. Because of that, a full documentation of the experiment can be found on the 

attached CD. The details of the test takers and editors as well as a short summery of 

the test results can be found in the annex. Additionally the experiment films can be 

found on the attached DVD.  

 
  

2.2.1 Definition 'Experiment' 

 
'A controlled manipulation of events, designed to produce observations that 
confirm or disconfirm one or more rival theories or hypotheses. To experi-
ment is to put questions to nature, and the experimental method is con-
trasted with the passive acceptance of whatever observations happen 
along.' (Experiment, n.d.) 

 

Today you can find experiments in all kinds of areas. Mostly known areas for the exer-

cising of experiments are science, psychology, sociology or engineering. An experi-

ment is the only scientific test arrangement that allows drawing causal conclusions 

(conclusions about cause and effect). (Experiment, 2008) 

 

Furthermore, as it being only a test arrangement, all kind of data-collection-methods 

are possible to use such as surveys, content analyses, observations or measurements. 

The conclusion, which is the evaluation of the results, gains new knowledge and un-

dermines or disproves hypotheses. Experiments are the basis of theory.  

In general an experiment consists of the observer, the observation object, the observa-

tion methods and the observation process. (Experiment, 2008) 

 
 

2.2.2 The Observer 

 
The observer in this case is the author of this thesis as well as the reader him-

self/herself. 
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2.2.3 The Observation Object 

 
The observation object within this experiment is the editing. The experiment observes 

the perception of editing, its function and possibilities and its power and importance 

within in the overall filmmaking process. Furthermore it observes the differences be-

tween the editing of a documentary and the editing of a drama film. 

 
 

2.2.4 The Observation Method  

 
The observation method consists of two parts. The first part deals with the actual act of 

editing and the second part deals with its analyses. 

 
 

2.2.4.1 Part One 

 
In the course of the experiment part "Haunted Minds" three editors of different nation-

alities (Austria, Germany, Spain) have been given 24 hours of raw material1 and ad-

vised to create a documentary. Each editor came from a different field within the audio-

visual business (advertising, animation and effects, video art), which played an impor-

tant role concerning the observation of their use of montage techniques and aesthetical 

tools. Each editor has been also in charge for the sound and credit design as well as 

for the writing and provisory recording of a voice-over, if wanted.   

Besides the material the editors received a transcription of all interviews, information 

for the credits as well as a list of all footage2 sequences and shots within these 24 

hours of material. All of these documents and details can be found on the attached CD. 

 

Furthermore three editors of Germany and Austria have been given eight hours raw 

material of a fictional short drama as well as a shot list, information for the credits and a 

storyboard. Each editor has been in charge to create a fictional short drama including 

the sound and credit design, without any supervision from the experiment operator. 

Additionally the editors could freely decide to either edit based on the storyboard or to 

create something new. 

 
 

                                                
1 The term raw material refers to unedited, original film or video material. 
2 The term footage names raw material without interviews in this case. But in general the term 
footage is also used instead of raw material. 
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2.2.4.2 Part Two 

 
'When film studies began to establish itself as an academic discipline in the 
1979s, film theorists looked to other fields, most importantly semiotics and 
psychoanalysis, for cues how to best articulate the ways in which film func-
tions as a system of language. (…) Because film language works so effec-
tively to make the viewer feel as though he or she were enmeshed in its 
world, the spectator is able to relive the pleasurable state of being in the 
imaginary state again.' (Schreiber, 2007) 

 

To study the spectators' perception the created short movies have been screened to a 

test audience. The test takers have been asked questions afterwards about their per-

ception of the film in general, the sound design, the visual storytelling, the essence and 

meaning of the film, the editing, the use and perception of colours, their involvement, 

objectivity, etc. The interviews have been recorded as audio and transliterated later on 

which you can find on the attached CD. 

 
 

2.2.5 The Observation process 

 
The observation process started after the editors handed in their films. After a look had 

been taken at the films a questionnaire for each film was being created, containing 

overall questions to compare the three films of each genre, short documentary and 

short drama, to each other. 

 

After that the test takers were selected by parameters of age, film interest, film educa-

tion and artistic interest. The aim was to create a very versatile audience and not an 

audience based on the parameters of a possible target audience. 

 

The general process of each test screening started with an introduction for the audi-

ence and was followed by the screening of the first version which was followed by 

questions related to that screening. After a short break, the second version was 

screened, followed by questions only related to that version. Subsequent to a second 

break, the third version was screened and questions to that version followed. After 

these questions had been answered, questions relating to all three films were asked to 

engage the audience to draw comparisons.  
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The interviews were held in the different screening groups to enable the test takers to 

hear the other test takers' opinions in order to engage them to think about their own 

perception and give more detailed answers, because as Pollock (1955: 32) says: 

 
'Meinungen und Einstellungen entstehen und wirken nicht isoliert, sondern 
in ständiger Wechselbeziehung zwischen dem Einzelnen und der unmittel-
bar und mittelbar auf ihn einwirkenden Gesellschaft. Sie sind oft nicht son-
derlich dezidiert, sondern stellen eher ein vages und diffuses Potential dar. 
Dem Einzelnen werden sie häufig erst während der Auseinandersetzung 
mit anderen Menschen deutlich.'1 

 

But it is to say, that the focus of the questionnaire was the individual's very own and 

very personal first perception and not a result of a discussion because as Mangold 

(1960:53) states 'Komparative Analysen von Diskussionsprotokollen haben gezeigt, 

dass sich in verschiedenen Diskussionsgruppen gleicher sozialer Struktur in der Tat 

inhaltlich gleichartige informelle Gruppenmeinungen manifestieren können'.2 

 

Afterwards, these interviews have been summarized and evaluated by the experiment 

operator. (The summaries can be found in the annex.) 

                                                
1 f.t.: Opinions and position are not developing and functioning isolated, but in a continuous 
inter-relation between the direct and indirect effect of the society on the single individual. They 
are often not really decided but of a rather vague and diffuse potential. Often it becomes appar-
ent to a single individual after an altercation with other people. (JBH) 
2 f.t.: Comparative analysis of discussion protocols showed that in different discussions, within 
discussion groups of the same social structure, indeed as regards content similar informal group 
opinions can develop.  



  DEVELOPMENT OF THE EDITING REPERTOIRE 

   12 

3 Development of the Editing Repertoire  

 
'The Development of film technique . . . has been primarily the develop-
ment of editing.' (Ernest Lindgren in Reisz and Miller, 1968: 41) 

 

More than one hundred years of film history has broadened the repertoire of editing 

choices, techniques, storytelling and audience perception as well as the vocabulary of 

the filmic audiovisual language in general. Editing choices and styles of today as well 

as the perception of such are based on that history.  

 

This chapter will give an overview of different editing approaches and editing based film 

developments throughout history. Furthermore it will show the unequal treatment of the 

genre documentary film and drama film as well as it will present how both genres have 

been influenced by each other till today. 

 
 

3.1 The Silent Period (1895 – 1929) 

 
Concerning editing and montage theory the silent era was one of the most creative 

moments in the history of film editing because films communicated just on one level, 

the image. Of course the pictures were accompanied by music but that is not to com-

pare with sound film to which will be referred later on. 

 
 

3.1.1 The Beginnings (1895 – 1920s) 

 
The principal of editing, which consists of cutting and joining pieces of film, was already 

born in 1894. Almost ten years before, the American inventor George Eastmen already 

started to produce flexible film on film roles (Beller, 1993b: 3). This was the advent for 

Thomas Alvin Edison to set out on his invention, the Kinetoscope (1893), a film loop 

system intended for one person viewing a film (35 mm film, 2008). In the course of that, 

the, in 1889 by Edison invented, 35 mm film, which was two-sided perforated, needed 

to be cut at the end cleanly and stuck together with its beginning, to create the loop. 

Cutting was born. 
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1895 the French brothers Louis and Antoine Lumière wrote film history. The film "The 

Train Arrival" (1896, FR) was the first film which was accessible to a broad public. 

These first films of the early period of cinema consisted only of one shot and did not 

use editing (Agbeyegbe, 2003: 7). Even the Lumières recorded just simple events like 

"Feeding the Baby" (1895, FR) or "Boat Leaving Harbour" (1895, FR), it shows, that 

they had already a conscious control over the material they wanted to shoot. In "Water-

ing the Gardener" (1895, FR) they already shot a staged comical scene, controlled by 

them. 

 

During the Lumières mostly shot real events, another French, named Georges Méliès 

was the first one who produced only staged films, fiction. Today Méliès is mostly re-

membered for inventing the first trick techniques such as stop motion, split screen, 

transitions and superimposing. One of his most famous movies, the first science fiction 

movie ever made, is "A Trip to the Moon" (1898, FR). Méliès was the one who in-

creased the storytelling from just one shot to several episodes. In "Cinderella" (1899, 

FR), his second long film, he already used twenty different scenes, which could be also 

seen as the forerunner of editing. (Reisz and Miller, 1968: 16) 

 

To support his scientific lectures the British scientist and filmic entertainer George Al-

bert Smith, member of the Royal Astronomical Society, used glass pictures, the fore-

runner of slides. During this use he experimented with different shots and was one of 

the first in creating a filmic narrative. He recognized that montage could countermand 

the continuity of a narrative but does not necessarily need to destroy it.  

Already in 1899 he demonstrated an early example for two calculated cuts in his film 

"The Kiss in the Tunnel" (1899, GB). He cuts from a train entering a tunnel to a kissing 

scene and after that to the train leaving the tunnel. To milder the entrance into the tun-

nel he already used a transition to black. This film was one of the first examples of a 

spatial and temporary separated shooting which in a logically edited order gives you an 

integral filmic expression. Furthermore he already experimented with Point-of-View-

shots (POVs) in the movie "Grandma's Reading Glass" (1900, GB) as well as with 

closer framings and birds view in the movie "Mary Jane's Mishap" (1903, GB). (Beller, 

1993b: 4 – 5) 

 

Nonetheless Edwin S. Porter entered history as one of the most important pioneers in 

the development of the montage concept till 1908, the year David W. Griffith started to 

make films (Agbeyegbe, 2003: 7).  
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The trailblazing movie "The Life of an American Fireman" (1903, USA) made of archive 

footage combined with newly shot material, was the first film which used montage to 

construct a filmic story around previous shot material which meant, that you could 

make a film by joining different shots from different materials and not just by shooting 

something explicitly. In his next and most important film called "The Great Train Rob-

bery" (1903, USA), Porter already used many different indoor and outdoor locations as 

well as a groundbreaking cross-cutting, to show simultaneously running actions. To be 

able to create the feeling of parallel action was the missing piece, that film finally fully 

confined from the theatre. Porter also already used the rule of three (long shot, Ameri-

can shot, close shot) which he called the Continuity Form. (Beller, 1993b: 5) 

 

D.W. Griffith is been seen as the father of Hollywood film grammar and still has impor-

tance today. On the one hand he improved Porter's concept of parallel montage and on 

the other hand he invented the 180°-rule which impr oved the continuity concept as well 

as he used POV-shots, flashbacks and experimented with pacing and rhythm (Reisz 

and Miller, 1968: 24 – 25; Agbeyegbe, 2003: 7). One of his most important and criti-

cised works is certainly "The Birth of a Nation" (1915, USA), which has a length of 

three and a half hours and contains many of the above mentioned techniques. 

 

In the area of documentary filmmaking the German Guido Seeber showed, how a long 

lasting action could be shortened to a minimum. In "Straßburg" (1900, GE) he shortens 

a 1 ½ hour action, of a ship leaving the port of Breamerhaven on 31. July 1900, to 1 ½ 

minutes of film action by mounting 5 different shots together. This showed that the 

montage of different shots creates a new time that does not have to relate to the real 

time, which again opened new creative possibilities. (Beller, 1993b: 5 – 6) 

 
 

3.1.2 The Russians (1920s) 

 
In the 1920ies the Russians influenced film history strongly. Differently to Griffith the 

Russians started, after the revolution, to deal with the topic of montage on an intellec-

tual level, based on executed experiments, not at least because Lenin was convinced, ' 

(…) that of all arts the film art is the most important' (in Beller, 1993b: 7). 

 

Lew Kuleshov was a director, film theoretician and co-founder of the WGK in Moskau, 

the first film academy in the world. For him, not the content of the shots were important, 

but the linking between them. One of his most important experiments is called the "Ku-
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leshov Effect" (1918, RU) in which he demonstrated that the perception of one and the 

same shot changes by linking it to different following shots. From this experiment he 

concluded that montage gives the filmmaker the power to predefine the spectator's 

impression. (Beller, 1993b: 7) 

 

Vsevolod Illarionovich Pudovkin ("Mother", (1926, RU)) was strongly influenced by Ku-

leshov and also worked with him. A big part of Pudovkin's work dealt with theoretical 

descriptions of Griffiths montage ideas (Reisz and Miller, 1968: 24 – 27). Pudovkin de-

veloped the term Constructive Montage which according to him meant, that 

 
'(…) raw material is no other than those pieces of celluloid on which, from 
various viewpoints, the separate movements of the action have been shot. 
(...) This celluloid is entirely subject to the will of the director who edits it. 
He can, in the composition of the filmic form of any given appearance, 
eliminate all points of interval, and thus concentrate the action time to the 
highest degree he may require.' (in Reisz and Miller, 1968: 28 – 29) 
 
 

So for Pudovkin, montage was the tool of a creating a filmic reality which nature pro-

vided with raw material. Furthermore he distinguished between five different montage 

techniques, which he called the Contrast Montage, Parallel Montage, Symbolic Mon-

tage, Simultaneous Montage and Leitmotif Montage and will be explained later on in 

chapter 6. 

 

Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein another Russian director and film theoretician can be 

seen as the most important Russian film theoretician. His theories set up on the works 

of Kuleshov, Pudovkin and Dziga Vertov ("Man with the movie camera", (1929, RU)) 

who is claimed to be the forerunner of cinema verité, because for Vertov '(…) only the 

documented truth could be honest enough to bring about true revolution' (in Dancyger, 

2007: 25). 

 

Nonetheless, Eisenstein was the founder of the term Intellectual Montage which means 

that '(…) by means of new editing methods, not only to tell stories but to interpret and 

draw intellectual conclusions from them' (in Reisz and Miller, 1968: 27).  

For Eisenstein the plot of his movies was the basis on which to create the idea. That 

thought distinguished him from Pudovkin, for whom the montage still served the conti-

nuity of the story. In opposition to Pudovkin, Eisenstein believed that film continuity was 

not to have a smooth ongoing action but to create a series of shocks, which was a 

completely new point of view. Additionally he found that photographic picturing of real-
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ity was not the aim of film. For him it was necessary to destroy realism to near reality. 

(Reisz and Miller, 1968: 33, 39; Agbeyegbe, 2003: 12) 

 

Furthermore Eisenstein is also the founder of the terms Metric Montage, Rhythmic 

Montage, Tonal Montage, and Overtonal Montage which will be explained in chapter 6. 

(Dancyger, 2007: 18). 

 
 

3.1.3 The Surrealists (1930s) 

 
The Film in Europe got influenced by the current popular art forms: expressionism and 

surrealism. During in Germany's cinema expressionism was predominant; surrealism 

was influencing the Spanish cinema especially by figures like Salvador Dali and Luis 

Buñuel. 

 

Buñuel was particularly '(…) interested in making a film that destroyed meaning inter-

spersed with occasional shock' (Dancyger, 2007: 27); such as his first film "Un Chien 

d'Andalou" (1929, FR) which represents '(…) a satirical set of shocks intended to speak 

to the audience's unconscious' (Dancyger, 2007: 32). 

 

Concerning editing, Buñuel '(…) reacted first against classical film narrative, the type of 

storytelling and editing represented by Griffith' (Dancyger, 2007: 32) and he believed 

that  

 
'The importance of the film is that it represents the height of asynchronism; 
it is based on visual disassociation rather than on the classic rules of conti-
nuity. Consequently the film broadens the filmmaker's opinions: to make 
sense, to move, to disturb, to rob of meaning, to undermine the security of 
knowing. Like Eisenstein, Buñuel particularly viewed the use of dialectic, 
editing and counterpoint in setting one image off the reaction to another, as 
a strong operating principle.' (Dancyger, 2007: 32) 

 
 

3.2 The Sound Film (1929 – today) 

 
'The early sound films have often been called 'filmed plays' or 'radio plays 
with pictures', as a result of the technological characteristics of early sound' 
(Dancyger, 2007: 39). 
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The invention of sound extended the work of the editing to a second dimension besides 

the picture. The so-called "talkies" were confronted with many technological limitations 

in the first place (which are very well demonstrated in the film "Singing in the Rain" 

(1952, USA)), which resulted, that the dynamic style of editing, developed during the 

silent era, got initially lost.  

 

By overcoming the technical problems the combination of picture and sound opened a 

new debate between the montage theoreticians of the silent period. Ernest Lindgren (in 

Reisz and Miller, 1968: 42) argued that  

 
'A silent film can show a dog barking; to add the sound of his bark is cer-
tainly a gain in realism, but it tells us nothing more than we knew before, it 
adds nothing to the expressive qualities of the image; it is merely a dog 
barking.' 

 

According to Dancyger (2007: 42) 

 
'Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Alexandrov were concerned that the combina-
tion of sound and image would give the single shot a credibility it previously 
did not have. They worried that the addition of sound would counter the use 
of the shot as a building block that gains meaning when edited with other 
shots. They therefore argued that sound should not be used to enhance 
naturalism, but rather that it be used in a nonsynchronized or asynchronous 
fashion. This contrapuntal use of sound would allow montage to continue to 
be used creatively.' 

 

Pudovkin argued that '(…) sound has far greater potential and that new layers of mean-

ing can be achieved through the use of asynchronous sound' (in Dancyger, 2007: 42). 

Furthermore he thought, that sound could enrich the pictures meaning. Others, such as 

Basil Wright and Alberto Cavalcanti argued that besides recording dialogue, '(…) 

sound effects, narration and music could create a new reality' (in Dancyger, 2007:42).  

 

Early films which already experimented with the creative use of sound were Alfred 

Hitchcock's "Blackmail" (1929, UK) and Fritz Lang's "M" (1931, GE). Both used mon-

tage sequences like in the silent era, combined with dialogue sequences.  

 

During Hitchcock used sound, like Pudovkin suggested, to enrich the pictures meaning; 

Lang used sound as a mean of continuity and as if sound '(…) were another visual 

element, editing it freely. Notable is how Lang used the design of sound to overcome 

space and time issues' (Dancyger, 2007: 47). 
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Rouben Mamoulian's film "Applause" (1929, USA) was another step towards the crea-

tive use of sound because Mamoulian was trying to create a full world of sound. He 

was well aware of the fact that proximity of the microphones to its object '(…) affects 

the audience's sense of closeness to the characters' (Dancyger, 2007: 51) which he 

used as a stylistic element to create a more real world on screen. (Dancyger, 2007: 51) 

 
'(…) two main changes that sound has brought with it: a greater economy 
is story-telling means, which has enabled a narrative of sound films to be-
come more and more complex; and a high standard of realistic presenta-
tion which has become the aim of the majority of film makers of the sound 
period' (Reisz and Miller, 1968: 44). 

 
 

3.2.1 Achievements by the Documentarians (1930s) 

 
During the fictional films were rated and controlled by its entertainment value, the 

documentarians had more freedom because the documentary had always been a 

mean to communicate ideas. 'Subsidized by government, these filmmakers blended 

artistic experimentation with political commitment and their innovation in the documen-

tary broadened the repertoire of editing choices for all filmmakers' (Dancyger, 2007: 

53). 

 

Documentarians pictured their ideas with film material of real people in their real world, 

which brought the danger to produce propaganda movies with it.  

 

For example in Flaherty's "Man of Aran" (1934, GB)  he tells the story of a family that 

lives on the Aran Island, and shows them hunting sharks which seem like man-eating 

sharks but in fact they are basking sharks and not dangerous to the human. Flaherty 

shows that family in a way they did not really live but he used the filmed material of real 

people in their real surrounding and the power of editing, to communicate an idea of 

the human struggling with nature's elements to survive. (Dancyger, 2007: 54 – 57) 

 

Another example is Basil Wright's "Night Mail" (1936, GB) which is about the mail ser-

vice delivering a mail by train from London to Glasgow. Although the focus lies on the 

importance of the job, the workers are presented as a harmonizing unit working to-

gether, but in fact these times were plagued by unemployment and it were tough times 

concerning politics and economy. So this presentation of the postal workers being a 

harmonized unity is not reflecting the reality but an idea which is presented as reality. 

(Dancyger, 2007: 57 – 58) 
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Nonetheless the documentarians used sound very effectively in form of narration, cre-

ating an atmosphere by means of music and sound effects, as well as making use of 

dialogues.  

 

Other documentarians improved the editing through focusing on the aesthetic of the 

picture to create a narrative, like Leni Riefenstahl's "Olympia Part One: Festival of the 

Nations" (1938, GE) and "Olympia Part Two: Festival of Beauty", a two-piece film 

documenting the Olympics in Berlin during the Nazi era. She did not use narration at 

all, but music and focused on the beauty of the human body as well as on the joy of the 

sportsmen doing their job. (Dancyger, 2007: 61 – 62)  

Riefenstahl experimented with a very visual editing style that was focused to transport 

a feeling rather than a story and so she mixed realistic documenting with abstract 

forms, which could be seen as the forerunner of the MTV-style of today.  

 

Frank Capra, also an important documentarian in early times, made excellent use of 

pace and rhythm, and animation as well, in his series of propaganda films "Why We 

Fight" (1943 – 1945, USA). He uses narration, music and an editing style based on 

Eisenstein's dialectic ideas. The pictures are contrasting and in a hasty rhythm to cre-

ate urgency. Image and sound are complementing each other. (Dancyger, 2007: 65 – 

67) 

 
'The interplay of image and sound by filmmakers such as Riefenstahl, 
Capra and Jennings has been remarkably effective and has greatly en-
hanced the filmmaker's repertoire of editing choices. These devices have 
found their way back into the fictional film, (…).' (Dancyger, 2007: 69) 

 
 

3.2.2 Diversion of Editing Styles (1940s) 

 
The sound brought many opportunities and because of the influence of different art 

forms at that time such as, for example, theatre, radio, musical and vaudeville, more 

genres developed and in each genre the editing was treated differently. 

 

The genre Slapstick, featuring icons like Charly Chaplin, Buster Keation or the Marx  

Brothers, was influenced by the current art form Vaudeville1 and the editing was bound 

to the main character and his/her actions. (Dancyger, 2007: 71 – 74) 

                                                
1 Vaudeville was a genre of variety entertainment predominantly on the stage in the USA and 
Canada between the 1880s till the 1930s. The acts were variable and included musicians (both 
classical and popular), dancers, comedians, trained animals, magicians, female and male im-
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The very popular genre Musical was a little bit more of a challenge concerning editing 

as the slapstick-comedies because the editor had to integrate the performance num-

bers into the storyline of the movie. Also the musical contained many different vaude-

ville aspects as for example, like in the slapstick, to focus on the persona of the charac-

ter, who had been the stars of the Hollywood star system. So the editor had to match 

the editing with the rhythm of the musical numbers as well as to highlight the star. 

(Dancyger, 2007: 74 - 75) 

 

As already at the beginnings of cinema, the theatre was influencing film quite strongly. 

Theatre pieces such as "The Little Foxes" (1941, USA) became converted into films. 

The editing was very much bound to the dialogues, on which laid the focus, and so 

editing was treated in more of a minimalist way than a dynamic way. (Dancyger, 2007: 

75 – 76) 

 

A very important influence was also the radio because it was a popular tool of enter-

tainment. "Citizen Kane" (1941, USA), for example, was very much influenced by it. 

The four narrator voices during the movie are a characteristic of radio stories at that 

time. The director Orson Welles was even a radio entertainer before he made "Citizen 

Kane". (Dancyger, 2007: 77 - 80) 

 

Besides the genre specific editing requirements also different directors influenced the 

editing such as David Lean, Robert Wise and Alfred Hitchcock. Hitchcock, for example, 

enriched the editing repertoire by experimenting with parallel action as a character in-

troduction, cutting on motion, using sound as a dramatic punctuation, cutaways, using 

the extreme long shot as a mean of suspense and the close up as well as the extreme 

close-up to increase intensity, dramatic time and pace, subjectivity and motion, chasing 

scenes and many more. (Dancyger, 2007: 97 – 109) 

 

During the basic grammar of film editing (flashbacks, dissolves, panning, tracking, 

close-ups, etc. ) had been already established in the silent era, the sound era brought 

minor changes like, for example, the determination of pace through the soundtrack, 

passages of times indicated by a dialogue, and inter-cutting shots replaced by sounds. 

Also devices of the silent era became outdated, like, for example, iris shots, masking, 

and quick momentary flashbacks because they disturbed the illusion of reality. Fur-

thermore, on the one hand the problem of planning and editing the story continuity 

                                                                                                                                          
personators, acrobats, one-act plays or scenes from plays, athletes, lecturing celebrities, min-
strels, and short movies.(Vaudeville, 2008) 
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changed because there was no need to show everything visually anymore, but on the 

other hand, the freedom of rearranging and experimenting with the material in the cut-

ting room had been reduced, because firstly the sound was synchronised and secondly 

less footage had been shot. (Reisz and Miller, 1968: 43 - 47) 

 
 

3.2.3 International Developments (1950s and early 1960s) 

 
Internationally seen the 1950s and early 1960s were a time where filmmakers chal-

lenged the popular Hollywood style.  

 

Akira Kurosawa, a Japanese director, challenged in his film "Rashomon" (1951, J) the 

Hollywood convention of telling a story just from one point of view. "Rashomon" is told 

from four points of view and each episode inherits a different editing style. (Dancyger, 

2007: 129 - 131) 

 

1959, Nouvelle Vague in France became popular. Filmmakers as Jean-Luc Godard, 

Francois Truffaut, André Bazin, or Alain Resnais were experimenting with discontinuity 

which reflects Godard's most distinctive invention concerning editing: the jump cut. 

Resnais experimented with discontinuity in terms of combining past and present within 

the characters, who are living in the present but consist of their memories of the past 

like in "Hiroshima Mon Amour" (1960, FR). (Dancyger, 2007: 131 - 139) 

 

The Italian filmmakers Frederico Fellini and Michelangelo Antonioni were influenced by 

Renais' thought of the past living in the character of the present, and developed the 

idea further in terms of mixing reality and fantasy, which Fellini's "8 ½" (1963, IT/FR) 

shows. "8 1/2" is concerning editing a discontinuous film that rather transports a feeling 

than a proper plot. (Dancyger, 2007: 139 – 148) 

 

Ingmar Bergman, a Swedish and one of the most influential filmmakers, approached 

cinema from the theatrical point of view. Bergman was fond of metaphors and non-

realism. He used for example surrealistic characters like Death, played by a person 

which speaks as other characters but has a different costume ("The Seventh Seal" 

(SE, 1957)). 'Bergman's willingness to use such theatrical devices made them as im-

portant for editing as the integration of the past was in films of Resnais and as impor-

tant as fantasy was in the work of Fellini' (Dancyger 2007: 153). 
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3.2.4 Cinema Verité (1960s) 

 
On the documentary sector the movement of Cinema Verité was evolving. Already in 

the 20s Dziga Vertov proclaimed, that the truth and power of the cinema lies in captur-

ing the reality. 

 

Through the invention of widescreen, filmmakers had to pay more attention to composi-

tion to support continuity '(…) and promoted the avoidance of editing through the use of 

the foreground-background relationship' (Dancyger, 2007: 121). 

Besides that also cameras became lighter which, as well as portable and magnetic 

sound recording instruments, eased the production. Also extensively lightning has not 

frequently been used. 

 

The Cinema Verité was influenced by Italian Neorealism because it was focused on 

making real stories about real people and not only communicating ideas in the way as 

Grierson, Capra and Riefenstahl handled it.  

 

Cinema verité films mostly worked without script and the crew filmed only, without ex-

ception, not staged scenes in the real world. The final form of the film has after shoot-

ing been found in the editing. These films made no use of both, music and artificial 

sound. Continuity as well as emphasis evolved from the raw material by, for example, 

carrying the original sound of one shot to the other which made the soundtrack even 

more important than in the fictional film. (Dancyger, 2007: 121 – 122) Also the use of 

interviews was not really common (Cunningham, 2005: 250). 

 

Cinema verité filmmakers also used sound recording mistakes as well as intentional 

camera which created a very intimate atmosphere and let the audience take part in the 

filmmaking process (Dancyger 2007: 121 – 122). 

 
 

3.2.5 News, Docudramas, Music Films (1960s) 

 
'By presenting live drama, weekly series, variety shows, news, and sports, 
television revolutionized viewing patterns, subject matter, the talent pool 
and, eventually how films were edited' (Dancyger, 2007: 148). 

 

Television influenced the editing style by transporting a feeling of immediacy, which 

had not appeared in such form and extent in films before. The news programs and 
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commercials in TV presented particularly a sense of immediacy through their pace. 

Their techniques were a combination of cinema verité, jump cutting and on or off-air 

narrators.  

 

Dancyger states (2007: 148) that 'If a film looked like the nightly news, it was important, 

it was real, it was immediate' and so the genre docudrama evolved. Docudramas like 

"The Manchurian Candidate" (1962, USA) and "Seven Days in May" (1964, USA) 

started to influence film history. The approach of docudramas was to present a fictional 

story but to indicate truth and reality by using a combination of characteristics of the 

cinema verité and television style. (Dancyger, 2007: 148) 

 

Further the influence of TV can be also seen in Richard Lester's work, the father of 

music videos. His Beatles-films like "A Hard Day's Night" (1964, UK) and "Help!" (1965, 

UK) are presenting means of cinema verité and an '(…) absurdist attitude toward narra-

tive meaning' (Dancyger, 2007: 148 – 149). Lester was experimenting with cutting from 

wide-focus images to extreme close-ups, a variety of camera angles mixed with hand-

held shots, absurd cutaways, speeded-up motion and jump cuts, but differently to the 

approach of docudramas, he did not want the audience to believe, that what they are 

watching is the reality. For Lester the energy was more important than the realism, so 

pace and movement were his key elements. (Dancyger, 2007: 149 – 152) 

 
'Lester's success in using a variety of camera angles, images, cutaways 
and pace has meant that audiences are willing to accept a series of diverse 
images unified only by a sound track. The accelerated pace suggests that 
audiences are able to follow great diversity and find meaning faster. The 
success of Lester's films suggests, in fact, that faster pace is desirable.' 
(Dancyger, 2007: 151) 

 
 
 
 

3.2.6 Independent Filmmakers and MTV (1970s – today) 

 
The influence of TV and European film makers inventing their own rules widened the 

talent pool incredibly and film became more international. So, the 70s, 80s and 90s 

brought up many independent filmmakers and each of them had his/her own approach 

of mixing sound and image, influenced by European and American film.  

 

Important figures like Wim Wenders, Werner Herzog, Martin Scorsese, Stanley Kubrik, 

Robert Altman, Sam Peckinpah, Brian De Palma, Spike Lee, Alexander Kluge, David 
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Lynch, Errol Morris, Jean-Jacques Beineix, Joel Coen, Oliver Stone, Michael Haneke 

and many more started then to experiment with sound and picture to create their own 

style and their own type of storytelling.  

 

To refer to each artist's achievements would go beyond the scope of this thesis and 

surely of this chapter, but the importance of that time was, that young newbie filmmak-

ers outside the Hollywood system appeared and started to do their own thing which 

broadened the spectrum of editing choices concerning pace and rhythm, story continu-

ity and continuity editing, visual storytelling and style, and aesthetics. (Dancyger, 2007: 

159 – 183) 

 

Additionally the introduction of music videos started to change the film style in a certain 

way. Already before the 80s, bands like ABBA or David Bowie used promo films to 

promote their songs, but the important change had been made by the band Queen, 

1975, with their promo film of the song "Bohemian Rhapsody" shot on video, which had 

been shown at the British music television show "Tops of the Pops". The fact that video 

had been used instead of film, led in a new era, because video and its editing tools 

were much easier to use and it inhabited effects like chroma-key (which will be ex-

plained in chapter 6), which broad up another level within the editing craft besides, pic-

ture and sound: the special effects. Furthermore video was much cheaper and quicker 

to handle as film. 1981 the 24h TV-Station "MTV" was launching and a new era for 

music promotion and film editing started. (Music Video, 2008) 

 

Many theoreticians refer to that new style as the MTV-Influence. What they mean is 

that this 2 – 4 min-videos '(…) have captured a young audience, looking for quick, 

evocative visual stimuli presented as a background for the aural presentation of a sin-

gle song or series of songs' (Dancyger, 2008: 184). 

 

Music videos can be seen as a mix between experimental film making and television 

commercials. Trademarks are: avoiding a linear narrative, not focusing on plot but on 

the character, and communicating a feeling, mood, place or character. Most music vid-

eos are presenting a main character and sometimes also a story, but continuity and 

plot are not the essence of those videos as well as time and place. The MTV-editing 

style is a very visual style one without dependence on time and space which makes the 

film and video makers freer to create their own world.  
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The MTV-Style is not very popular in feature films but significant in terms of directors 

that practise it like Tony Scott ("Top Gun" (1986, USA)), Ben Stiller ("Reality Bites" 

(1994, USA)), Luc Besson ("La Femme Nikitia" (1990, FR/IT)), Ridley Scott ("Thelma & 

Louise" (1991, USA)), Adrian Lyne ("Flashdance" (1983, USA)) and Oliver Stone. One 

of the most important films reflecting the MTV-style is Oliver Stone's "Natural Born Kill-

ers" (1994, USA). (Dancyger, 2008: 187) 

 

The key influence of MTV on the cinematic style is the relation of narrative and atmos-

phere to sound and picture. The focus lies on impressive pictures and a very intense 

sound design to create a definite state of feeling as well as a self-reflexive dream state. 

Story and atmosphere are also important but not as much as the picture and over all 

the sound design. 

 
'When plot is less important, incident, or scene, takes on a different mean-
ing, and character becomes everything. When the logic of plot progression 
is less pressing, set-pieces can stand more readily. Mood, alternating shifts 
of mood, fantasy, play, nightmare, all can be juxtaposed more readily be-
cause their contribution to the plot progression is unnecessary.' (Dancyger, 
2007: 188) 

 

These films are addressed to a young audience used to music videos, which enjoys 

watching them because of distinct sensation or feeling and not because of narrative 

complexity. The world created by films made in the MTV-style does not make the audi-

ence question it, but rather accepting it because 'In the fragmented narrative of the 

MTV-style film, the character is a hero in a fragmented world, a hero who can recite 

poetry and kill in the same breath, a hero who can't be held accountable It's his world 

that has made him so' (Dancyger, 2007: 188). 

 

Concerning mechanical editing choices the MTV-style makes use of far more close-ups 

than long shots as well as jump cuts are frequently used. Also foreground gets empha-

sised over background and the pace plays a central role because it becomes '(…) a 

source of energy and juxtapositions that suggest anarchy and inventiveness' (Dancy-

ger, 2007: 185). Also the colour-design is very important and used to create this state 

of feeling or dream state, like for example in "Natural Born Killers", "Crouching Tiger, 

Hidden Dragon" (2000, CN) or "In The Mood For Love" (2000, HK/FR). Furthermore 

time manipulating means like slow motion, in for example, "House of Flying Daggers" 

(2004, CN/HK), are used to create the film's own time and to offer the audience a 

stronger and deeper experience of the moment.  
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The MTV-style is stimulating the audience less on an intellectual level, in terms of 

complex storytelling, but presents a world full of sensual stimuli which makes the film to 

a different experience. 
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4 What is the Function of Editing? 

 
As chapter 3 shows, the possibility of editing has shaped and developed film form 

throughout history and therefore it is important, also in terms of finding the difference 

between editing a documentary film and a drama film, to specify the function of editing. 

The question about the function of editing kept many theoreticians busy especially as 

the editing, or in theoretical terms montage, has been seen as the films very own and 

unique characteristic, which distinguished the film from other art forms such as for in-

stance the very similar stage drama. 

 

Griffith for example had the opinion that montage should function invisible to create a 

seamless dream or vision for the spectator and based on that its most important pur-

pose should be the maintenance of continuity.  

Similar to Griffith, Pudovkin saw montage as a method of controlling the psychological 

guidance of the audience with the purpose of supporting the narrative and not disturb-

ing it.  

Eisenstein on the contrary said that montage was the essential tool of each film, the 

creative nerve, serving the function of confronting and challenging the spectator. He 

claimed that the target of the montage should be to create a new reality of ideas and 

not to support the narrative as being reality.  

Opposing to that, Bazin referred to montage as a tool of expressionism and as Kra-

cauer or Tarkowski, Bazin saw in montage a dangerous tool of manipulation that gives 

pictures a sense they do not really inherit and which furthermore destroys the photo-

graphic nature of the film. Based on that, montage should support the physical reality 

and photographic nature of the film which Bazin considered as the films true poetry.  

Godard argued that montage was functioning as a system of organisation, working on 

the basis of time, while for example the Mise-en-Scène was a system of organisation, 

functioning on the basis of space.  

Bordwell and Thomson declared that the function of montage is to build relationships 

between one shot and another, which offers the filmmaker four areas of choice and 

control: time, space, graphic and rhythm. (Monaco, 2000: 164, 177, 180 – 181, 428 – 

431; Beller, 1993a 12 - 22; Bordwell and Thomson, 2008: 219 - 220) 

 

As these different opinions about the function of montage have been very often a prod-

uct of current art forms or ideologies and individual philosophical interpretations in 

terms of the editing's artistic and intellectual values in the overall filmmaking process, 
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which are nonetheless holding truth, the following exploration will establish the defini-

tion of the editing's function not by discussing these different opinions, but by exploring 

the editing's function on a very basic level limited to the human perception and cogni-

tive abilities. 

 

Since editing is part of the overall filmmaking process, the function of film based on the 

human perception and cognitive abilities must be defined. According to this Monaco 

(2004: 61) suggests as follows: 

 
'Film, Disks und Bänder sind Medien, dass heißt Agenturen oder Kanäle 
der Kommunikation. (…) Der Film ist überdies ein wichtiges wissenschaftli-
ches Hilfsmittel, das neue Wissensgebiete erschlossen hat. Er stellt auch 
das erste wichtige allgemeine Kommunikationsmittel seit der Erfindung der 
Schrift dar. (…) Als Medium ist der Film ein der Sprache sehr ähnliches 
Phänomen. Er hat keine kodifizierte Grammatik, kein aufgelistetes Vokabu-
lar, er hat nicht einmal besondere Gebrauchsregeln; insofern ist er also 
kein Sprachsystem wie geschriebenes oder gesprochenes Deutsch. Er übt 
dennoch viele der Kommunikations-Funktionen der Sprache aus.'1 
. 

What Monaco says is that film in general has taken over a very similar function to our 

language, a function of communication, even though film does not inherit the parame-

ters of our language such as a codified grammar or listed vocabulary.  

 

This means that by exploring how the communication of film works in terms of the hu-

man perception and cognitive abilities by means of its communicational potential, we 

can identify the role of editing within the full communicational potential of the film, and 

building on that, specify the function of editing in the overall film making process.  

 
 

4.1 The Editing's Role within the Manipulative Forc e: Film 
 

One of the film's strongest attributes is its strong manipulative power which propa-

ganda movies all around the world constantly demonstrate.  

Manipulating has synonyms such as directing, influencing, or controlling and no other 

media is capable to direct, influence and control our mind as sufficiently as film.  

                                                
1 f.t.: Film, discs and tapes are media, which means agencies or channels of communication. 
(…) Film is also an important scientific aid, which has caused new knowledge. It is also the first 
important general mean of communication since the invention of the writing. (…) As being a 
media, the film is a very similar phenomenon as the language. It has no coded grammar, no 
listed vocabulary and not even special rules of using; therefore it is not a language system as 
written or spoken German. But still it practises many of the communicational functions of the 
language. (JBH) 
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In the following investigation this very distinctive characteristic of film will serve as point 

of origin to find out how film communication works and how much of the filmic under-

standing is due to the editing.  

 

Firstly we will start in 4.1.1 to look at parallels between a filmic presentation and the 

natural human perception of his/her surrounding in reality, with focus on the editing and 

based on the approach that editing controls and manipulates the information flow and 

by doing so a film takes-over the free will of the audience. 

 

Secondly we will explore in 4.1.2 the similarities between our way of thinking and a 

filmic presentation based on the approach that prose narrators, who already used the 

tool of montage before the existence of the medium film, give the reader the freedom to 

imagine what he/she wants, whereas the filmmaker already presents the spectator an 

imagination, which is controlling and manipulating the spectators mind. 

 

Thirdly we will explore in 4.1.3 the human interpretation and its emotional connections 

based on the approach that the interpretation is one of the main reasons why film is 

understood and by controlling the information basis, interpretations can be created and 

emotions evoked. 

 
 

4.1.1 Editing and the Human Reception of Information 

 
'(…)Vielmehr nehmen wir die visuelle Realität von dem Moment an, an 
dem wir morgens aufwachen bis zu dem Augenblick, an dem wir abends 
die Augen schließen, als ununterbrochenen Strom miteinander verknüpften 
Bilder wahr. Es ist eine Tatsache, dass seit Millionen von Jahren- Zehn-, 
Hundertmillionen von Jahren – alle Lebensformen auf der Erde die Welt auf 
diese Weise erfahren haben. Dann plötzlich zu Beginn des 20. Jahrhun-
derts, wurden die Menschen mit etwas anderem konfrontiert – dem ge-
schnittenen Film. Unter diesen Umständen wäre es ganz und gar nicht ü-
berraschend gewesen, wenn sich herausgestellt hätte, dass unser Gehirn 
durch Evolution und Erfahrung so "verdrahtet" ist, dass es sich dem Film-
schnitt widersetzt.' (Murch, 2004: 19)1 

 

                                                
1 f.t.: We rather perceive the visual reality from the moment we awake until the moment we 
close our eyes at night as a never-ending continuous stream of connected pictures. It is a fact, 
that since millions of years – ten, hundred millions of years – all living creatures on earth per-
ceive the world in this manner. Then suddenly at the beginning of the 20th century, the human is 
confronted with the edited film. Under these circumstances it would not have been surprising if it 
would have turned out that our brain, through the evolution and its experiences, could not have 
dealt with film editing. (JBH) 
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Before referring to Walter Murch's statement, which builds the frame of this point, it 

must be shortly outlined how the human generally perceives information from the out-

side and how he/she perceives information of a film. 

 

The human, or better the human brain, perceives from the moment he/she is born until 

the moment he/she dies continuously information in various forms from various sources 

in his/her surrounding. To receive this information a full conditioned human has five 

major senses (information recipient systems): the sense of seeing, the sense of hear-

ing, the sense of feeling, the sense of smelling and the sense of tasting. 

 

In general the most important information recipient systems, which we use to orientate 

ourselves in our surrounding and with other individuals, are the information recipient 

systems of seeing and hearing. Also the general language we use to communicate 

operates on those two levels. We hear language (talking) and we see language (writ-

ten). Besides that there is also body language, which we can see, but also the way 

somebody uses his/her voice to say something gives us information besides the used 

language itself, which could be also considered as body language but on the auditory 

level. 

 

According to Christian Metz the film transmits its information on five channels: (1) the 

visual picture; (2) writings and other graphical means; (3) dialogue; (4) music; (5) 

sound effects or noises (in Monaco, 2000: 215). So the information the editing is han-

dling is of visual (1, 2, 3) and auditory (3, 4, 5) nature, which can be perceived by the 

audience through their information recipient systems of seeing and hearing. Of course 

there are also means like using sub-bass which the audience can't hear but feel in form 

of vibration and so addresses the information recipient system of feeling, as well as 

there are the seat-shaking cinemas. But in general it can be said that the film gets per-

ceived through the senses of seeing and hearing. 

 

Coming back to the statement of Murch, where he says that it would not have been 

surprising if the editing would not have worked out because we receive our surrounding 

as a never-ending stream of pictures and furthermore, that editing is '(…) ein Blickfeld 

augenblicklich und vollständig durch ein anderes zu ersetzen, wobei Ersetzen 

manchmal auch Sprünge vor und zurück in der Zeit und Raum bedeuten kann' (Murch, 

2004: 19)1, it is to say, that the opposite is the case. 

                                                
1 f.t.: (…) replacing one field of vision immediately and completely by another, which sometimes 
also means to make jumps back and forth in space and time. (JBH) 
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Film is actually very closely simulating the human's visual perception as, first of all, a 

film is a continuous stream of pictures. Even if there are black frames we perceive it as 

a black picture, like we perceive a closed room without light as a black picture. 

 

Secondly, the replacement of one field of vision by another is actually something very 

natural and the essence of our everyday, general visual perception because as Dr. 

Prof. Singer1 (2006, GE), a brain researcher, explains, 'Within the action of seeing, we 

are sampling about every 200 milliseconds, which is 4 times per second, our surround-

ing. The decision what we are sampling is the individual's decision itself.'  

 

So we are choosing four times per second what we want to see, which means, that 

there is the possibility of choosing four times per second another field of vision which 

then replaces the old field of vision.  

 

Additionally our receiving organs, which are responsible for the visual focus, are con-

centrated only within the fovea of the retina, which means that we have to look directly 

at an object to see it focused (Monaco, 2000: 156). Thus the way we perceive our eve-

ryday world is a continuous row of shots, similar to the filmic experience. 

 

For example, if you observe yourself while watching a theatre play you can realise how 

you are automatically making your own editing. You are sitting continuously at the 

same spot within the theatre where the action is presented in form of a master shot2. 

But instead of watching all the time the master shot, you will specifically look at actors, 

their faces, their eyes, their mouths, their shoes, their haircuts, items of the scenogra-

phy and so on, which means that you are continuously cutting the presented action into 

different shots and replacing one field of vision by another.    

 
Opposing to that, some theoreticians claim that camera pans or tracking shots are 

more similar to our visual perception but in fact we rarely pan in terms of a camera pan 

or tracking shot when we shift our attention from one object to another, as we are 

hardly ever interested into the space in between the two objects we want to look at 

(Monaco, 2000: 177). The impression of both, camera pan and tracking shot, as being 

more naturally derives from the possibility of the spectator to choose by himself/herself 

what to look at during the pan or tracking shot is going on. 

                                                
1 Singer has been interviewed in the documentary "Cuts in Time and Space" (2006, GE) by 
Gabriele Voss. 
2 A master shot is a wide shot, that shows the full action at ones. It is often used in cinema to 
introduce a situation or scene. 
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But camera pans or tracking shots can be seen as an imitation of the human head or 

body movement, because as Singer1 states (2006, GE), '(…) if a human wants to sam-

ple a bigger area, he has to move his head and not just his eyes. Normally, he does 

both. First he turns his eyes and then his head to be in the zero-position again.'  

 

According to that, it is to say that what Murch considers as an unnatural way of perceiv-

ing something visually, is actually something very natural and probably one of the rea-

sons why edited film immediately had been understood. 

 

Another of Murch's reasons why the editing could not have worked out is that through 

replacement of one field of vision by another a movie brings jumps in time and space 

with it, which, also according to Singer2 (2006, GE), does not happen in our daily life: 

 
'(…) the normally continuing world gets cut in pieces by the editor and the 
unity of time and space, the human is used to, does not exist anymore. If I 
would leave this room and walk along the hall, I know how far I have to go 
till I'm out of the institute. If you would watch a movie, you would see me or 
a person walking through the door of this room and in the next moment, 
hard cut, you would see me or this person walking out of the entrance door 
of the institute. This would never happen in our daily life (…).' 

 

The understanding of discontinuity in time and space of a movie has various reasons. 

Firstly, there is a difference of being active and being observing and the audience of a 

movie is observing the actions on screen and not actively on the screen jumping 

through all this spaces and times. 

 

Imagine that you are sitting in a park in front of a building with a glass cover. You ob-

serve a person in the third floor opening the office door and walking to the elevator. 

The elevator doors open, the person steps into the cabin, the doors close. Cut. You 

observe the boy beside you driving with his bike. Cut. You observe an old lady crossing 

the street. Cut. You look at your watch. It's already three. Cut. You look at the floor in 

front of you. Cut. You look at your shoes. They are dirty. Cut. You look at the opening 

entrance door of the building and the person of the third floor, who has been taking the 

elevator, walks out the door.  

 

This could have been a normal movie scene and a real life scene. You may not re-

member all the looks you made, but it also does not make you wonder at all, why that 

                                                
1 Singer has been interviewed in the documentary "Cuts in Time and Space" (2006, GE) by 
Gabriele Voss. 
2 see1 
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person of the third floor taking the elevator, suddenly walks out of the front door, be-

cause your brain is interpreting and combining, to which we will come later on, BUT 

also because your own continuity of time and space, by being an observer, is still 

given. You are still in the same place in the park with your own continuity of space and 

time. 

 

So when Singer says that in a movie the continuous world of time and space gets cut 

into pieces, it is to say, that that is true in terms of the movie itself, but not in terms of 

the spectator or audience, because the spectator is still well aware of being in the cin-

ema or watching the movie. He/She is aware of his/her own spatial condition and 

his/her temporary condition. That means that the individual continuity of time and space 

in the spectator's mind and perception is still given, even the continuous world of time 

and space within the movie is mixed up. (Other explanations concerning the under-

standing of jumps in time and space will be explored in points 4.1.2 and 4.2.) 

 

Another important part of a film and the human general perception of the world, which 

has not been considered in the statements of Murch or Singer, is the information on the 

auditory level because that is what the human really perceives as never-ending con-

tinuous information. The human can not decide, like in his/her visual perception, what 

he/she wants to hear and what not, because for the human sound is omnipresent. We 

can not just close our ears like our eyes because even if we press our hands against 

the ears we are still hearing something. If you turn your head from one side to the other 

you cannot see what is on the other side anymore, but you can still hear the same or 

similar noises as before. 

 

Of course the human can, to some extent, focus on (a) special sound(s) within the 

given soundscape1, but he/she can not refuse to hear, like he/she can refuse to see. 

This omnipresence of sound is one of its most attractive qualities for the film because 

sound creates the establishment of space and time. Every space inherits its very own 

space atmosphere which depends on the oscillation of the room. (Monaco, 2004: 215) 

Just think for example about how your voice sounds in a church, in the bathroom or 

kitchen. Furthermore sound also creates a sense of time because it gives us a sense of 

now (Monaco, 2004: 215). 

 

                                                
1 Soundscape means basically sound design. The reference to the word landscape is a meta-
phor, which basically means to create a full 'landscape' of sound.  



  WHAT IS THE FUNCTION OF EDITING? 

   34 

A film without sound or music at all seems for the spectator to be further away like it 

would actually not exist in the moment the spectator exists because while watching the 

spectator perceives the noises of his/her actual real surrounding (cinema, living room, 

screening theatre, etc.), but not the noises of what he actually sees in the movie. And 

as this being in opposition, the spectator can't sense the film as being real and happen-

ing at the very moment. 

If you add sound to a picture it gets alive and more true to life because the human is 

used to be surrounded by sound all the time and because of that sound is a very impor-

tant aspect of his/her perception of the world and an important tool to create a more 

realistic filmic experience. 

 

Additionally, sound and music also inherit the ability of creating emotion. Just think 

about what kind of music is used to support a love scene and what kind of music is 

used to supports a fighting scene.  

Furthermore, our everyday life is as well accompanied by music like, for example, in 

bars, shops, the radio at work, radio in the car, portable music devices, street musi-

cians and so on, which means that having music around us has become part of our 

every-day-lives as well and therefore mirrors reality. 

 

Setting up on all that, it is to say that one part of our filmic understanding is due to the 

similarity between the filmic presentation of information and our normal, every-day-life-

perception of our surrounding. Film distributes on the one hand information on a visual 

and auditory level and on the other hand it is simulating through editing our natural ob-

serving visual perception (seeing in form of shots) as well as our auditory perception 

(omnipresence of sound) which is comparable with the simulation of an actual experi-

ence for the spectator. 

 

By doing so the editing is choosing what the spectator sees and hears, when and for 

how long, which is on the one hand manipulating or guiding the spectator through the 

matter in the way the filmmaker wants it but on the other hand it also takes the specta-

tor's freewill to decide on his/her own at what he/she wants to look at, which is, for ex-

ample, given by observing a piece of theatre. So the editing is taking on the responsi-

bility of being the spectators will and mind while the film as a whole is simulating a "re-

alistic" observing experience for the spectator. 
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4.1.2 Editing and the Way We Think 

 
'Der für mich perfekte Film wirkt so, als ob er hinter Ihren Augen abläuft 
und vor Ihren Augen selbst projiziert wird, so dass Sie das sehen, was Sie 
zu sehen wünschen. Filme sind wie Gedanken. Von allen Kunstformen 
kommt der Film dem Denkprozess am nächsten.' (John Huston in Murch, 
2004: 59)1 

 

This statement of John Huston contains an interesting point of view about the film be-

ing of all art forms most similar to our process of thinking, which could be also a part 

explanation of why we understand edited film as well as an important factor for the ma-

nipulative force of the film. But to explore this idea we have firstly to define how we 

think in order to make the comparison between our process of thinking and a filmic 

presentation. 

 

First of all Prof. Dr. Sanmartín Esplugues, Doctor of Philosophy of Science, stated in an 

interview of the 19th August 2008 as follows: 

 
'We are not seeing or hearing with our eyes or ears, we are seeing with the 
visual and auditory cortex of our brain. When people are blind it has mostly 
nothing to do with their eyes, but with their visual cortex, that lays in the 
back of the cortex in our left and right hemisphere. The information we per-
ceive through the organ "eyes" and organ "ears", as well as from all other 
organs, goes directly to the part of the brain called thalamus, which is part 
of the limbic system inside the two hemispheres. The thalamus is like our 
central unit, to which all the sensory inputs from outside arrive first. The 
thalamus is distributing these inputs or information to the different parts of 
the brain where they get transformed and interpreted.'   

 

This statement explains that we experience things as being outside of us although they 

are generated inside of us, in our brain. So, for example, when we see something it 

means that our brain transforms the information it receives through our eyes into some-

thing we associate or describe with the language term image and the experience of this 

continuous process we associate or describe with the language term to see. 

 
Every human is born with the same premises and expectation and is using 
this knowledge to divide the world into objects. On the retina is just a two 
dimensional luminance arrangement from which the brain analyses what is 
an object and what not, what's in the background and what not, and that's 
inborn. We know already when we are born, how an object has to be, im-

                                                
1 f.t.: 'For me, the perfect film seems like it would happen behind my eyes and projected in front 
of my eyes, which means, that you see, what you want to see. Films are like thoughts. From all 
art forms, film is the most similar to our process of thinking. JBH) 
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plied, symmetric, a good shape and we know that when it is moving, it is 
moving coherent.' (Singer1, 2006, GE) 

 

This statement of Singer explains that when we are born our brain is already filled with 

basic information about how it has to transform information and how it has to under-

stand information. 

 

Another very important aspect of perceiving information is consciousness because by 

not being conscious we are not able to actively experience. Everybody experienced in 

his/her life the phenomenon of walking home from school lost in his/her thoughts and 

suddenly standing in front of the house door not remembering one single thing of the 

way home. Sometimes we meet people afterwards who complain that we have not 

been greeting them when we had passed them on the way and we do not even re-

member that we have even passed them.  

 

The reason for that is that we were not consciously experiencing our surrounding be-

cause we were focused in our thoughts. This happens to us especially if we are exer-

cising actions we do quite often, which are either monotonous or boring. That finally 

leads us to the point where we switch to auto control and by doing so it means that we 

switch from our perception of the outside world to our inside world, our thoughts. Our 

interests and needs are leading us. If something is not interesting we switch to some-

thing that is more interesting than what we are just experiencing. 

 

And being conscious about something also helps to memorize it and according to  

Sanmartín Esplugues2 (2008: ES) 'Our brain also memorize things we are not con-

sciously experiencing and till today we are not able to explain the mechanisms that 

lead to the brains decision to memorize something or not.' But in fact the memorization 

is especially important to learn and to develop because our brain continuously draws 

connections between received and memorized information (like the idea development 

system of mind-mapping, for example, visually shows) in order to make conclusions. 

Without the memorization we can not conclude (learn) from experiences. 

 

As babies, for example, we are not able to see in the first months of our existence and 

of course we are not able to understand or communicate through a language. Thus we 

                                                
1 Singer has been interviewed in the documentary "Cuts in Time and Space" (2006, GE) by 
Gabriele Voss. 
2 Mr Sanmartín Esplugues has been interviewed by the author of this thesis on 19th August 
2008. 



  WHAT IS THE FUNCTION OF EDITING? 

   37 

mainly receive our information through the senses of hearing, tasting, feeling and 

smelling. So the first thing our brain associates with our mum is the repeating informa-

tion it gets through our nose (her smell), the information it gets through our skin (the 

feeling of her skin) and the information it gets through our ears (her voice). Without 

memorizing the information of her smell, feeling and voice we are not able to learn that 

this special smell, feeling and voice belongs to her. When we then start to see our mind 

concludes or learns, based on the conclusion the brain drew before of her smell, the 

touch of her skin and her voice, that the repeatedly experience of seeing the same im-

age at the same time when we smell, feel or hear her, is the visual image of her and we 

associate that image with her. And later when we start to understand language, our 

brain draws the conclusion that the term mum refers to her and our brain associates 

the term mum with her. And furthermore our experiences lead us to associate emotions 

with particular information. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

So our brain is structuring our experiences into patterns, which means that our brain 

works with '(…) associated concepts activated and reactivated from long-term memory, 

that mesh with the current perceptual situation' (Oakley, n.d.: 3). 

 

Thus, the more information we get and memorize the more connections our brain is 

able to make and the more complex are these patterns. Einstein would not have been 

able to create the theory of relativity at the age of three because at that age he simply 

had not gathered enough information to create such a complex theory. But in general, 

two of the most decisive elements for drawing connections between information are on 

the one hand, the conditions and the already inherited information of our brain when we 

are born of course and on the other hand our ability to memorize information. 

Figure 1: Visualization of Brain Connections (e.g. mum) 

language term: 
MUM 

Image 

Smell 

Sound 

Feeling 

Emotion 
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In our normal life as well as when we are watching a movie, we activate and reactivate 

this memory which functions like a network, containing relevant and irrelevant informa-

tion and what we are thinking are patterns that stabilize by '(…) activating those ele-

ments that fit together and deactivating those that do not. Through this process we be-

gin to construct "orderly" mental representations.' (Oakley, n.d.: 3) 

 

Concluding from that, we can say that our thoughts are conscious mental constructs 

we build through connections between new and/or memorized information navigated by 

our individual needs and interests.  

 

Coming back to the idea of John Huston that film is from all art forms the most similar 

to our process of thinking, it is to say, that film inherits attributes that match with our 

process of thinking and therefore partly explain the filmic understanding: 

 

Firstly, most of the information we receive from outside and which arrives to the thala-

mus comes through our eyes and ears, which means a big part of the transformed in-

formation in our brain consists in form of pictures and sounds. So when we are thinking 

we are very often making connections between this in form of pictures and sound 

saved information, which means that we are very often thinking visually and auditory. 

Even when we perceive our thoughts in form of our language we see at the same time 

associated pictures in our mind. Just try now to think about your grandmother, physics, 

mathematics, your first love, your favourite song, music, biology or whatever and you 

will see that already by only reading those words, pictures or sounds pop up in your 

mind. If you will try to add up one thousand three hundred and forty two plus six hun-

dred eighty nine, for example, you will probably see pictures of the numbers 1342 + 

689 in your head. Because what your brain associates with the words one thousand 

three hundred and forty two plus six hundred eighty nine are pictures and in order to 

make the calculation we are imagining the information visually. 

 

Secondly, our thoughts are a construct of different information that we link together, 

without continuity of time and space. If you think about the funniest experience you 

ever had, different, not in time and space connected, experiences will pop up in your 

head. Or if you think about your grandmother, your brain activates different memories 

of different times and spaces, information you may have required from other people 

about her, thoughts you have about her, experiences you had with her and so on. All 

this information pops up in your mind, linked through one theme, which is very similar 

to the editing which connects different information from different spaces and times. 
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Thirdly, the editing of a film is connecting visual and auditory information on a time 

based level one after the other, which is similar to our thoughts because we cannot 

have two conscious thoughts at the same time. The conscious links between our 

thoughts are happening after each other like the shots are edited after each other. Of 

course there are transition means like a dissolve but two overlaying pictures result one 

picture. 

 

Fourthly, thoughts are always unfolding and developing like a film. We often think about 

one thing at the beginning which finally leads to another thought and another thought 

until we come to a conclusion or not. For example, you are firstly only reminding your-

self to not forget to pick up your brother. This thought provokes other thoughts and fi-

nally you end up calling your father and telling him that you are not his slave and he 

should pick up his son by himself. Or another quite often occurring example are con-

versations where the inputs of different people are provoking thoughts. First you start 

with an innocent topic like what you want to eat for dinner and finally you end up dis-

cussing about God and the world, proverbially spoken. Films also very often start with 

simple actions or innocent topics that evolve and develop until they finally arrive to a 

conclusion or an open end.  

 

So if we take on the point of film being similar to our way of thinking, editing can be 

compared to our brain's activity, because it is connecting visual und auditory informa-

tion on a time based level to an unfolding and developing construct, the narrative1. 

Based on that it can be also said that film is simulating an imagination for the audience 

that is not created by them but by the filmmaker whose imagination has been turned 

outside on a screen and replaces the imagination of the spectator. This act of replace-

ment has a highly manipulative character because the spectator does not need to think 

in order to understand and so just needs to absorb what is happening in front of him. 

 
 
 

4.1.3 Editing - An Emotional Guide 

 
'If you think about John Cage, who confronts you with random rows, and 
yet you make sense of them, because the brain is built to attempt at any 
price, to accommodate objects, coherence, continuity, narratives. It's con-

                                                
1 'A narrative consists of a set of events (…) recounted in a process of narration (or discourse), 
in which the events are selected and arranged in a particular order (…).' (Literary Dictionary, 
n.d.) 
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stantly busy, with making order out of chaos. Of course, there is also a risk 
of overtaxing the recipient.' (Singer1, 1996, GE)  

 

What Singer says is that our brain is constantly creating coherence which can be 

equally seen with the, in 4.1.2 explored, making connection between different relevant 

information, but during the focus in 4.1.2 lay on the similarity of film or editing to our 

process of thinking, this point deals with the spectators own interpretations of what 

he/she sees and how this can be used to create emotions. 

 
'Film spectatorship – or at least the most interesting aspects of it – is a 
conscious activity (Currie, 1999): making sense of film is significantly the 
same as making sense of the real world (Aderson 1996); the spectator 
uses perceptual and conceptual systems developed for interacting with a 
three-dimensional world to interact with and make sense of a two dimen-
sional world; (...).' (Oakley, n.d.: 1) 

 

Creating or finding coherence can be also verbalized with terms such as interpreting, 

understanding, making sense or explaining because all this terms deal with finding 

connections or a sense between different information. So what Oakley says is that we 

also interpret the filmic two-dimensional world in the same way as we interpret the real 

three-dimensional world. 

 

For example, if you see your little brother sitting in the living room with a milksop and 

you go to the kitchen and you see the open milk bottle left outside the fridge you will 

interpret, explain, understand or find coherence between the facts of your brother hav-

ing a milksop and the open milk bottle outside of the fridge and your past experiences 

with that kind of behaviour. Actually, you cannot know if it was him because you have 

not been present at that time. It could have also been your mother but drawing from 

your experience with your mother and your knowledge about her character as well as 

the experiences with your brother and your knowledge about his character you will find 

coherence based on that and the momentary relevant information.  

 

If you would see this scene in a filmic two-dimensional way, which could be resolved by 

cutting from a shot of the brother with a milksop to a shot of the open milk bottle beside 

the fridge, you would possible interpret the same thing because you know that the 

shots are connected like this because of a reason. The spectator of a movie has the 

knowledge, or at least thinks, that nothing in a film is coincidence, which is a very im-

                                                
1 Singer has been interviewed in the documentary "Cuts in Time and Space" (2006, GE) by 
Gabriele Voss. 
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portant aspect for the perception and interpretation of a film because the spectator will 

try to give attention to every detail in a film (as long as the film interests him/her). 

 

According to Thagard (2000: 16), 'The best interpretation is one that provides the most 

coherent account of what we want to understand, considering both pieces of informa-

tion that fit with each other and pieces of information that do not fit with each other'. 

 

Furthermore Möller (n.d.) states that,  

 
'Wir bilden uns unsere Welt aber nicht nur auf Grundlage von angeborenen 
Arbeitsweisen unseres Gehirns, die bei allen Menschen sehr ähnlich sind, 
sondern auch auf Grundlage unseres erworbenen Wissens und erworbener 
Arbeitsweisen unseres Gehirns. (…) Das, was wir für die Welt, für die Wirk-
lichkeit halten, ist "in Wirklichkeit" nur unser Bild, das wir uns von der Welt 
machen. Jeder lebt in seiner Welt, da jeder bereits unterschiedliche Reize 
der Außenwelt aufnimmt und die Reize unterschiedlich interpretiert.'1 
 

What Peter Möller says is that everybody has his/her own experiences which he/she is, 

based on that, interpreting individually, thus everybody lives in his/her own reality. So 

interpretations are something very individual and depending on '(…) je stärker Men-

schen miteinander verbunden sind, zeitlich, räumlich, ethnisch, kulturell, sprachlich, 

vom allgemeinen Bildungsniveau her etc. desto ähnlicher sind ihre Welten, je weiter 

Menschen in den eben genannten Dingen voneinander entfernt sind, desto verschie-

dener sind ihre Welten'2 (Möller, n.d) and the more similar are their interpretations of 

informational inputs, or not.  

 

According to that, one can say that one of the key elements to understand edited film is 

(besides that it simulates our perception of the world and inherits elements that are 

similar to our way of thinking) that our brain is constantly creating coherence of every-

thing that happens on screen, which is also one of the reasons why jumps in time and 

space as well as complex discontinuing narratives are possible to understand. Fur-

thermore one can say that the perception of a film depends strongly on the experiences 

                                                
1 f.t.: We experience things as being outside of us although they are generated inside of us. (…) 
We do not form our world on the basis of the inborn operation modes of our brain, which are 
very similar in all humans, but on the basis of our gained knowledge and gained operation 
modes of our brain. (…) What we experience as the world and as reality is "in reality" only the 
picture we are building up. Everybody lives in his own world because everybody is already ab-
sorbing different impulses of the outside world which he is interpreting differently. (JBH) 
2 f.t.: (…) the stronger people are connected by time, space, ethic, culture, language, the gen-
eral education level, and so on, the more related are their realities and the more these men-
tioned things differ the less related are their realities. (JBH) 
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of the individual, which means that everybody perceives the film, at least slightly, dif-

ferent. 

 

In terms of film interpretation it is also important to include and measure the extent of a 

person's experience with film in order to understand the film's own codes like, for ex-

ample, a fade to black being a figure to express time passing by or a dissolve being 

'(…) a figure that usually marks an overlapping between two different episodes of a 

film' (Aumont et al.,1992: 49).  

These conventions or codes changed and will change throughout the history by using it 

in different ways. 'For instance, for a long time the dissolve was associated in a rather 

systematic manner with the idea of the flashback, which is certainly not the only value 

of a dissolve today' (Aumont et al., 1992: 49). So the interpretation of the film's own 

codes also depend on the experience of the spectator with film. 

 

Monaco says that people who have a lot of experience with film see and hear more 

while watching a movie than people that never or rarely watch movies. Furthermore he 

says that children, for example, understand TV-pictures far earlier than they are able to 

speak a language but only at the age of eight or ten they are able to understand film 

pictures like an adult. Additionally the anthropologist William Hudson made a test in the 

20s to find out if Africans, who lived outside the cities and who did not have a lot of 

contact with the Western culture, experience the three-dimensionality within a two-

dimensional picture like Europeans. The result was that they did not. Some reacted to 

the test in a Western manner but in general they did not understand it the same way, 

which means that we have to read pictures as well as visual editing figures and the 

interpretation or reading depends on our experience and knowledge. (Monaco, 2000: 

152 – 155) 

 

So it is to say, that a film artist can communicate more precisely than artists of other 

medias because of the reason's we explored in 4.1.1 and 4.1.2 as well as by using cul-

tural codes, codes of other art forms and codes of the film itself but he/she can't re-

place the own perception and interpretation of each individual in the audience because 

this perceptive and interpretive construct based on the knowledge and experience of 

the individual will differ sometimes more and sometimes less from what the film maker 

wanted to express.  

 

In this context Murch (2000: 31) states:  
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'Die zugrundeliegende Überlegung dabei ist, daß die Hauptbeschäftigung 
des Cutters die sein sollte, sich in die Rolle des Publikums zu versetzen. 
Was werden die Zuschauer in einem bestimmten Moment denken? Worauf 
werden sie ihren Blick richten? Worüber sollen sie nachdenken? Worüber 
müssen sie nachdenken? Und natürlich: Was sollen sie fühlen?'1 

 

Nonetheless the editor can never find an overall correct answer to these questions be-

cause of the reasons mentioned before but as a big part of individuals of a cultural 

group or area will share common experiences and have a common understanding of 

special clues, stereotypes and patterns, the editor can use this knowledge. Also one 

hundred years of film history shaped the spectator's audiovisual understanding of films 

in a certain way. 

 

But in general, as Ursula Höf (1933: 115) states, 'Wo sie [die Cutterin] Schnitte setzt 

und welche Teile des Spiels sie einsetzt, beeinflusst den Gang der Handlung und die 

Wirkung der Charaktere'2, which means that each decision the editor takes, shapes the 

interpretive construct of the audience.  

 

For example in the experiment "Many Ways" four of six test takers referred, after the 

screening of version one, to the two main characters, in relation to the question how 

they would you re-narrate this movie, as two friends; and one referred to them as two 

people who have definitely known each other for a long time. Whereas in version two, 

three test takers referred to the two main characters as two people, and two test takers 

referred to them as a couple or former couple. In version three, two test takers referred 

to the two main characters as two friends and the rest referred to them as two persons, 

two people, boy and girl, or two persons who are not a couple. (Annex: 9) 

 

In regard to the fact, that all three editors edited the same material, it is to say, that the 

editor's choices in version one brought about the clearest establishment of the relation 

between the two main characters. Five of six test takers interpreted the relationship 

between the two main characters as either friendship or persons that have known each 

other for a long time, whereas in version two and three, the editors' choices were lead-

ing to different, variable interpretations within the test takers. 

 

                                                
1 f.t.: The underlying thought thereby is that it should be the editor's main job to put himself into 
the spectators place. What will the audience think in this special moment? Where should they 
look? What should they think about? What must they think about? And of course: What should 
they feel? (JBH) 
2 f.t.: Where she is placing a cut and which part of the story she is using, influences the devel-
opment of the plot and the effect of the characters.(JBH) 
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In the experiment "Haunted Minds" the test takers as well answered to the question if 

they perceived the interviewed persons differently in the different editing versions, that 

the credibility of certain interview partners is different in Version two and three as well 

as some interview partners seemed more contra-paranormal in Version two than in 

Version three. (Annex: 15 – 16) 

 

Thus, as the material of a film is connected within the process of editing, it can be said 

that the editor interprets the material firstly and by interpreting the material in a certain 

way he/she is influencing the interpretive construct of the spectator, which means at 

the same time that he/she can create certain emotions in the spectator. 

 
'Films are made to evoke emotions, and to bring a story home. And the cut 
is crucial to this, for the way images are combined can evoke quite other 
emotions than those expressed by the images themselves.' (Böhler1, 2006, 
GE) 

 

Regarding to that, I would like to shortly introduce three theories of how the edition can 

influence the emotional condition of the spectator: 

 

Thaugard, for example, established a concept consisting of seven different dimensions 

to find coherence: perceptual coherence, conceptual coherence, analogical coherence, 

deductive coherence, explanatory coherence and emotional coherence. And all of 

these dimensions are influenced by metacoherence emotions like happiness, surprise, 

sadness, anger, and so on. To outline his concept explicitly would go beyond the scope 

of this thesis but in its essence it says that, by finding coherence or incoherence in a 

filmic scene, emotions are created and by creating incoherent situations, for example, 

you can create emotions like surprise, suspense or fear. (in Oakley, n.d.: 3 - 8) 

 

Another theory drawn by Fauconnier & Turner is called Mental Spaces and Blending 

Theory, which is basically about the brain partitioning information and blending them 

like, for example, when the audience knows something the character does not know. 

Oakley refers as an example to Hitchcock's film "Notorious" (1946, USA) in which the 

heroine slowly gets poisoned by her mother in law and husband, throughout the film, by 

drinking coffee. The audience already knows from the beginning of the film that the cup 

of coffee the heroine is drinking every night contains poison while the heroine does not 

know that. So the presented space which is the heroine's knowledge of drinking coffee 

with her family, accompanied by a neutral emotional value, gets blended in the specta-
                                                
1 Böhler has been interviewed in the documentary "Cuts in Time and Space" (2006, GE) by 
Gabriele Voss. 
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tor's brain with his/her reference space that is his/her knowledge of the heroine getting 

poisoned in this very moment, which is accompanied by an extremely negative emo-

tional value and therefore results tensions as well as emotions in the spectator even if 

the scene does not express negative emotions by itself. (in Oakley, n.d: 10) 

 

Katz on the other hand says that the editing should be based on an answer-question 

scheme to keep the audience's attention. In order to keep the spectator involved, edit-

ing shall provoke questions which the spectator wants to be answered, and that pro-

vokes emotions like suspense in him/her. For example by showing a shot of a hand 

taking a gun and cutting to something completely different, the spectator will want to 

know who took the gun and what happens with that gun, which then keeps him/her 

waiting for the answer and therefore involved into the story.  

Furthermore the editor has to play with the expectations and speculations of the audi-

ence and of course must provoke expectations in order to create emotions in the spec-

tators. (Katz, 1991: 146 – 147) 

 

Thus it can be said, that editing also creates and manipulates emotions by using the 

spectator's own facility of interpretation. 

 
 

4.2 The Function of Editing 

 
According to 4.1.1, the process of editing creates a realistic observing experience for 

spectator by simulating the human seeing behaviour in terms of cutting our surrounding 

(or space) into little pieces as well as the hearing behaviour in terms of our continuous 

perception of sound, which means that within the film editing is the tool to create the 

spatial relations for the spectator in which the action is taking place. 

 

In 4.1.2, it has been explored, that editing also simulates partly our way of thinking by 

connecting the auditory and visual fragments on one, time based, continuous chain of 

events, which finally creates an unfolding developing construct, the narrative. And by 

constructing the narrative on a time based level as well as the fact of handling moving 

images the editing is also in charge of creating the temporary relation for the spectator 

in which the action is taking place. 

 

Furthermore it has been explored in 4.1.1, that editing takes over the free will of the 

audience to a quiet considerable part by controlling the information channels, which 
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has been treated in 4.1.3 in more detail, resulting that editing can also control and ma-

nipulate the emotions of the spectator by using their interpretative abilities. 

 

Setting up on that, the main functions of editing, based on the previous analyses of the 

humans filmic understanding and the role of the editing within that process, are: narra-

tion, creation of temporary and spatial relations, and manipulation of the spectator's 

thoughts, emotions and freewill. 

 

But in fact, the spatial and temporary relations as well as the manipulation are part of 

the narration.  

 

It is impossible to narrate or communicate something without creating spatial and tem-

porary relations, because the human is simply living in a space-time (referring to Ein-

stein's theory of relativity) which means that everything he/she experiences, he/she 

experiences in time and space simultaneously and this space and time is created in 

his/her brain like, for example, the visual, auditory or sensual information.  

So narration is impossible without creating space and time, at least in the spectator's 

imagination because if the time would stop, everything would be on pause, our brain, 

the world, the universe and we could not experience the space; and if there would be 

no space, we would not exist and experience the time. 

 

As filmic narration consists of moving pictures, the film has evidently its own time and 

by being visual and auditory it creates evidently space, but this time and space comes 

into being in the spectators head, which means that the editing is manipulating or con-

trolling the film-recipient's perception of time and space in his/her head within the act of 

narration. By editing something faster, an action scene for example, the spectator can 

get the impression of all this actions taking place in a short period of time but that is 

also what the editing in these kinds of scenes wants to narrate.  

In terms of spatial relations an example would be the use of an establishing shot in 

order to introduce the spectator into the space the action is taking place. The use of an 

establishing shot is as well narrating an impression the spectator should get.  

 

Theoreticians like Beller or Bordwell as well claim, that creating temporary and spatial 

orientation are functions of editing and it is to say, that it is partly true in terms of the 

editing being the tool of manipulating the spectators perception of filmic time and 

space, but still this temporary and spatial orientation are part of the narration. 
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Also Filmic manipulation is a product of narration because it is impossible to narrate 

without manipulating or directing or controlling the thoughts of an aware recipient be-

cause when the recipient gets involved into the narration he/she will follow the narration 

and by doing so his/her thoughts have been already given a direction, in other words, 

his/her thoughts have been already manipulated because he/she is not thinking what 

he/she wants, he/she is thinking what the narrator wants or at least, getting an idea 

about what the narrator wants him/her to think about.  

 

So if Bazin says that montage should be rather used to show reality than to manipulate 

and give pictures a sense they do not have (Beller, 1993a: 45 – 46), it can be argued 

that, that is impossible because by only showing a picture of a tree you already direct 

and manipulate the thoughts of the audience and by choosing what kind of tree you 

want to show as well as in what kind of framing you already choose what the audience 

has to see and that directs the thoughts of the audience in a certain direction. So it is 

impossible to narrate without manipulating. Narration is manipulation. 

 

Many theoreticians claim that editing has also a rhythmic function as well as an ex-

pressive function (Beller, 1993a: 37 – 38, 42 – 43; Aumont et al., 1992: 49 -51) but I 

would rather see them as tools of narration as well as tools of manipulation. 

 

For example Aumont et al. (1992: 47) state that 

 
'(…) the first function of editing (first, obviously, because it was the first to 
appear, but also because subsequent film history has continuously con-
firmed its pre-eminent importance) is actually its narrative function. (…) 
From this perspective, editing becomes that which assures the connection 
of the elements of an action according to a principle that is, quite globally, a 
relationship of causality and/or diegetic temporality. (…) This fundamental 
or even founding function of editing is usually opposed to a second large 
editing function, "expressive montage," which is sometimes considered to 
be completely separate from the first. Expressive montage is a tactic that, 
according to Marcel Martin, "is not a means but an end … aiming to ex-
press by itself – and by the collision of two images – some emotion or idea.'  

 

In this statement it is claimed, that expressive montage is the second large editing 

function and that expressive montage is opposing to the narrative function because it 

does not use the principle of causality and/or diegetic temporality as well because of 

the fact, that the collision of two pictures expresses an emotion or idea that one picture 

can not express by itself.  
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But expression is the essence of communication and narration is a continuous chain of 

expressions, which in its quintessence is an expression itself for different concepts or 

one concept. So by using a metaphor, such as the slaughtering of a bull in Eisenstein's 

"Strike" (1925, RU), instead of a straight-forward transparent method of storytelling 

based on cause and effect and continuity to express the bloodbath of this rebellion, is 

just another way of expressing and narrating.  

 

The narrative of a movie can have different styles. It can be transparent, reality-near 

and straight-forward or it can be expressive, surreal, interlaced or confused, in other 

words, a narrative can take the spectator by the hand and show him/her the way 

through or it can leave the spectator all by himself/herself and motivate him/her, to find 

his/her own way through and of course it can be a mix of both.  

 

All three variants are different experiences and the question of what is better depends 

on the spectator's individual taste and what a filmmaker wants but the most important 

is that, so or so, it gives the filmmaker different possibilities of forming a narrative. 

 

Also the rhythm, which is as well claimed to be a function of montage, is in its essence 

a tool to manipulate time and emotion, which Jan Marie Peters (1993: 43) outlines simi-

larly, referring to Susanne Langer:  

 
'Rhythmus ist das jedes Mal aufs Neue Ansetzten von Spannung durch das 
Auflösen der vorhergehenden Spannung. Jede neue Bewegung von kurzer 
oder langer Dauer, schafft beim Zuschauer eine gewisse Spannung, kon-
frontiert ihn sozusagen mit einer Frage, auf die er eine Antwort verlangt. 
Wenn diese Spannung ihren Höhepunkt erreicht hat, muß sie aufgelöst, 
muß die Frage beantwortet werden. (…) die Bewegung der Filmbilder kor-
respondieren mit der Bewegtheit des Zuschauer.'1 

 

Furthermore, Peters (1993: 43) states that, 'Dabei ist die rhythmische Montage in ers-

ter Linie eine zusätzliche Qualität der temporalen Ordnung des aufgenommenen Mate-

rials.'2  

 

                                                
1 f.t.: Rhythm is the every time new beginning of tension through the dissolution of the previous 
tension. Every new movement of short or long duration creates in the spectator a kind of ten-
sion, it confronts him, so to speak, with a question, which he wants to be answered. When this 
tension reaches its climax, it needs to be solved, the question needs to be answered. (…) the 
movement of the filmic pictures correspond with the agitation of the spectator. (JBH) 
2 f.t.: Therefore the rhythmic montage is primarily an additional quality of the temporal order of 
the recorded material. (JBH) 
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So setting up on that, the functions of editing in general can be defined as narration 

and manipulation and the way the narrative is shaped depends on the use of different 

tools as for example previously explored, rhythm and expressive montage as well as 

other tools like montage patterns, transition types, sound design or colour manipula-

tion, and of course, the material given combined with the initial idea, concept or aim. 

 
 

4.3 Summary 

 
To identify the function of editing, we have been firstly looking at the communicational 

potential of a film in order to find an explanation of how we understand film and later on 

to specify the function of editing. 

 

This question of understanding film has been firstly explored by investigating the film's 

phenomenon of strong psychological guidance which led to the conclusion that film 

simulates our observing visual and auditory perception of the world, as well as the fact 

that film has certain similarities to our way of thinking, which are crucial for its easy 

understanding as well as for its strength in guiding the psyche of the spectator. 

 

In the same act we identified that the editing itself, in the communicational process of a 

film, is taking on a similar role to our free will, perception and brain because the editing 

chooses firstly what we see, when and how long. By cutting and creating a continu-

ously auditory experience it simulates our own perception which creates the spatial 

relations and by connecting the pieces on a time based level it builds connections be-

tween auditory and visual information. Furthermore we explored the filmic power of 

emotional guidance by exploring the spectator's gift of interpretation, which has been 

also acknowledged as being part of the reason why film is understood so easily and 

how this interpretation can be influenced and used by the editing to create emotions. 

 

All these investigations have been finally leading to the conclusion that the editing func-

tion within the film making process is to narrate, and manipulate the spectator, by using 

different editing tools. 
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5 The Editor's Responsibilities 

 
'Keiner, mit Ausnahme des Regisseurs, beschäftigt sich zeitlich so lange 
und so intensive mit der Herstellung und kreativen Gestaltung eines Films 
wie der Cutter' (Beller, 1993a: 78).1 

 

Even if the function of editing, as in 4.3 declared, is the narration and manipulation of a 

film, it is very important to consider, especially in the drama film for example, the pre-

design of the manipulating narration before it reaches the postproduction phase. Höff 

for example states, 'Den Rahmen gibt natürlich erst einmal das Drehbuch, darin steht, 

was erzählt werden soll: die Handlung, die Dialoge, der dramaturgische Aufbau, die 

Motivation der Charaktere. Wie der Film erzählt werden soll, zeigt mir das gedrehte 

Material' (Höff, 1993: 114).2 

 

Also the documentary starts mostly with a treatment or concept, which is principally not 

as detailed as the script of a drama film (but more detailed as the treatment of a drama 

film) because the documentary film deals with real people on real locations, which 

means that the actions are not that predictable but nonetheless, the narrative gets 

firstly also pre-designed within the treatment. 

 

This means that creating the manipulative narrative already starts much earlier than the 

actual postproduction phase because the possibility of editing and also the fact that 

editing is the narrative and manipulative tool of the film making process has shaped the 

rest of the filmmaking process. To put it bluntly, everything before the postproduction 

phase has become into a preparation for the editing, the final stage of the film. 

 

In a fictional drama film, for example, the editing already starts with the scriptwriter be-

cause he/she previously structures the story into scenes, locations, characters, dia-

logues, action and he/she defines the plot. Then the storyboard follows, which is the 

visualization of that script in form of still images (mostly drawings), which helps the di-

rector to plan the compositions and framings. In fact, the storyboard can be already 

seen as the first editing version.  

                                                
1 f.t.: Nobody, except of the director, deals, temporarily seen, as long and as intensive with the 
creation and creative formation of a film, as the editor. (JBH) 
2 f.t.: The frame is firstly, of course, given by the script because the script contains what shall be 
told: the plot, the dialogues, the dramaturgic structure, the motivation of the characters. How the 
film shall be told, shows the shot material. (JBH) 
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Afterwards, during the shooting, the director visualizes the script in form of moving im-

ages but depending on his/her own vision and the circumstances of the shooting, 

he/she is as well editing by breaking down the scenarios of the script into smaller units 

and deciding what and how these units shall be shot.  

Also the camera man, who is of course supervised by the director, edits the film be-

cause he/she actually selects and captures the visual material as well as the sound 

operator captures and selects the auditory material.  

 

The editor Beate Mainka-Jellinghaus1 (2006, GE) for example states: 

 
'Montage starts during the shooting. Images need to be shot, that one 
needs, really needs. Even if it's just a flower in bloom, or a passing bird, or 
a butterfly that is landing on someone's shoulder. It happens. The camera 
man must capture that, even if it's not in the script. One needs that for the 
Montage.'  

 

Also in the documentary film the editing already starts with the concept and/or treat-

ment and, as well as in a drama film, the camera man and director are already editing 

while they are shooting but this form of pre-editing is not shaping the final manipulating 

narrative in such an extent as it does in a fictional drama film. Beller states, 'Der Do-

kumentarfilm entsteht meistens erst am Schneidetisch' (Beller, 1993a: 82).2 

 

A prime example for the unpredictable nature of a documentary is the creation of the 

documentary "Capturing the Friedmans" (2003, USA) by Andrew Jarecki. First it was 

meant to be a documentary about children's birthday party entertainers in New York, 

including the popular clown David Friedman. During the work on that documentary and 

the director's research, he found out that David Friedman's brother, Jesse, and his fa-

ther, Arnold, had been convicted of child sexual abuse. This led Jarecki to the decision 

to change the initial concept of the documentary completely in order to make a docu-

mentary about the Friedman's themselves, a family in which the father and the brother 

of a well known children's birthday party clown have paedophile tendencies. (Capturing 

the Friedmans, 2008) 

 

This shows, that documentaries are not predictable like drama films, and because of 

that, the actual editing phase in a documentary film has much more influence and pos-

sibilities of shaping the final narrative than in a drama film and based on that the editor 

                                                
1 Mainka-Jellinghaus has been interviewed in the documentary "Cuts in Time and Space" (2006, 
GE) by Gabriele Voss. 
2 f.t.: The documentary film is generated on the cutting table. (JBH) 
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has a different role within the creation of a drama film than within the creation of a 

documentary film. 

 

And therefore it needs to be declared what responsibilities the editor (who is mostly not 

the director himself like in the early times of cinema) has at the final stage of the film-

making process.  

 

The following exploration is mostly based on interviews and essays of editors them-

selves because in this case it is important to consider the voices of the praxis. Gener-

ally it is to say, that every production, every production company, every country and 

every worker himself has different costumes, which means that the responsibilities of 

an editor and the influence of the editing phase will vary sometimes more and some-

times less from the following exploration. 

 
 

5.1 The General Responsibilities of the Editor 

 
Before going deeper into the editor's genre depending responsibilities in relation to the 

editing's main aim, the narration and manipulation, the main responsibilities of the edi-

tor concerning his/her craft need to be roughly outlined first. 

 

According to Arnsten the general working area of an editor in the USA is split into five 

separate sub-departments: (1) the picture edit, (2) the sound edit, (3) the music edit, (4) 

the after-synchronisation, (5) sound and picture archive. Furthermore he states that 

future editors are working during their training in all departments to be able to later su-

pervise, coordinate and control the full complex editing process. (Arnsten 1993: 78, 105 

- 106) 

 

In Europe, according to Beller, the editor is responsible for the whole postproduction, 

starting from the first samples till the final cinema or distribution copy. Everything is 

guided and supervised by the editor while the director is mostly already working on 

another project. The editor has, at this stage of the film, the compartment-authority be-

cause he/she is the first critical authority that is judging the material but still of course, 

everything happens in agreement with the director and/or producer. (Beller, 1993a: 78) 

 

Concerning the image track, the editing process consists of three main steps: 
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'1. A selection is made from the rushes to collect the useful footage, while 
the rejected material makes up the outtakes. 
2. The assembly of the chosen shots in a certain order follows, thereby ob-
taining a first assembly or rough cut.  
3. Finally at a more precise stage, the exact length that will be allowed 
each shot must be determined, and the cutting and splicing together of the 
shots is accomplished.' (Aumont et al., 1992: 38) 

 

Furthermore, the editor is also responsible for the sound track. In Germany, according 

to the editor Höff, the editor is responsible for the scoring of the film. The director's task 

is mostly to choose the music and work with the music composers but the editor is re-

sponsible for the sound design and atmosphere of the film. Mostly sounds are already 

recorded on location but if not, the editor has to make use of sound archives to create 

the soundscape. Some production can afford a sound editor but that is not the rule. 

(Höff, 1993: 120) 

 

Concerning the synchronisation of speech recordings the director of synchronisation is 

the one responsible but the general synchronisation of sound and picture of the deliv-

ered film material is also the responsibility of the editor and as well his/her first task 

(mostly done by the assistant editors) before he/she is starting the process of selection. 

(Beller, 1993a: 79, 120 – 121)  

 

Generally, the work on the soundtrack can happen simultaneously with the image cut 

or after the fine cut which depends also on the availability of music, sound effects and 

of course the production and the editor's customs (Aumont et al., 1992: 38).  

 

Furthermore the editor is, especially now in the digital era, also partly responsible for a 

small effect work such as a soft colour correction, soft frame stabilization, transitions or 

frame correction, during he/she is working on the image cut. But it is to say, that these 

things especially depend on the production, the editors abilities and knowledge as well 

as on the software he/she is working with.  

 

In general the real special effects and also reduction of material artefacts, strong stabi-

lizations, animated inserts and so on, are done by the special effects team, which then 

delivers the finished sequences to the editor who includes them into his/her image cut. 

But as the editor has the department authority, the special effects are also supervised 

by him. Furthermore, the final colour correction, which very often means to give the film 

a special colour style, gets performed by a grader after the final cut is finished. 
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Additionally it is also quite usual to give the final cut to sound specialists at the end of a 

production who control and adjust, if needed, the sound levels as well as reducing 

noises and so on, till the final distribution copy is done.  

 
 

5.2 The Editor of a Drama Film 

 
In order to explore how much of the manipulating narrative depends on the editing 

within the creation of a drama film and what role the actual editor plays within the film-

making process, it will be started with a quote of Murch (in Ondaatje, 2002: 28 – 30): 

 

'A talented director lays out opportunities that can be seized by other peo-
ple – by other heads of departments, and by the actors, who are in effect 
heads of their own departments. This is the real function of a director, I be-
lieve. Those images … from The Conversation1 are images that Francis 
shot. He chose to shoot them, and in ninety-nine percent of the cases I 
chose to use them deliberately – I recognized their power and put them in 
the order you see it in the finished film. (…) There were many other possi-
ble alternatives: the structure of a film is created out of finding those har-
monies … - visual harmonies, thematic harmonies – and finding them at 
deeper and deeper levels as you work on the film. Sometimes it happens in 
purely accidental ways, but I don't think an editor – except in certain kinds 
of documentaries – can impose on a film a vision that wasn't there to begin 
with. I become tuned to see things in a certain way when I'm working on a 
film. One of your obligations as an editor is to drench yourself in the sensi-
bility of the film, the point where you're alive to the smallest details and also 
the most important themes.'  

 

Murch says that within the filmmaking process of a fictional drama the director is the 

impulsive force who offers possibilities to all the other creatively involved in the different 

departments. Furthermore he indicates, that the editor is realising a vision that has 

been already created by the director and other departments before the film reaches the 

postproduction phase, which means that within the fictional drama editing a huge part 

is already programmed and pre-designed by the director during the shooting. So the 

editor's responsibility is to finalize the director's vision in a harmonic story. 

 

The workflow and responsibilities of an editor within the creation of a fictional drama 

film usually start already on the first day of the shooting. Sound and pictures get deliv-

ered each day and the editing assistants usually have to synchronize, sort and organ-

ize the work samples. If it is a digital production, the material gets captured and struc-

tured within the editing program.  

                                                
1 "The Conversation" is a film by Francis Ford Coppola, shot in 1974 (USA). 
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At the end of each shooting day, the director, editor and the main team are looking at 

the daily work samples, the so called dailies, to get an overview of the day by day out-

put. Within this screenings, the director and editor already interchange and discuss 

their opinions about the different takes and the material, so the editor has already indi-

cations of how the director sees his/her film. (Beller, 1993a: 79) 

 
'To actually look at all the film the director has shot and review it and sort 
through it, to rebalance all of that and make very specific notes about tiny 
details that are sometimes extremely significant, this falls to the editor. (…) 
I sit with the director when we watch dailies. 
If he or she has something to say about a particular moment, I note it. But if 
I were to add up the Director's Comments column on my database, I 
wouldn't find a tremendous amount of information there. What's there is 
significant, though, and leads to other decisions. The smallest suggestion 
can help guide my eye to see the film the way the director is seeing it.' 
(Murch in Ondaatje, 2002: 31) 

 

Simultaneously with the daily screenings, the editor starts with the creation of the first 

rough cut. When the editor works on the rough cut it means basically that he/she is at 

the beginning, adjusting the shots into fully sequences based on the script while the 

shooting is still in progress. (Beller, 1993a: 79) It depends on the director how much 

freedom the editor gets within this process because as Höff (1993: 114 – 115) states,  

 
'Ob ein Regisseur dabei jeden Schnitt verfolgen oder erst ganze Szenen 
geschnitten sehen möchte, ist nicht das Entscheidende und bei jedem Re-
gisseur verschieden. (…) Wieviel Einfluß eine Cutterin auf einen Film hat 
und wieviel Autonomie beim Schneiden, hängt von ihrer Erfahrung, ihrer In-
tuition, ihren handwerklichen, dramaturgischen und manchmal auch psy-
chologischen Fähigkeiten ab. Nicht zu letzt allerdings auch von den Pro-
duktionsbedingungen. Und ebenso hängt es von der Erfahrung des Regis-
seurs und seiner Fähigkeit, "sein" Material interpretieren und auch einmal 
in Frage stellen zu lassen ab. Hat eine Cutterin wenig Autonomie, muss 
das nicht nur eine Frage ihres Könnens sein, es kann auch am Selbstwert-
gefühl des Regisseurs liegen.'1 

 

After having assembled the different scenes it is the editor's responsibility to decide by 

himself about the narrative structure of the film, which means in a drama film that 

he/she already decides how to break up scenes in terms of, for example, using a mas-

ter shot instead of medium shots or close-ups, adding sound and so on. By doing so, 

                                                
1 f.t.: If a director wants to see every cut, or already finished scenes, is not that important and 
different with each director. (…) How much influence an editor has on a film and how much 
autonomy she has during editing, depends on her experience, her intuition, her craft-like, 
dramaturgic and sometimes also psychological abilities. Not at least also from the production 
conditions. Furthermore it depends on the experience of the director and his ability to interpret 
"his" material and his will to put it in question. If an editor has less autonomy does not mean 
necessarily that it is a question of her proficiency, it can also be because of the self-esteem of 
the director. (JBH) 
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he/she already indicates a certain rhythm, the speed of the dialogues, atmosphere and 

the dramaturgic structure of scenes. (Beller, 1993a: 79) According to Höff (1993: 114 – 

115), 'Die Cutterin interpretiert das Material, unterstützt die Erzählweise und das Spiel 

der Schauspieler. (…) Wieviel an einem Film durch die Montage gestaltet wird, hängt 

davon ab, wie er von der Regie, Kamera und Darstellern vorgestaltet wurde.'1  

 

At the end of the shooting, the editor should have finished the first rough cut which gets 

screened to at least the producer and director. Within this stage possible weaknesses 

of this first, principally script based, editing version are visible. In order to improve the 

weaknesses the editor can rearrange scenes, change their order, use archive material 

and even delete fully parts of the film and so on. This is the stage where the editing can 

cause wonders. Simultaneously of course sound, special effects and archive material 

comes into use if needed. (Beller, 1993a: 79) 

 

After the structure of the movie and the order of the shots have been fixed the final 

phase arrives, the fine cut. Within the fine cut the editor is concerned about the length 

of the shots, which means basically that pace, timing and rhythm get carved out. The 

changes are small changes to give the film the final drive. (Beller, 1993a: 79 - 80) 

 

According to that Arnsten (1993: 106) says that,  

 
'Seine  Beherrschung des Handwerks erweist sich nicht ausschließlich in 
möglichst vielen und möglichst schnellen Schnittfolgen, sondern sie zeigt sich 
vor allem dann, 
- wenn der Gang der Handlung deutlich herausgearbeitet wurde,  
- wenn sich die Schauspieler in den einzelnen Szenen in ihren besten dar-

stellerischen Momenten zeigen, 
- wenn die Tempi stimmen, 
- wenn den dramatischen Höhepunkten genügend Zeit gegeben wurde, sich 

zu entfalten, und 
- wenn am Ende auch die Pausen rhythmustragend sind.'2 

 

In between there are sometimes also test screenings to a test audience in order to find 

out if the film works or not. This knowledge is used to improve the final product and 

change the editing in a way that the film is more successful in its final version. 

                                                
1 f.t.: The editor interprets the material and supports the way of storytelling and the acting of the 
actors. (…) How much is designed within a movie by montage, depends on how much it has 
been already pre-defined by the director, director of photography and actors.(JBH) 
2 f.t.: The mastery of his craft depends not only on preferably many and preferably fast cuts, but 
rather on: if the progress of the plot has been clearly worked out, if the actors in the single 
scene are shown in their best acting moments, if the rhythm fits, if the dramatic climax has been 
given enough time to unfold, and if at the end even the breaks are part of the rhythm. (JBH) 
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According to the workflow the editor in a drama film is the main responsible to create 

the film on basis of an already pre-designed narrative, which gives him less responsibil-

ity in terms of creating the narrative itself but the full responsibility in terms of achieving 

the highest possible manipulation of the audience. 

 

Within the experiment of the fictional drama film "Many Ways", three editors edited 

autonomous, without the guidance of the director, the material of a short drama film. 

The experiment visualizes, that of course the editor can still manipulate and influence 

the narrative in a certain way, but he/she can't create, as Murch said, something that 

was not there during the shooting. All three films contain the story of a girl and a boy 

who had sex with each other and their conversation(s) afterwards.  

 

During version three has been edited very closely orientated to the script, version one 

and version two differ from the script, because the editors saw the potential of the ma-

terial in a different way. Their editing choices changed the interpretive construct of the 

audience, which led to different interpretations of the story, but the quintessence of the 

story stayed the same.  

 

The experiment also shows that an edition according the script may not necessarily be 

always the best way of finally telling the story, because one of six persons said, that 

he/she liked version three best, while five of six persons stated that they liked version 

one best. (Annex: 10) 

 

Anna Bertsch, the director of the film stated, that version two was a trailer and for being 

the final choice not considerable. Further, she stated, that she liked version one be-

cause it was very enjoyable, sometimes even funny and regarding the topic not to 

heavy, but still she would choose version three, as it was closest to the script she had 

written and directed, as well as it contains more of the takes she would have chosen. 

(Annex: 11) 

 

This again shows that the editor of a film is incumbent on the director or producer, 

which means that he/she has the responsibility to finish their already pre-designed nar-

rative vision in the most enjoyable and manipulating way for the audience. 
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Finally the author would like to quote the editor Mainka–Jellinghaus1 (2006, GE) who 

has edited primary the movies of Alexander Kluge and Werner Herzog: 

 
'You can do anything. Anything is possible, as long it looks good and does 
not bore the audience. I think a cutter must try to keep people's attention, 
so they're involved, not bored, and understand what the director wants. 
That's what I think. Otherwise there is no point. It's a waste of time to watch 
a boring film, I may as well go home. That's waste of life time.' 

 
 

5.3 The Editor of a Documentary Film 

 
As well as in 5.2 this point will start with a quote of an editor in order to already roughly 

outline the responsibility and role of a documentary editor in the creation of a manipu-

lating narrative based on real people and real events. 

 

The editor Geof Bartz (in Cunningham, 2005: 244) answers in an interview the ques-

tion, if documentary editing is similar to script writing as follows: 

 
'Absolutely. When I taught film editing at Columbia University, I used to tell 
my students that the challenge for fiction film editors was making fake peo-
ple – otherwise known as actors – believable inside of a ready-made story 
provided by a scriptwriter, while documentary editors had real people but 
were challenged to find a dramatic story – or at least a compelling structure 
– somewhere, somehow in the hundreds of hours of footage that is 
dumped in their laps.  
Now it's true that scriptwriters can go anywhere they want in their heads to 
solve a story problem while documentary editors are limited to the footage 
a producer brings to the cutting room. But both must use their imagination 
to draw an audience into a story that has a beginning, a middle and an end 
– or to find a structure that may not be a traditional story but that, neverthe-
less, builds to a satisfying conclusion.'  

 

According to Bartz, the editor within the film process of a documentary film has the re-

sponsibility to really find the story within the given material, whereas in a fictional film, 

the story is already provided and the focus lies more on the manipulation of the audi-

ence. A reason therefore can be seen in Reisz's and Miller's (1968: 124) suggestion: 

 
'A story-film – and this will serve as a working distinction between docu-
mentary and story-films – is concerned with the development of a plot; the 
documentary is concerned with the exposition of a theme. It is out of this 
fundamental difference of aims that the different production methods arise.'  

 

                                                
1 Mainka-Jellinghaus has been interviewed in the documentary "Cuts in Time and Space" (2006, 
GE) by Gabriele Voss. 
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The workflow or production method of a documentary, as well as in a fictional drama 

film, depends on the production, the project, the involved, the country customs and so 

on. The documentary filmmaker and editor Sam Pollok (in Bernard, 2007: 313 – 314) 

for example states that there are  

 
'(…) three kinds of different documentary producer. The first type will say, "I 
went out, and I'm doing a film about these four girls who were killed in Bir-
mingham, Alabama. Here's the script, here's my structure, we'll screen the 
dailies together and I want you to follow that template."  
Second type of producer says, "I went out, I shot this footage about four lit-
tle girls who were killed in Birmingham in 1963. I filmed their parents, their 
nieces, their cousins, I talked to ministers in the community of Birmingham, 
I also talked to Andrew Young and other people involved in the civil rights 
movement, because Dr. King went there in 1963. I think the story is going 
to be not only about the girls, it's also going to be about the historical event 
of Dr. King trying to break down the walls of segregation in Birmingham. 
That's my story. I haven't written anything down, but that's the idea." That's 
the second approach.  
Third approach, the producer comes in, says, "I shot all this footage about 
the four girls killed in Birmingham, I'll be back in eight weeks, you let me 
see what there is – create something."'  

 

As well as in the fictional drama film the responsibilities and workflow of the editor 

starts with screening the material. Depending on the budget the screening already 

starts during the shooting, if it is a large-budget project, or after the shooting, if it is a 

low-budget project. (Rabinger, 2004: 407) 

 

Some teams watch the rushes (raw footage) together in order to already discuss the 

quality and feeling of interview pieces and footage and some editors, like for example 

Jeanne Jordan, prefer and evaluate the material alone without any influence of the di-

rector or crew. According to Sam Pollard the first screening is very important because 

you can identify what parts really capture your attention as well as evoke your emotions 

and which do not. Furthermore, he says, that the editor has already to look for tension 

and opposition within the material because this are elements of constructing the narra-

tive. (Bernard, 2007: 195)  

 
'Anybody can make a movie sense, but can you make the movie and make 
sure that all the bits of truth and life that they managed to capture – you 
can't save them all, but the little moments, the best stuff – is it in there? (…) 
There are so many times that people will say, 'Well, that does not really fit. 
That should go." And I'm saying, "No, that's the only good thing on the 
screen! If it does not fit, the rest of it should go and we'll figure out another 
way."' (Carol Dysinger in Cunningham, 2005: 236 – 235) 

 



  THE EDITOR'S RESPONSIBILITIES 

   60 

Based on that, it is to say, that the screening of the material is already the first step of 

constructing the narrative.  

 

Then follows the first selection and gathering of archive material which gets combined 

in a long assembly that develops into a rough cut. The rough cut in a documentary is 

much longer than the final film will be, but it contains already the general story and 

structure. At this stage also the narration or voice-over, if needed, gets written and 

recorded to include it later on in the fine cut. Also music and other sound means get 

included at this point. (Bernard, 2007: 193, 215) 

 
'The documentary editor is like sculptor whose materials are restricted to 
found artefacts of media: photographs, professionally shot footage, archival 
material, home movies, interviews, music and transcripts. Today's editor 
working in the digital realm also have animation, graphics, and effects at 
their disposal to construct a cinematic story line.' (Cunningham, 2005: 236) 

 

As the raw material of a documentary is sometimes 40 to 100 times more than the final 

product shall be, the editor is probably the person, that knows the material better than 

anybody else and he/she has to decide all the time which pieces are best for the narra-

tive. That means that he/she has automatically a huge impact, influence and responsi-

bility within the creation of the narrative.  'A documentary editor shapes the film narra-

tive' (Cunningham, 2005: 284). 

 

If you take a look at the films of the documentary experiment "Haunted Minds", it is 

visible that the material of a documentary film inherits different stories. During version 

one is dealing with a Bishop's opinion about mystery and paranormal, version two is 

dealing with the existence of paranormal and version three is dealing with spirituality 

and our senses. Of course the topics are similar but inherit different stories and charac-

ters as well, as dramaturgic structures. In reality, of course, the editor is mostly not that 

free as these experiment editors because he/she usually works together with the direc-

tor but the films still show very clearly, that a documentary story gets created in the 

editing phase. 

 

Concerning the editor – director relationship, the editor David Emrich (in Button, 2002: 

134, 136) states in an interview with Bryce Button, that  

 
'Documentary film is the type of project where editors are at their strongest. 
Whether you work on features, commercials, or almost anything else, there 
is a script – or in the case of music videos, a song – that provides the struc-
ture. Unlike other types of projects where the director has lived with the ma-
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terial a long time before I see it, with documentaries we are learning about 
the characters and the kernel of the story together. Because of this, it is 
very important that the editor is trusted and respected by the director even 
more so than other forms.'  

 

Coming back to the workflow, it is to say, that in order to create the rough cut, editors 

and directors sometimes also use the interviews in transliterated form to make a paper 

cut, which means basically to cut and paste selected pieces of the transliterated inter-

views into the order in which they should appear in the documentary. But sometimes 

the final selection differs from the paper cut because what looks good on the paper 

does not necessarily look good in a film. (Bernard, 2007: 195) 

 

After the rough cut the editor works towards the fine cut. In the fine cut the rough cut 

gets polished and shortened but still the fine cut is a little bit longer than the final ver-

sion (For example, if the final piece should be 57 minutes, the fine cut would be proba-

bly around 63 min). Major decisions about the narrative should have been already 

sorted out in the rough cut but still the fine cut gives another possibility in emergency 

cases. (Bernard, 2007: 193)  

 

After the fine cut is done the picture and script lock starts, which is basically a control if 

every picture is in the right place at the right time and that narration and story details 

are correctly. Principally it is a last check if the facts are right. (Bernard, 2007: 192, 203 

- 204) 

 

This exploration of the workflow shows that there is a big difference between the crea-

tion of a drama film and documentary film. The steps: screening, assembly, rough cut, 

fine cut are the same but the responsibility of the editor and the problems each step is 

concerned with is very different. 

 
'Der Beruf des Dokumentarfilmcutters erfordert mehr als nur Technik und 
Erfahrung, er verlangt Neugier und Interesse, Allgemeinbildung und Urteils-
fähigkeit, Mitgefühl und Engagement, Phantasie und Geduld. (…) Und ge-
rade die Montage von Dokumentarfilmen ist ein kreativer Prozeß, der die 
künstlerischen Möglichkeiten des Films herausfordert. Der Cutter ist dabei 
heute immer weniger nur der, der auf Anweisung der Regie Schnitte aus-
führt, sonder mehr und mehr Partner des Filmemachers, Co-Autor und Co-
Regisseur mit sehr viel Selbständigkeit und Entscheidungskompetenz. (…) 
Die Praxis verlangt vor allem die Fähigkeit, mit dem Regisseur zusammen-
zuarbeiten, sich in dessen Denkweise und künstlerische "Handschrift" ein-
zufühlen. (…) So ist die Montage ein gemeinsames Ringen von Regisseur 
und Cutter, um die angemessene Form bei dem nach meiner Erfahrung der 
Regisseur dem Cutter weitgehend dessen künstlerischen Stil lässt und in-
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haltliche und dramaturgische Entscheidungen gemeinsam mit ihm disku-
tiert und fällt.'1 (Balkenhol,1993: 124) 

 
 

5.4 Summary 

 
To summarize the results of this chapter, it is to say, that the possibility of editing has 

shaped the workflow of the full film making process within the fictional drama film 

throughout history. Editing already starts in the scriptwriting, storyboarding, directing 

and recording. All these steps are preparation for the final creation of a manipulating 

narrative. But because of this, the editor himself has at this final stage primary the re-

sponsibility to finalize this vision and to create a manipulating piece that guides the 

audiences mind and emotions as the filmmaker wishes. 

 

In the documentary film, the exploration resulted that the narrative, differently to the 

drama film, gets created within the editing because the documentary deals mainly with 

real people and real surroundings and so happenings are not that predictable, which 

gives the responsibility of creating the narrative, to the editing phase. Thus the editor's 

main responsibility is to create, together with the director, the story within the editing 

phase and as in the drama film, of course, the editor is responsible to create the ma-

nipulation of the audience. 

 
 

                                                
1 f.t.: The profession of a documentary editor demands more than technique and experience, it 
demands curiosity and interest, good general educational background and decision making 
ability, sensitivity and engagement, fantasy and patients. (…) And exactly the montage of 
documentary films is a creative process, which challenges the possibilities of film. The editor is 
nowadays less and less somebody who executes the instructions of the director, but rather 
more and more a partner of the filmmaker, a co-author and a co-director, with very much of 
independence and decision authority. (…) The praxis demands over all the ability to work with 
the director and to empathize with his way of thinking and artistic 'hand writing'. (…) Therefore, 
the montage is a communal fight of the director and cutter, to find the best form, in which, con-
cerning my experience, the director lets the editor his artistic style and decides together with the 
editor, by discussing, about content and dramaturgy. (JBH) 
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6 Editing Tools 

 
In chapter 4 it has been declared that space and time are part of a narration and that 

rhythm, colours, sound and different montage patterns and styles are tools to shape 

the narrative and to manipulate the spectator.   

Based on that, the focus of this chapter lies on a presentation of frequently used and 

important editing tools in order to explore their different or similar uses in the genre 

drama film and documentary film. 

 

The chapter is structured into two sectors: tools of vertical montage and tools of hori-

zontal montage. This structure is based on the theory of Eisenstein who defined hori-

zontal montage as being a montage based on time (the combination of elements after 

each other) and vertical montage as being a montage that combines different elements 

in the same moment. But please note that the classifications of the different tools in 

each sector are based on the understanding of the author. 

 
 

6.1 Tools of Horizontal Montage 

 

6.1.1  Transition Types 

 
The transitions between shots and scenes of a movie are mostly derived by cutting 

(digitally or analogous) the filmed material into units (shots that one wants to use) and 

joining them in order to first create a scene which is part of a sequence that again is 

part of an act and the connections of the acts finally form the film. 

 

Of course there exist exceptions like for example the film "Russian Ark" (2002, RU/GE), 

which consists just of one long steadicam1-take of ninety-six minutes without using cut-

ting. In this case the transitions are made by camera movements and location changes 

                                                
1 A steadicam is a construct of a camera on a stabilizing mount in order to isolate the cinema-
tographer's movement from the camera which enables him/her to walk, run and move with the 
camera but without creating waggling pictures. The full construction of camera and mount gets 
carried by the camera operator's body which enables him/her to move freely and have his/her 
hands free to operate the camera. This technique is very often used for POV-shots and its first 
famous application has been in the film "Shining" (1980, GB) where the steadicam has been 
used to create POVs of the child driving with its tricycle through the corridors of the house.   
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as well as by the characters that are coming into and leaving the presence of the cam-

era, and not by cuts. 

 

According to that phenomena Metz was the first of all montage theoreticians, who 

structured a film into narrative elements the so called 'syntagmas', which, according to 

him, can exist within one shot as well as between two shots. This means that there are 

natural transitions within one shot derived by a tracking shot, pan, change of focus, 

change of the light setting and so on, without necessarily making a cut. (Monaco 2000: 

222),   

 

Nonetheless this point will deal with transitions derived through the manually cutting 

and joining of the film strips (analogous and digital).  

 
Concerning the perception it can be generally defined between two main transition 

types: 

 

• Hard Cut 

 A hard cut is joining two shots with each other and the cutting edge gets per-

ceived by the spectator and further creates a break within the continuity of the 

events (Bender Verlag, n.d.-b). In connection with the hard cut are very often sof-

tening methods used like for example dissolves, to which will be explained in 

6.2.1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Soft Cut 

A soft cut, also called invisible cut, is joining two shots with each other but in a 

way that it does not tear the spectator out from the narrative and the cut stays, 

concerning perception, invisible. This happens frequently within editing conven-

Figure 2: Visualization of the perception of a Hard Cut 

1 2 
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tions of the coverage-system and continuity system, which will be explained in 

6.1.3.1. (Bender Verlag, n.d.-a) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Within the practical work and theoretical analyses of editing exit several kinds of cuts 

which are classified by their characteristics and uses within the narrative. As many 

classification attempts have already been made the following listing is a result of 

American and German literature as well as the author's considerations. 

 
 

6.1.1.1.1 Straight Cut 
 
A straight cut is a sudden joining of one shot with the other in order to change the 

viewpoint, compressing time, changing locations or setting up an idea or image (But-

ton, 2002: 205).  

 

The straight cut is a very usual transition type within the documentary and functions as 

structuring tool because a documentary narrative is usually exploring a theme and 

therefore inherits many location changes, changes of interview partners, and so on.  

 

A straight cut in a drama film is used very considerately, especially if the film follows 

the principle of continuity, because a sudden change could destroy the spectator's per-

ception of continuity. But as well as in the documentary the straight cut in the drama 

film functions as a tool of structure as well as it can lead the spectator's attention radi-

cally onto something specific due to its surprising nature. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Visualization of the perception of a Soft Cut 

1 2 
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6.1.1.1.2 Continuity Cut / Match on Action 
 
The continuity cut is following the action or a specific movement in a way, that the au-

dience gets the impression of continuity between two pictures (Borstnar, Pabst and 

Wulff, 2002: 140). This mean of transition is one of the main transition types used in 

drama films. It is an important component of the 180° Rule which will be explained in 

6.1.3 in more detail.  

 

Within the documentary editing the match on action or continuity cut is not used very 

frequently because within the shooting of a documentary it is rarely possible to repeat 

an action in order to shoot it from different perspectives. The film team in a documen-

tary production also consist mostly just of one cameraman, the director and sometimes 

a sound operator, which means that the material in general does not offer the possibil-

ity of making a continuity cut. But it is to say, that sometimes documentaries also con-

tain fictional sequences in which continuity cuts are used. 

 
 
  

6.1.1.1.3 Match Cut 
 
The match cut is joining two different actions in a way that the two pictures have a 

graphical match which gives the spectator the impression of graphical continuity. It is a 

special form of the continuity montage. Mostly the same figure or object is moving con-

tinuously through different shots in which the places and times are changing. (Borstnar, 

Pabst and Wulff, 2002: 141; Beller, 1999: 24)  

 

One of the most famous and constantly referred examples for a match cut is the cut 

from a falling bone, thrown up by a primate, to the space ship similar to the bone's 

shape, in the movie "2001: A Space Odyssey" (1968, USA). In general the match cut is 

a very aesthetical tool that is used in drama films in order to conserve continuity which 

means that this type of transition is not very frequent in documentaries. 

 
 

6.1.1.1.4 Jump Cut 
 
A jump cut is combining two shots which show the same object from a different dis-

tance but shot from the same camera angle. It gives you the impression of dropped 

frames (Borstnar, Pabst and Wulff, 2002: 141; and Beller, 1999: 25). The spectator 

gets irritated and the view focus does not stay maintained. It is the exactly opposite of a 
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match cut. The jump cut has been invented by Godard who used it the first time in his 

film "Breathless" (1960, FR). This unconventional technique meant to pass criticism on 

the continuity style of Hollywood.  

 

Since the jump cut has been invented it is used within the drama film but with careful 

consideration. For example in "Trainspotting" (1996, UK) jump cuts are used in the 

sequence where Spud has his job interview (hyperactive because of speed consume) 

and talks about the significance of details.  

 

Within the documentary film the jump cut is a very usual tool to shorten interview parts. 

Sometimes it is also used in combination with flashes (shot – three frames white – 

shot) to prevent the misinterpretation of the jump cut as a recording mistake.   

 
 

6.1.1.1.5 Cutaway / Insert Cut 
 
The cutaway is a cut to a picture which does not fit with the context of the actual action. 

The cutaway belongs to the insert method which means to cut within a sequence to a 

picture of a different sort (e.g. clocks, not present figures, letters, maps, documents, 

titles etc.). Sometimes also a more complex insert is used and a full sequence is in-

serted into another sequence. (Borstnar, Pabst and Wulff, 2002: 141) The cutaway and 

insert method is part of the continuity system and used in order to visualize time pass-

ing by or as preparation for an upcoming action, etc.  

 

Also within the documentary film a cutaway is frequently used during interviews in or-

der to avoid jump cuts or to establish the interview partner's personality. Very typical 

are cutaways to the hands of the interviewed person, to details of the location (if the 

interview is made in the person's home for example) etc. 

 
 

6.1.1.1.6 Directional Wipe Cut 
 
A directional wipe cut is a cut that is motivated to hide the crossing of the eye line or 

change of a scene. For example in a chasing scene on the roof of a block of flats runs 

in shot A the haunted from left to right side of the frame and shot B would be filmed 

from the opposite side of the roof in which, because of the view point, the haunted 

would run from the right to the left side of the frame, which could confuse the audience. 
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In order to create no confusion a cut can be arrived by the haunted passing behind a 

chimney in shot A and a cut in that very moment to shot B. (Button, 2002: 205) 

 
 

6.1.2 Time Narrating Montage Methods 

 
As in chapter 4 it has been declared that the temporary relations are part of the narra-

tion following methods are frequently used to actually establish obviously a time rela-

tionship in order to serve narrative purposes. 

 
 

6.1.2.1 Flashback / Flash Forward 

 
Flashbacks are scenes that take the narrative back in time instead of supporting the 

chronology.  

 

Flashbacks in drama films are often used in order to visualize memories as in "Hi-

roshima mon Amour" or to narrate a general back-story as in "Casino" (1995, USA/FR) 

in order to introduce the character's personality. Flashbacks can also make up the ma-

jority of the story like in "Saw" (2004, USA/UK). Sometimes also a great part of a film is 

a continuous flashback like for example "Edward Scissorhands" (1990, USA) starts in 

the present and ends in the present, but the in-between is about the memory of an old 

lady masked as a story. "Carlitos Way" (1993, USA) for example starts with the same 

picture as it ends, but this kind of storytelling is also called flash forward, as it shows 

the spectator already at the beginning where the film will end. Occasionally flashbacks 

of a character are also about happenings in the film itself especially in crime films like 

for example "Black Dahlia" where Bucky's flashbacks are used to show the spectator 

the proofs for Bucky's resolution of the case. 

 

Flashbacks or flash-forwards in documentaries in terms of taking the narrative back 

and forward in time are fixed components because a documentary is exploring a theme 

rather than following a fixed narrative. And in order to explore a theme, background 

information has to be presented and considered in order to draw conclusions from it 

and this information can be of various times.  
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6.1.2.2 Ellipsis 

 
An ellipsis refers to a cut that shortens the temporal continuity of an action by reducing 

the unnecessary information and focusing on the necessary information (Beller, 1993a: 

25).  

For example when a character in a drama film as well as in a documentary film needs 

to take a bus and travels the whole night to arrive in the morning at a specific location, 

the elliptical editing could present for example a shot of the character entering the bus, 

a shot during the travel which shows the character asleep, a shot of the character wak-

ing up in the morning and a shot of the character leaving the bus. The action is pre-

sented in less time as it takes in the story itself. Within ellipsis are very often means like 

dissolves, wipes or fades used in order to indicate time passing by (Bordwell and 

Thomson, 2008: 229).  

 
 

6.1.2.3 Montage Sequence / Thematic Cut 

 
A montage sequence is joining different shots from different people and actions which 

are not linked through the unity of one scene. The targets are to build up a visual ar-

gument, the evolvement of a topic or to shorten a long action in time. (Borstnar, Pabst 

and Wulff, 2002: 141)  

 

Montage sequences form a great part of documentary films because documentaries 

are concerned with the exploration and evolvement of a topic and therefore need to 

build up visual arguments. 

  

Montage Sequences in drama films are especially common in films where the charac-

ter or characters need to achieve their goal through training and preparation, like for 

example films about sportive teams (e.g. football teams, dancing and theatre groups, 

etc.), military training camps, etc. An example for this is the film "Remember the Titans" 

(2000, USA) which deals with integration of Afro-American football players within a 

football team which consisted thitherto of White Americans. This film shows several 

montage sequences of how the different characters in conflict deal with each other and 

how they prepare themselves for the coming football season within a training camp. 
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6.1.2.4 Cross Cutting 

 
Cross Cutting, a technique of alternation, means to continuously cut between two dif-

ferent actions in and out. The basic structure can be described by 

A1/B1/A2/B2/A3/B3…An/Bn. (Borstnar, Pabst and Wulff, 2002: 140; and Beller, 1999: 

22). Cross Cutting is the basis for many montage patterns which will be explored in 

6.1.3.  

 

This mean is often used to express simultaneousness in drama films. Already at the 

beginning of film history cross cutting had been used for the so-called rescue in the last 

minute-chasing scenes.  

 

In documentary films cross cutting is mostly used in the course of contrast and parallel 

montage, which will be explained in detail in point 6.1.3.3. 

 
 

6.1.2.5 Freeze Frame 

 
The technique of freeze frame means that a moving picture stops and becomes into a 

still image, like a photograph.  

 

This mean is used in drama films to intensify a moment. A famous example for this is 

the last shot of the film "400 Blows" (1959, FR) where the main character Antoine runs 

along the beach (for the first time of his life), stops, turns to the camera and looks di-

rectly into the camera (which gives the spectator the impression of Antoine looking at 

him/her). In this moment the moving picture stops and becomes into a still image of the 

boys face looking at the audience. In general this technique has been an important 

stylistic element of kung fu-dramas. Also the "Matrix – Trilogy" (1999, 2003, 2003, 

USA) uses this element excessively in a modified way. In the Matrix-freeze-frame the 

character or object gets frozen, but the camera is still moving.   

 

Within documentary films a very strong use of still images in form of photographs, 

newspaper articles, etc. is made which is also the ostensible mean of showing a frozen 

frame. Usually these pictures are animated and stop for a moment. In the experiment 

"Haunted Minds" a frozen frame is used in the last shot of version two but in order to 

create a humoristic element. 
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6.1.2.6 Fast Motion / Slow Motion 

 
Slow motion is a technique whereby time seems to be slowed down like for example in 

a great part of the running scenes in "Run, Lola, Run". Fast motion is the opposite be-

cause it seems like time would have be speeded up, which has been used quite fre-

quently in Charlie Chaplin movies or Slapstick comedies in general.  

 

In general slow and fast motion scenes in drama films are used in order to highlight 

something and to reduce or expand time. 

 

In documentary scenes fast motion is often used to visualize changes over a period of 

time, for example the process of a flower growing, the development of a construction 

sight, etc.  

 
 

6.1.2.7 Reverse motion 

 
Reverse motion is an effect that rewinds an action and plays it backwards. Reverse 

motion is also often used in combination with fast motion and occurs in both genres. 

 

Within the experiment "Many Ways" the editor of version three is using this effect to 

return to the origin of the uncomfortable situation for the two main characters in order to 

present another possibility of dealing with this kind of situation. 

 
 

6.1.2.8 The Subjective Film Time 

 
The subjective film time concerns the difference between the openly announced time 

for an action within a movie and the time it really takes. (Button, 2002: 209)  

 

For example in "Run, Lola, Run" the main character Lola has 20 minutes time to get 

100.000 German Mark. The first run of Lola takes, from the moment she drops the 

phone till the moment the clock strikes 12 o' clock, 14 minutes and 52 seconds of 

screen time. The second run takes 14 minutes and 42 seconds of screen time and the 

third run takes 17 minutes and 57 seconds of screen time. Other examples are scenes 

in which a character has ten seconds to deactivate a bomb, but the screen time lasts 

sometimes for 30 seconds up to one minute (Button, 2002: 209). In order to give the 
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impression of the action really taking the amount of time which has been announced, 

the actions are frequently inter-cut by a clock to increase the feeling of reality. 

 

In terms of documentary films it is to say that they are based on realism which means 

that there is usually no attempt made to create subjective film time. 

 
 

6.1.2.9 Relations of Shot Lengths 

 
The relation of the different shot durations can also manipulate the temporary impres-

sion of the spectator in both drama and documentary film. If a sequence is generally 

edited fast a shot of a longer duration compared to the duration of the other shots 

within that sequence seems longer for the spectator than the screen time really is. This 

shot then gets perceived as heavier which gives the shot more importance and weight 

within the full construct of the scene.  

 

In the experiment "Many Ways" one of the test takers stated that a specific shot (a me-

dium close-up), of the girl lying in the bed alone beside the bed table with open eyes, 

has more importance and weight in version two than in version one. The test taker's 

explanation was that in version two the shots are much shorter as well as the story 

itself than in version one and therefore this specific shot, which is also longer than the 

other shots of version two, has more importance than in version one. Furthermore the 

test taker stated that this impression changed his interpretation of the relationship be-

tween the two characters. 

 
 

6.1.2.10 Ambiguous Time 

 
Referring to Button, the ambiguous time gives the audience the impression of not 

knowing how much time has gone by like for example in scenes where the main char-

acter is drunk or stoned and the actions he/she executes are shown from the drunk or 

stoned perspective. (Button, 2002: 211)  

 

This mean is mainly a tool of drama films but also of fictional elements within documen-

taries, because it is often used in form of a POV-shots. For example the whole film 

"Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas" (1998, USA) is playing with the ambiguity of time 
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because both characters are stoned and drunk for the whole duration of the film and 

the POV is often used. 

 
 

6.1.3 Montage Patterns and Styles 

 

6.1.3.1 Griffith's Continuity Editing 

 
The main aim of the filmmakers at the beginning of the edited drama film (1900 – 

1910), such as Griffith's, was to produce a continuous narrative, which means that edit-

ing should by no means disturb the seamless vision of a film but rather support the 

narrative continuity of time, space and action over a series of shots (Bordwell and 

Thomson, 2008: 231). Till today the most common style of editing in drama films is the 

continuity editing. The continuity editing can be divided into temporal continuity and 

spatial continuity.  

 

6.1.3.1.1 Temporal Continuity 
 

As a film should not be more than three hours at its maximum, it would be impossible 

for most films to show the presented action without shortening it temporarily. That 

means that temporal continuity editing shall on the one hand support the temporary 

shortages in a way the spectator does not realise the shortages and perceives the film 

as continuous and on the other hand serve the purpose of the narrative. (Bordwell and 

Thomson, 2008: 245) 

 

In order to indicate the temporal duration of a scene as continuous, 

 
• one should avoid ellipses, as they are a mean to obviously shorten a continuous 

temporary action  

• one should carry on diegetic sound from one shot to the next in order to overlap 

the cuts, 

• one should use continuity cuts in order to match the action of one shot with the 

next shot  

• and the actions should be presented chronologically (Bordwell and Thomson, 

2008: 250 - 251). 
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In order to shorten an action but serve the purpose of the narrative, like for example the 

visualization of a long-lasting war, the continuity editing makes use of montage se-

quences, which have been already explained in 6.1.2.3.  

 

With the purpose of obviously visualizing time passing by metaphors, like for example 

changing calendar pages, a quickly turning clock, fast motion images of the sky and so 

on, are used as well as informative titles like "Vienna 2008". Also time ellipses in form 

of dissolves, fades or wipes (especially used in "Star Wars" (1977, USA)) between one 

shot and the next as well as match cuts like the already mentioned cut in "2001: A 

Space Odyssey", which performs a time jump of several thousand years, are used to 

narrate time passing by. 

 

Another frequently mean also used in continuity editing in order to manipulate time and 

serve the purpose of the narrative are flashbacks and flash forwards. 

 

6.1.3.1.2 Spatial Continuity 
 
To contain the spatial continuity one of the most important means is the 180° rule 

which has been established by Griffith and broaches the issue of the resolution of dia-

logue scenes. This principle contains and explains most of the tools that create spatial 

continuity, which will be explored as follows: 
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The 180° rule serves the purpose of orientation for  the spectator, which means that the 

spectator knows who is where in the room and who is talking to whom, which is espe-

cially important when a dialogue scene contains more than two people. In order to sup-

port the spectator's orientation concerning the action the centre line should not be 

crossed because then the characters would change places within the frame which 

could confuse the spectator and would look like this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4: Visualization of the 180° Rule (Beller, 1993a: 16) 

Figure 5: Visualization of a Center-Line-Crossing 
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In Figure 8 the most common shots within a dialogue scene are presented and often a 

dialogue gets shot from all these perspectives. The editing has then to make a mon-

tage and choose which shots are serving the purpose of the moment best.  

 

The camera position A1 has the function of a master shot and shows everything that 

happens in the scene from one point of view. Sometimes it is also called a cover-shot 

as well as a long shot if it fits the framing of a long shot. If the shot of position A1 is at 

the beginning of the scene it also serves the purpose of an establishing shot. Outside 

of a dialogue scene the establishing shot exists as well. The establishing shot can be 

either at the beginning or the end of a scene and serves the purpose of letting the 

spectator know where the action either will take place or has taken place. The estab-

lishing shot shows the setting of a scene which could be, for example, a house from 

outside or nature scenery. But it has to be said that establishing shots have been used 

very excessively in the classical era of filmmaking whereas now the establishing shot 

falls quite often apart in order to quicken the ongoing of the story.  

 

A cut from A1 to A2 (which is closer to the action) is called cut in and brings the specta-

tor closer to the action. Of course it can be cut from A2 to A1 as well, which then is 

called cut back. (Beller, 1993a: 16) 

 

The 180° Rule also visualizes the very important shot/reverse shot (SRS) principle of 

the continuity editing. This principle is about the interaction of people having a dia-

logue. If one person says something (shot) it is very common to show the reaction of 

the dialogue partner (reverse shot). The camera positions B1 and C1 are the main rep-

resentatives for the SRS-principle, but it is to say, that the camera is much nearer to 

the characters as the impression figure 8 is giving. Within the SRS-principle the eye-

line-match is an important factor. The eyeline-match describes the direction in which 

the character looks and is to distinguish from the center line-principle because the 

camera position in the ABC-area may be correct but that does not mean that the eyeli-

nes match. (Beller, 1993a: 17) This means that if two characters are sitting at the op-

posites of a table, not only their position within the frame is important, but also their 

eyeline needs to match in the closer shot of the C1 and B1 in order to support the spec-

tator's orientation and the spatial continuity: 
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If during the shooting a mistake has been made concerning the center line and eyeline 

the editing can help the situation by using cheat-cuts which means to use a insert cut 

or mirror effects in order to repair the situation (Beller, 1993a: 17). 

 

The camera positions in figure 8 named B3 and C3 are simulating the position of the 

dialogue partner and by doing so a POV is created. The POV shot is also part of the 

SRS – System. B2 and C2 are the so called over-the-shoulder-shots which also belong 

to the SRS-System. B4 and C4 are camera positions for the so called cut-aways. Cut-

aways are shots that are motivated by the characters line of vision and are pointing 

outside the 180° area. (Beller, 1993a: 17 – 18) For  example if suddenly the noise of a 

car appears and one of the characters looks away from the dialogue partner, which is 

followed by a cut-away, which again is followed by a shot of a car parking in front of the 

house, the cut-away is motivated by the reaction of that character who is looking away 

from his/her dialogue partner and at the same time the cut-away introduces the next 

shot. By using a shot that points outside the 180° area the spectator gets prepared that 

what comes next happens outside of the scenery. 

 

In order to create spatial continuity by mixing all this different shots within one scene it 

is not only important to consider the 180° Rule, SR S-principle and eyeline match, but 

 
Figure 6: Visualization of an Eyeline – Match (example of two characters sitting on 
                the opposites of a table) 
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also to use continuity cuts (match on action) in order to create a seamless spatial con-

tinuity.  

6.1.3.2 Eisenstein's Montage Classifications 

 
The following five types of montage have been classified by Eisenstein in the course of 

his investigations: 

 
 

6.1.3.2.1 Metric Montage 
 
The metric montage is limited to and based on time. Each shot of a metric montage 

has the same number of frames and it does not matter if it is an indisposed moment in 

which the cut happens. (Dancyger, 2007: 18) Metric montage is predominantly, but not 

frequently, used in drama films like for example in "Run, Lola, Run". Every time she 

passes a person on her run, still images are displayed after each other and each image 

is screened for the same amount of time accompanied by a photo camera-click-sound. 

 
 

6.1.3.2.2 Rhythmic Montage 
 
The rhythmic montage is as well as the metric montage based on time. The focus lies 

on transmitting a more complex meaning than in a metric montage by also using the 

visual composition of the shots. (Dancyger, 2007: 20) The rhythmic montage today also 

considers auditory elements like music, dialogue and sound.  

 

For example in "Run, Lola, Run", Lola is crossing within her first run a bridge with brick-

stone-columns. First a tracking shot follows her from the side and comes closer and 

closer to her face. The music accompanying this scene is an electronic piece based on 

a 4/4 time. After the first half of the bridge the editing starts to build up a rhythm on ba-

sis of the music. Lola is shown for the duration of three beats from the side, but in slow 

motion, on the fourth beat Lola is shown from the front also in slow motion, than she is 

again shown for three beats from the side and for one beat from the front, and so on. 

This rhythm is repeated ten times. In general this montage pattern is often used in 

montage sequences, which means that rhythmic montage is also used in documentary 

films.  

 
Rythmic Montage is strongly used in documentaries during montage sequences that 

are accompanied by music. 
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6.1.3.2.3 Tonal Montage 
 
The tonal montage is about emotions. Pictures can evoke certain emotions and within 

the tonal montage their joining is based on their emotional values. (Dancyger, 2007: 

20)  

 

This montage pattern is frequently used in documentaries about social issues like for 

example in "War Dance" (2007, USA) about children living in a refugee camp in North-

ern Uganda and are training for the national dance and music festival.  

 
 

6.1.3.2.4 Overtonal Montage 
 
The overtonal montage is a combination of metric montage, rhythmic montage and 

tonal montage. (Dancyger, 2007: 20) An example for this is the scene in the film 

"Mother", where the protagonist is trying to escape on an ice block in the river.  

 
 

6.1.3.2.5 Intellectual Montage 
 
The intellectual montage uses the combination of shots as a mean of expression and 

as creation of a meaning which neither both of the shots individually inherit. A more 

modern example as the famous bull-slaughtering scene of Eisenstein's "Strike", is the 

final scene of the "The Godfather", where crosscutting is used in order to combine 

shots of Michael at the baptism of his sister's child and the executing of murders he 

ordered. This combination expresses the dualism his life has taken on since he is the 

Godfather, the white and the black side of his being. 

 

To use intellectual montage in a documentary film is dangerous because of the fact 

that pictures are given a sense they do not inherit by themselves. "Fahrenheit 9/11" is 

using intellectual montage in various scenes like for example in the scene where 

George Bush is in the school classroom dealing with little children which is cross-cut 

with material of the hijacked plane crashing into the Twin Towers.  
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6.1.3.3 Pudovkin's Montage Classifications 

 
Pudovkin distinguished between five different types of montage in order to manipulate 

the spectator:  

 

6.1.3.3.1 Contrast Montage 
 
The contrast montage combines pictures of contradictory content (Agbeyegbe, 2003).   

 

Contrast montage is, as already mentioned, an important mean in documentaries pre-

dominantly executed by cross-cutting between different opinions. For example in the 

experiment "Haunted Minds", version three and version two are making extensively use 

of this tool in order to question and contrast the opinions of both pro and contra. 

 
 

6.1.3.3.2 Parallel Montage 
 
The parallel montage is similar to the contrast montage but interweaves strands that 

are not contradictory in terms of time and content. (Agbeyegbe, 2003) 

 

Parallel montage in documentaries is very often used in form of cross-cutting-scenes 

between same opinions or themes that basically support each other.  

 
 

6.1.3.3.3 Symbolism 
 
The montage type symbolism can be seen similar to Eisenstein's intellectual montage 

because in order to explain this kind of montage Pudovkin referred to the scene in 

Eisenstein's film "Strike" where the massacre of the strike has been intercut with the 

slaughtering of a bull. (Agbeyegbe, 2003) 

 

Symbolism in documentaries appears often in form of pictures that indicate a mood or 

abstract concept like for example in the documentary experiment film version three is 

using pictures of graveyards and misty landscape in order to symbolize spirituality and 

life after death. 
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6.1.3.3.4 Simultaneous Montage 
 
The simultaneous montage is a special form of the parallel montage, which is predomi-

nantly used in drama films, and also known as the rescue-in-last-minute-montage. Two 

strands are taking place at the same time and are shown alternately and finally find 

together in a climax. 

 
 

6.1.3.3.5 Leitmotif Montage 
 
The leitmotif montage repeats throughout a film one shot which symbolises the main 

messages of the film. In "Run, Lola, Run" many shots of clocks, especially the clock in 

front of the Supermarket occur, which supports the message that every second of your 

life counts. In documentaries about criminals or crime themes in general this mean is 

very often used. Often a special still image or short video-clip from the criminal or crime 

scenes appears several times throughout the film.  

 
 

6.2 Tools of Vertical Montage 

 

6.2.1 Means to Soften a Cut 

 
In order to not affront the audience by a too hard cut and destroy the fluency of the 

picture flood as well as in order to indicate time passages and structuring the narrative, 

the editing makes use of different softening methods which are equally important in 

both genres documentary film and drama film: 

 

• Dissolve 

A dissolve is a mix between two pictures where the ending of one shot happens 

at the same time as the start of the next shot. (Button, 2002: 207) 

 

• Fades 

A fade is more or less the same as a dissolve but instead of mixing two pictures, 

a picture gets mixed with a solid colour. So a picture can fade in, which means 

that it arises from black for example, or it can fade out which means that the pic-
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ture becomes black. In film grammar it is very often used to structure the narrative 

and indicate that time passes by. (Button, 2002: 207) 

 

• Wipe 

In film editing, a wipe is a gradual spatial transition from one image to another. 

One image is replaced by another with a distinct edge that forms a shape like for 

example a simple edge, an expanding circle, or the turning of a page, etc. (But-

ton, 2002: 207) 

 
 

6.2.2 Means to combine images 

 

6.2.2.1 Superimposition 

 
Superimposing is an effect that has been already used in photography before the film 

and occurs by placing two or more images directly on each other. It has been very of-

ten used to create a metaphor or visualizing a thought like for example a man talks to a 

woman and during a close-up of the man's face is shown a picture of the naked woman 

who is actually not naked is superimposed on his face. This could indicate that the man 

is just imagining or remembering her naked. (Button, 2002: 207) Superimpositions to-

day are mostly used in both genres as an aesthetical tool in order to establish a mood 

by creating a smooth montage of different superimposed impressions accompanied by 

music. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

6.2.2.2 Split Screen 

The split screen allows showing at least two presentations at the same time within the 

same frame and has a similar effect as a parallel montage. This method was very 

Figure 7: Visualization of a Superimposition 

1 2 3 1 2 3 
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popular in the 1960s and 1970s and used in drama films like "Carrie" (1976, USA) as 

well as in documentaries like "Woodstock" (1970, USA).  

 

Today the split screen method is not used really often in both genres but still there exist 

a few films like for example “Run, Lola, Run" in which this mean is used to show Lola in 

the first presentation running towards Mani, while the second presentation shows Mani 

waiting for Lola, looking at the clock, turning around and entering the shop and the third 

presentation shows the clock hand of a white clock moving towards twelve. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.2.2.3 Compositing/Chroma Key 

 
Compositions are images, which are a combination of different images from different 

sources but seem to be one picture. In order to create a composition elements have 

often to be shot in a blue box or green box1 where the colour gets removed afterwards 

by chroma-keying in order to replace the blue or green area by another picture. A very 

usual example is the weather forecast on TV. The actual map in the background of the 

speaker is in reality not behind him, but rather a computer application keyed into the 

picture.

                                                
1 A blue box or green box is the name for a green or blue room or background. The colours blue 
and green are colours that occur rarely in the human body and silhouettes best against skin 
colours, which reduces chroma key mistakes. Somebody that gets filmed in a blue box or green 
box shouldn't wear clothes that inherit blue or green otherwise parts of his/her body get keyed 
away and replaced by the picture, that also replaces the blue or green background. 

Figure 8: Visualization of the Split 
                Screen in "Run, Lola, Run" 
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Compositing has become increasingly important in both genres as the digital era has 

become an era of special effects. 

 
 

6.2.2.4 Picture in Picture / Inset 

 
The picture in picture is a technique very often used in news as well as in interview 

situations of documentaries. A picture of full opacity gets reduced in size and placed on 

another picture in order to reduce talking heads or highlight a detail.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6.2.3 Colour 

 
The idea of coloured films started almost at the same time as film itself. Already in 

1896 single frames had been hand-coloured in order to increase realism and execute 

expressionism, because colour is an important component of our every-day-lives and 

carries many emotional meanings. 

 

As colour is an important visual mean it also concerns the editing and can be manipu-

lated by the editing. Colour, as well as everything else the film visually displays, nar-

rates something and manipulates the spectator's perception.  

Figure 9: Visualization of the Compositing Process 

Figure 10: Visualization of an Inset 
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One of the most important works in terms of using colour as an important mean of 

emotional symbolism is the trilogy of "Three colours: BLUE" (1993, FR/PL/CH/UK), 

"Three colours: WHITE" (1994, FR/PL/CH) and "Three colours: RED" (1994, 

FR/PL/CH) by Krzysztof Kieslowski. In each film the specific colour mentioned in the 

title is the expressive tool for the general emotion covered in the film.  

 

In "Three Colours: Blue" for example, the colour blue stands for sadness as well as 

emptiness and is reoccurring throughout the film by using blue camera filters, blue 

lightning, blue objects, blue clothes and colour correction means to increase the bluish 

vision. The film itself is about a mother that lost her beloved husband and son in a car 

accident which traumatized her forever. This trilogy shows that colour can be used in 

order to create a larger meaning for the full project.  

 

Colour can also serve the purpose of describing a character. In the film "One Hour 

Photo" (2002, USA) the main character Sy is developing photographs within one hour 

for customers in a supermarket. It happens that Sy builds up a very strong connection 

to the family of one regular customer named Nina without having ever met her family 

only by developing her photographs. Sy is a character without family and friends. He is 

living a monotonous and boring life. In order to visualize that, the colours of his clothes 

are grey (besides his supermarket uniform) as well as everything in his flat is grey and 

beige. When Sy is leaving the supermarket at night to drive home the surrounding is 

full of colourful street lights which get reflected by his grey clothes. This gives the im-

pression of him being invisible and not existing, which is again a reflection of his char-

acter. 

 

In order to use colour it has to be considered that the understanding and meaning of 

colours depends very strongly on culture, climate zones, symbolism throughout history 

and personal preferences. The following table gives a small overview of colour mean-

ing in different parts of the world: 

 
 
 

COLOR 
WESTERN 

EUROPE and US 
CHINA JAPAN MIDDLE EAST 

Red Danger, Anger, 
Stop 

Joy, Celebra-
tory event Anger, Danger Danger, Evil 

Yellow Caution, 
Cowardice Honor, Royalty Grace, Nobility, 

Happiness Prosperity 
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Green Sexual Arousal, 
Safe, Go Youth, Growth Future, Youth, 

Energy 
Fertility, 
Strength 

White Purity, Virtue Mourning, 
Humility 

Death, 
Mourning 

Mourning, 
Purity 

Blue Purity, Virtue Masculinity, 
Calm, Authority 

Strength, 
Power Villany 

Black Death, Evil Evil Evil Mystery 

 
 
 
In order to manipulate colour it has to be defined what parts of colour can be manipu-

lated. According to Albert H. Munsell colour exists of three different properties which 

the Munsell Color System visually shows: 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to the chart, colour can be described by three components: colour's hue, 

saturation and lightness.  

 
The hue of a colour is the basic colour itself like for example red, blue or yellow. The 

colours are created by the different wavelengths of light that get reflected off of an ob-

ject (Button, 2002: 225) and which get continuatively captured by the camera. 

The saturation of a colour describes the amount of gray in the particular colour. The 

saturation makes the difference between a bright colour and a "dirty" colour, a bright 

Table 1: Colours and Meanings (Button, 2002: 232) 

Figure 11: Munsell Color System (Colour Phenomena,  
                  2008) 
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green or a "dirty" green. Bright colours are considered to be highly saturated while a 

"dirty" colour is considered to be less saturated.  

The lightness of a colour specifies the intensity of lightness and darkness of a colour. 

For example yellow is lighter than blue and red is lighter than black. Colours of high 

lightness are called the high-key colours whereas the colours with low lightness are 

called low-key colours. 

 

So the editing can manipulate with special programs the hue, saturation and lightness 

of the given colours in film which is, as already mentioned in chapter 5, mostly per-

formed by specialists called grader. 

As it is possible to give a full film a special colour look it is also possible to give different 

objects a special colour look like for example the red jacket of the little girl in the b/w-

film "Schindler's List". Also special scenes can be strongly colour manipulated like for 

example the scenes in "Run, Lola, Run" where Lola and Mani are both lying in the bed 

(birds view perspective) and the picture is coloured in a very intensive red.  

 

The colour design within documentary films is treated differently, depending on the aim 

of the documentary film. The documentary film "War Dance" for example is using col-

our very expressively in order to describe the fate of the three main characters within 

the movie. Symbolic scenes are colour manipulated to highlight and transmit a feeling 

of loneliness and being doomed by fate realized by the use of dark, bluish colours 

which transmit melancholy. Also various nature documentaries on "Discovery Chan-

nel"1 are colour manipulated to increase the intensity of the pictures.  

Contrasting to that the documentary "Kurt and Courtney" (1998, UK) uses a realistic 

colour design. The colouring is due to the shooting's light situations which for the most 

part of the film supports the sad and mysterious topic because it is predominantly rain-

ing or cloudy throughout the film. Many documentary films in general are trying to 

transmit the feeling of reality and the cinema verité movement has inarguably left 

traces in the way documentaries are still made today. Therefore the colour manipula-

tion process is mostly limited to increasing the contrast which raises the saturation of 

the colours and/or manipulating the lightness of a scene if it is to dark or light.  

Furthermore it has also to be considered that many documentary films are working on 

a low-budget-basis and do not have the budget of a huge drama film because the grad-

                                                
1 'Discovery Channel is an American satellite and cable TV channel (also delivered via IPTV, 
terrestrial television and internet television in other parts of the world), founded by John 
Hendricks and distributed by Discovery Communications. It provides documentary programming 
focused primarily on popular science, technology, and history.' (Discovery Channel, 2008) 
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ing and colour manipulating processes are very expensive means within the postpro-

duction process.  

 
 

6.2.4 Sound 

 
As already mentioned before sound is a very important part of a film today and an im-

portant tool of narration and manipulation. The auditory spectrum of a film can be di-

vided into on-screen speech, voice-over, music and sounds as well as atmospheres. 

 
 

6.2.4.1 On-Screen and Off-Screen Speech 

 
On-Screen speech gets already recorded during the shooting. In a drama film the origi-

nal speech is mostly limited to the recording of the dialogues from different takes and 

positions. In documentary films the recorded speech contains interviews, statements of 

the anchorman or filmmaker (if he/she is on location) as well as accidentally recorded 

comments of people in the surrounding. 

 

Concerning the recording of original speech in both genres the focus lies on recording 

as less background noises as possible. Within the editing, firstly speech and picture get 

synchronised and secondly the sound gets arranged. The basically arrangement of the 

speech consists of the removal of disturbing background noises (for example a hum-

ming), the adjustment of the audio-levels in order to have one continuous audio-level 

throughout the film as well as the adjustment and correction of frequency characteris-

tics (equalizing) like for example the increase of lower frequencies in a female voice to 

give it a warmer sound. Also too high frequencies get limited in order to remove fre-

quencies that are uncomfortable for the listener and also, as far as possible, noises 

within the speech which are created through the pronunciation of hard letters (like P, T, 

etc.) and a too close distance between the microphone and the speaker. Also sound 

effects that are necessary for certain situations such as the falsification of voice in or-

der to, for example, make the person's voice unrecognizable (in interviews about criti-

cal topics) or to give the impression of the voice coming through a telephone get ad-

justed in the editing. But to go deeper in the use of special sound effects would go be-

yond the scope of this thesis. 
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In general the on-screen speech in a drama film is attached to its visual equivalent and 

often gives a rhythm for the editing. In the documentary film, differently to the drama 

film, one of the main aims today is to avoid talking heads1. Because of the dependence 

on the often unpredictable shooting situation it often can not be avoided to shoot an 

interview without creating a talking head–shot. Therefore the on-screen speech in the 

documentary editing process very often becomes into an off-screen speech. This 

means that the interviewed person is firstly shown on-screen and starts talking. After 

some seconds a montage of different pictures that fit to the comment the person is 

making (instead of showing his/her talking head) is shown, while the original comment 

of the interview person is still going on. The auditory information gets visualized in or-

der to create a more exciting situation. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
For example in the experiment of the short documentaries, the editing of version three 

is using this tool in each interview situation that takes longer than 10 - 15 seconds 

while the editing of version two shows mainly talking heads. The different use of on-

screen speech resulted that the test takers perceived version two as exhausting and 

boring. 

 

But it is to say that off-screen voices are also used in drama films. For example in the 

course of the SRS principle most of the editor's decisions are dealing with the question: 

Who shall the spectator see during a dialogue, the speaker or the listener? If the lis-

tener is shown the speaker is outside the screen, thus his/her voice is off-screen. Be-

cause the drama film is scripted and dialogues are an important part of a drama film it 

does not mean that a dialogue sequence can't be designed experimentally. An exam-

ple for the experimental use of dialogue is the film "Yesterday Girl" (1966, BRD) by 

Alexander Kluge. In the scene where Anita G., the main character of the film, is sitting 

in the living room and eating nuts while a priest, three older ladies and a young man 

                                                
1 Talking heads is a term for a static shot of a talking person sitting in front of a camera.  

Figure 12: Visualization of On-Screen Speech and Off-Screen Speech 

1 2 3 4 Pict ure 

Speech On - Screen Off - Screen 
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are talking, the different audio tracks of the dialogues are merged with each other and 

mixed up to create the impression of a senseless conversation. 

 
 

6.2.4.2 Voice-over 

 
The term voice-over describes speech elements that are not spoken in the scene itself, 

but which are rather played additionally while the scene is shown. Voice-overs get re-

corded independently from the shooting. Synchronized speech in terms of language 

aims is not described by the term voice-over but nonetheless the voice-over has differ-

ent functions. In the drama film voice-overs are primary used as the stylistic element of 

somebody narrating the story as for example in "Shawshank Redemption" (1994, 

USA), "Casino", "Carlito's Way" "Citizen Kane" and many more.  

Another main function of the voice-over in a drama film is the inner monolog or mind 

voice like for example in "Run, Lola, Run". Lola is in her final seconds of the first run 

shown in a close-up while she is running. Suddenly a voice-over starts, spoken with 

Lola's voice, and says: "Wait for me! Please, Mani, wait for me! Don't do it, wait for 

me!" The voice-over gives the spectator the impression of hearing her thoughts. 

 

Within the documentary film the voice-over is a very important and often used tool. Its 

main function is the narration. The narration within a documentary film is often used as 

a linking instrument that is structuring the narrative and connecting the different infor-

mation, places and interview partners to help the spectator to not loose the orientation. 

A 180° degree rule on an auditory level so to speak . Within the narration often also 

additional information get distributed especially basic information like for example sta-

tistics, general political information and basic information about the topic itself. Often 

the narration is also used to balance the documentary on a neutral level concerning the 

issues discussed. In some documentaries the narration is also used as an opinion 

maker like for example in "Fahrenheit 9/11". Michael Moore, the director, is a character 

within the documentary and speaks the voice-over by himself as well, which gives the 

content the documentary presents more weight because it transmits the subtitle infor-

mation for the spectator: He was really there, I have seen him, he is not lying!  

The documentary itself presents information and the background stories of the terrorist 

attack of the 11th September 2001 not only from an one-sided point of view but also the 

narration is held in a cynical and ironical tone, which influences the opinion of the spec-

tator. Furthermore by not presenting the pro and contra, concerning the established 

approach, the narration is leading the spectator from one information supporting the 
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pro to the next information supporting the pro and so on. Therefore the narration is 

handled as an opinion maker.  

 

Similar means have been used in propaganda documentaries of the Nazi-Era in order 

to "inform" the public from a "medical" point of view why Jews belong to a lower race. 

These documentaries were based on voice-overs and pictures that somehow sup-

ported the spoken word. Furthermore the narrator (mostly a "doctor") appeared in the 

film itself as well. Therefore it must be acknowledged that the voice-over can give pic-

tures a meaning they do not really inherit, which makes it to a very strong tool manipu-

lation. 

 
 

6.2.4.3 Music 

 
Music, as already mentioned in 4.1.1, supports the feeling of a scene or film, creates 

dynamic and introduces the rhythm. In terms of drama films the music is very often 

composed for the film itself and used in special moments. In some films a special piece 

of music is reoccurring during the film because it is either an expression of the film's 

theme or it means something to the character in the film. An example for this is version 

one of the short drama film created in the context of the experiment. The film uses the 

introducing piece of music also in the later upcoming sex scenes, which creates on the 

one hand a connection between the presented action and its origin and on the other 

hand it maintains the mood of the film on one level.  

In general music in drama films is predominantly used in scenes without dialogue and 

where the characters are performing an act of movement such as running, driving a 

car, walking, having sex and so on because the use of music during dialogues gets 

very often perceived as disturbing. Music is especially important for montage se-

quences in which a full long-lasting process is shortened to some shots like for exam-

ple in "Ocean's Eleven" (2001, USA). The whole preparations for the coup are covered 

in a montage sequence accompanied by music. A good piece of music prevents from 

boredom and keeps the spectator involved. 

 

As documentaries consist to a great part of montage sequences, music is an important 

part of documentaries and gets also used during interviews and voice-overs.  For ex-

ample in the documentary "Kurt & Courtney" about the conspiracy theories around Kurt 

Cobain's death, Nick Broomfield (the director) is constantly driving with his car from 

one place to another in order to meet the different interview partners. These montage 
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sequences of his travel consist also of very long shots. Almost all of these sequences 

are accompanied by music. In general it is to say, that there exists a tendency in 

documentaries to use instrumental music without lyrics, except in music documentaries 

of course. Instrumental music tends to be more neutral and stays in the background, 

which enables the use of music during speech elements whereas music that contains 

vocals easily distracts the spectator especially during speech elements. 

 
 

6.2.4.4 Sounds + Noises = Atmosphere 

 
Sounds and noises are an important part of the sound design, especially in a drama 

film, because it creates the atmosphere of a film and adds realism. Within the drama 

film scenes are often shot in a studio which is an unrealistic environment and so does 

not provide a realistic sound atmosphere. Also in shootings on a real location like in a 

restaurant for example, the real restaurant predominantly is not in operation. The loca-

tion is rented to the film production company and every "worker" and "guest" besides 

the characters is an extra, performing reality, which makes a difference in the realistic 

quality of the recorded sound atmosphere on location. Therefore additionally sounds 

and noises are added afterwards to increase realism. Sounds and noises also support 

the mood-factor of a scene. For example version three of the short drama films uses 

special sounds during the dialogues which, according to several test takers, transmitted 

the feeling of "something bad is going to happen soon". In horror and psycho movies 

sounds are especially often used in order to create a strange situation and to frighten 

the character. The sound design in the famous murder-scene in "Psycho" (1960, USA) 

tells its own tail. Also in terms of war films or science-fiction movies additional sounds 

and noises are fixed components of the sound design because firstly it is difficult to 

capture these atmospheres in reality and secondly it needs to be realistic in order to be 

perceived as realistic. Sounds and noises also add more drama to a scene. 

 

In documentary films the noises and sounds are given at the location the scene is shot 

and gets recorded in the very moment. Sometimes also additional sound effects get 

added afterwards but less because of the purpose to create realism and rather in order 

to design a more interesting and involving piece of work. 
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7 Conclusion 

 

In order to find an answer to the research question about the difference of editing a 

documentary film and a drama film the methodical approach of this work was based on 

the three components of the practical act of editing:  the general task (general function 

of editing), the executer (the editor) and executing means (editing tools). 

 

Therefore the general task had firstly been defined by means of exploring the human 

perception and cognitive abilities, which resulted that the editing's function is to narrate 

and to manipulate.  

 

As the filmmaking process, as already stated in the introduction, is a team process the 

next step was to define the responsibilities of the editor in order to characterize the 

difference between editing a documentary film and a drama film. This investigation 

already showed several differences also according the general function of editing: 

 

As the drama film is fictional and scripted, the editing process already starts much ear-

lier. So the responsibilities of the editor are primary to finalize a vision that has been 

already created before the editing process in the most successful, exciting and interest-

ing way for the audience, which means that the editor has less impact on the creation 

of the narrative itself. This also means that the manipulating function of editing has 

more importance in the actual postproduction process than the narrative function. Fur-

thermore the voices of editors as well as analyzes of the postproduction workflow 

within the drama film indicate that the editor depends strongly on the director and helps 

him to finalize his vision. 

 

Opposing to that the documentary film is not as strongly bound to a script because of 

the unpredictability of reality which means that the pre-design of the narrative is not as 

distinctive as in a drama film. Hence the postproduction phase has much more impact 

on the creation of the narrative, thus the editor has much more responsibilities in the 

creation of the narrative. Furthermore analyzes of the workflow and comments of 

documentary editors indicate that on the one hand the director and editor in a docu-

mentary are very often partners and create the narrative together and on the other 

hand the editor has often free hand in terms of the form of the documentary. This 

means that within the postproduction process of a documentary also the narrative func-
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tion of the editing has more importance than in the postproduction process of the 

drama film.  

 

After having analyzed the main task and the executer's responsibilities, the differences 

in the use of executing tools in both genres have been explored and resulted following 

main differences: 

 

All means, that serve the purpose of creating continuity such as the 180° - rule, transi-

tion types like the match cut or continuity cut are not important for the editing of docu-

mentary films because these tools are based on the thought to create a seamless vi-

sion which should give the impression of reality and documentary already presents 

reality. Furthermore the fact that documentaries are exploring a theme while drama 

films are telling a predefined story gives the documentary editing much more possibili-

ties in order to form a narrative, which results that the documentary editing is much 

freer of editing conventions in terms of shot combinations and visual storytelling which 

shows the fact that documentaries consist to a great part of montage sequences and 

jump cuts. 

 

Another big difference is the use of sound because a documentary distributes its infor-

mation basically on the auditory level, which means that the audio builds the narrative 

(interviews, voice-over, etc.) and the picture gets often adapted to the audio whereas 

the relationship between the auditory and visual level of the drama film is the opposite. 

The narrative of a drama film is very closely connected with the visual level of the film, 

which shows the principles of continuity editing as well as the use and importance of 

colour.  

 

Concluding from results it is to say, that the editor as well as the editing itself have 

much more creative liberties in a documentary film than in the drama film. 
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I. Editing Experiment "Many Ways"/ short drama 
 

I.I Details of the Editors 

 

I.I.I Editor of Version One 
 

name Jasmin Hirtl 

gender female 

age 23 

nationality Austria 

education 
- A – Levels on a commercial school 
- Film Studies (one year, exchange) 
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

profession student and besides working as an editor 

editing experience 

- short documentary  
- feature length documentary 
- short reportage (for TV) 
- short drama 
- video art editing 
- music video 

expertise documentary and drama editing 

 

 

 

 

I.I.II Editor of Version Two 
 

name Stephanie Fussi 

gender female 

age 23 

nationality Austria 

education - A – Levels on a College for Occupation in Art 
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

profession student and editing assistant for commercial editing 

editing experience 

- short reportage (for TV) 
- short drama 
- life cutting (TV-Magazine) 
- trailer editing 
- commercial editing 

expertise trailer and commercial editing 
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I.I.III Editor of Version Three 
 
name Ben Thursfield 

gender male 

age 26 

nationality Germany/UK 

education - A – Levels  
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

profession student and trainee for animation 

editing experience 

- short reportage (for TV) 
- short drama 
- life cutting (TV-Magazine) 
- trailer editing 
- animation on flash basis 
- sound design 

expertise short reportage editing and flash animations 
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I.II Details of the Test Takers 

 

I.II.I Test Taker # 1 
 

name Elisabeth Heschl 

gender female 

age 23 

nationality Austria 

education 
- high school (completed) 
- apprenticeship to become a salesgirl (completed) 
- schooling to become a carer for handicapped people (in progress) 

profession scholar 

film education none 

film interest 
big movie fan; favours dramas and independent cinema; 
 e.g.: "Science of Sleep", "My life without me", "I'm a Cyborg, But 
That is OK", … 

artistic interest paintings and photography, likes to visit art galleries and theatres;  

 

 

 

 

I.II.II Test Taker # 2 
 
name Robert Kern 

gender male 

age 23 

nationality Austria 

education - A-Level (completed) 
- University of Applied Science for Social Work (in progress) 

profession student 

film education none 

film interest 
watches movies from time to time; does not like fast and effect full 
movies; has not a big knowledge about films; likes movies about 
political and social issues; 

artistic interest music, plays in a band, writing and reading 
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I.II.III Test Taker # 3 
 
name Pascal 

gender male 

age 22 

Nationality Switzerland/Austria 

education - A-Level (completed) 
- schooling to become a carer for handicapped people (in progress) 

profession scholar 

film education none 

film interest not specified 

artistic interest music 

 

 

 

 

I.II.IV Test Taker # 4 
 
name Christoph Steiner 

gender male 

age 23 

nationality Austria 

education 
- high school (completed) 
- apprenticeship to become a joiner (completed) 
- master school for joinery (completed) 

profession master joiner 

film education none 

film interest 

cinephile, watches at least 1 – 2 movies a day, cinema his favourite 
form of entertainment; collects DVDs and special editions; 
favours films from the genre mafia, biopics, documentary and many 
more; interested in European, Asian and American movies;  
does not like Blockbusters; interested in movies with a certain intel-
lectual standard; e.g. "Sideways", "Wilbur wants to kill himself", 
"Leaving Las Vegas", "The Godfahter", "Clockwork Orange" … 

artistic interest cinema, music, interior design 
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I.II.V Test Taker # 5 
 
name Angela Freingruber 

gender female 

age 23 

nationality Austria (Vienna) 

education - A – Level (completed) 
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV (in progress) 

profession student 

film education - A – Levels on a college for photography and graphics 
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

film interest 
makes movies by herself; expertise: camera and lightning; likes 
movies with inner conflicts as well as documentaries; prefers 
European cinema; 

artistic interest photography, cinema 

 

 

 

 

I.II.VI Test Taker # 6 
 
name Peter Hofmeister 

gender male 

age 28 

Nationality Austria (Feldbach) 

education - A-Levels (completed) 

profession design draftsman for civil and underground engineering 

film education none 

film interest 
youtube fanatic; watches mostly blockbusters, comical and trash 
movies; goes not very often to the cinema; is interested also in 
other films but not primary; 

artistic interest music, plays in a band 

 



  ANNEX 

   - 6 - 

I.III Questionnaire 

 

1. How long was the movie? 

 

2. What is that movie about? 

 

3. How would you re-narrate this movie to somebody? 

 

4. What were your feelings and thoughts like after you watched this movie? 

 

5. Did it transport any message or could you relate to it? 

 

6. How would you deal in such a situation and is the story believable? 

 

7. How did you like the movie? Yes/No, Why? 

 

8. Would you like to see the movie again? 

 

9. Did you realise any impurities concerning the workmanship of this movie, for exam-

ple in the editing? 

 

10. What can you say concerning the use of music and sound? 

 

11. What can you say concerning the use of music and sound? 

 

12. Was it a linear film or a non-linear story? 

 

13. Do you have the feeling that the story is building up or developing? 

 

14. Was this movie a self-contained story?   

 

15. Concerning colours and atmosphere, what did you realise and feel? 

 

16. What can you say concerning the dialogue resolution? 

 

17. Comparisons. 
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I.IV Summary 

 

As the answers of each test taker are transliterated and can be found on the attached 

CD, this point offers just a roughly summary of the outcomes. 

 

Version one has been perceived very positively and has achieved the best perform-

ance in relation to the feedback of the test takers. The story has been perceived as 

interesting, developing and realistic. The characters have been uniformly recognized as 

two friends or people that know each other since a long time. Due to the non-linear 

editing style different interpretations evolved concerning the question if the presented 

dialogues are one continuing conversation or different conversations. The majority of 

the text takers perceived the action as continuing and taking place on one evening. The 

different dialogues have been interpreted as different emotional phases the characters 

are going through within one evening. Concerning the sound design the characters 

perceived the silence during the dialogues as very strong stylistic element that supports 

the mood of these scenes. Also the use of music during the sex scenes has been per-

ceived as supporting the dynamic of the scene as well as being suggestive of a dream-

like state. The colours and light in the kitchen have been perceived as realistic but cool 

which has been apprehended as supportive for the mood of the scenes. The colours 

and light in the sleeping room have as well been perceived as realistic but also as 

dream-like.  

 

Version two has been uniformly perceived rather as a music video or trailer than as a 

short movie. This has been explained by the length of the film as well as by the con-

tinuative music piece that supported the whole film. The story has been described as 

not developing and ending in the moment where the conflict arises which would have 

made the story interesting. Therefore the test takers uniformly stated that they could 

not get involved with the film. Also the relationship between the characters could not be 

declared. But nonetheless the film has been perceived as entertaining because of its 

dynamic nature and the majority of the test takers would have liked to see it again. 

Concerning the use the sound design the ongoing piece of music has been partly per-

ceived as disturbing because of its volume and sometimes improperly dynamic. Fur-

thermore the resolution of speech in the telephone scene has been perceived as illogi-

cal and disturbing as well. About the colours no test taker has been able to speak as 

the length of the movie did not allow them to realise the colours. Furthermore the test 
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takers stated that version two can be not compared either with version one or version 

two, because of its very different nature. 

 

Version three provoked very critical opinions. Concerning the original thought of the 

story to present different versions of conversation that can take place after two friends 

have sex with each other, the majority of test takers recognized the different version as 

having no connection with each other which has not as strongly been recognized in 

version one. But this awareness caused the perception of version three being not de-

veloping and boring which resulted that the test takers claimed to have lost their inter-

est while watching. Also the use of reverse motion has been strongly criticised as ap-

pearing too often and as being badly made. In some of the test takers this mean of 

reverse motion also caused confusion. The sound design during the dialogues partly 

provoked the expectation of a sudden happening which created excitement initially, but 

after the expectation have not been met, it caused disappointment. Furthermore the 

dialogues have been perceived as too long because of the silence which in this version 

bored the test takers. Concerning effect or perception of colour no test taker could 

make a statement. 
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I.V Specific Answers used in the Text 

 

Question: How would you renarrate this movie to somebody? 

 

 
Version 1  

TT # 1 
It's an everyday life story, located in the typical shared flat life. Two friends 
have something going on between them or rather have the first time some-
thing with each other. 

TT # 2  It's an everyday life story about two friends having sex with each other which 
leads to troubles and we do not definitely know why it's so complicated. 

TT # 3  
It's a short movie presenting two main characters, who have something go-
ing on between each other, which leads to complication because of a reason 
we do not know about. 

TT # 4 

Two friends, where he is quite apparently in love with her and she probably 
with him too, have sex with each other. After the sex they have a conversa-
tion where they are, maybe because they are such good friends, first block-
ing because they are not able to be true to their feelings and afraid of telling 
each other about them. And at the end they finally go one step further and 
say, let's go for a beer. 

TT # 5 

It's a short movie with two main characters, a girl and a boy, who definitely 
know each other since a long time. Both go home separately first and be-
cause of an incident he sleeps at her place. Things go on and finally they 
have sex with each other and after that, they do not know really, how to deal 
with that situation. 

TT # 6 It's a short movie where two friends have sex with each other and are risking 
their friendship. They do not know really how to deal with that situation. 

 

 
Version 2  

TT # 1 Two people have sex and he is in love with her and she not with him, or bet-
ter she does not want to admit that she is also in love with him. 

TT # 2  
It's about two friends that have sex. She is in love with him but he just re-
spects her and regrets that he slept with her. She wants something from him, 
he does not want something from her. 

TT # 3  Two people having sex. 

TT # 4 A sex scene and than the question: Did you want that? 

TT # 5 

It's about a couple, that strangely does not sleep together, even they spent 
the evening with each other but then eventually still sleep together. Then 
they have sex even she did not really want and because of that she feels a 
little bit abused. But they are a couple. 

TT # 6 
It's about a couple, or a former couple which met again or a future couple 
that spends their first night together and nobody knows if it was right or not, if 
it was to early or if they should have waited or not done it. 
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Question: Which one did you like best?  

 

 
Comparisons  

TT # 1 

I mean Version 1 and 3 are not any comparable with version 2 because they 
are too different. Between version 1 and 3 I would choose version 1 because 
of the reasons I already mentioned before and between version number 1 
and 2 I would probably choose version 1, because it is a real film and ver-
sion 2  is a trailer. 

TT # 2  

I mean all of them were very different. The first one I simply liked without 
anything negative. It was a very beautiful presented everyday – life situation. 
The second was a very nice music video or trailer which I really liked. It was 
easy to watch and had an exciting dynamic.  
The third one I did not like, as I said before, it was to convulsive and boring, 
trying to express or do something, That is not there.  
So I would choose 1 and 2. I'm not able to favour one of them, because they 
are so different. 

TT # 3  I liked most version 1. Version 2 was too fast and too short and version 3 I 
did not like very much. 

TT # 4 
Version 1 gives me the most, version number 3 gives me the second most 
and version number 2 gives me nothing, because it's a trailer or a music 
video. 

TT # 5 

I would choose version 1, because firstly it dismissed the scenes where the 
actors played bad, secondly I liked this circle where you could think is that 
the beginning or the end. The version 3 I wouldn't choose because it ex-
plains at the end why he slept at her place and that gets a big importance 
but for me it has no relevance at all. For me version 1 has also the most 
compact message. And version 2 is for me out of questions because there is 
too less of a story.  

TT # 6 I would choose number 3, because I understood all and it is at least boring 
and the music is kind of psycho and I like that. 

 

 

 



  ANNEX 

   - 11 - 

 

I.VI Director's statement by Anna Bertsch, 11 th August 2008 

 

Mein Review: 

Ich denke mir hat die letzte Version fast am Besten gefallen.  

Diese Version kommt  irgendwie auch näher an meine Geschichte heran und auch 

gefallen mir die verwendeten Bilder (er hat da ein paar meiner favourites verwendet).  

Version 1 ist aber irgendwie viel lebendiger und erinnert mich ein bisschen an L'Auber-

ge Español, aber ich weiß nicht warum. Sie ist schnell und teilweise auch richtig lustig. 

Version 2 kommt nicht in Frage, da es wie ein Trailer ist. 
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II. Editing Experiment "Haunted Minds"/short  

documentary 
 

II.I Details of the Editors 

 

II.I.I Editor of Version One 
 

name Stephanie Fussi 

gender female 

age 23 

nationality Austria 

education - A – Levels on a College for Occupation in Art 
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

profession student and editing assistant for commercial editing 

editing experience 

- short reportage (for TV) 
- short drama 
- life cutting (TV-Magazine) 
- trailer editing 
- commercial editing 

expertise trailer and commercial editing 

 

 

II.I.II Editor of Version Two 
 

name Ben Thursfield 

gender male 

age 26 

nationality Germany/UK 

education - A – Levels 
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

profession student and trainee for animation 

editing experience 

- short reportage (for TV) 
- short drama 
- life cutting (TV-Magazine) 
- trailer editing 
- animation on flash basis 
- sound design 

expertise short reportage editing and flash animations 
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II.I.III Editor of Version Three 
 

name Josep F. Sanmartín Cava 

gender female 

age 28 

nationality Spain 

education 

- A – Levels 
- Studies of Fine Arts 
- Film Studies (one year, exchange) 
- Master degree in Screenwriting 

profession filmmaker, scriptwriter, art director  

editing experience - video art editing 

expertise video art editing 
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II.II Details of the Test Takers 

 

II.II.I Test Taker # 1 
 

name Marlies Faulend 

gender female 

age 24 

nationality Austria 

education - A-Levels 
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

profession student 

film education - University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

film interest 
makes short documentaries and short reportages by herself; exper-
tise: directing, scriptwriting; favourite movies: Shortbus, American 
Beauty 

artistic interest besides film she creates radio drama, writes short prosa,  

 

 

 

 

II.II.II Test Taker # 2 
 
name Roland Thurner 

gender male 

age 29 

nationality Austria 

education - SAE Audio Engineer 
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

profession student, audio engineer 

film education - University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

film interest documentaries, TV-series (Lost, Heros) and films like Pulp Fiction, 
Opernball, Minority Report 

artistic interest music and film; makes electronic music by himelf. 

 



  ANNEX 

   - 15 - 

 

II.II.III Test Taker # 3 
 
name Astrid Wolfig 

gender female 

age 24 

Nationality Austria 

education - studies of sociology (one year) 
- University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

profession student and besides producing assistant 

film education University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

film interest films that make people think and are visionary like "I'm a Cyborg 
and That is ok" 

artistic interest art in general, paints by herself, photography and film 

 

 

 

 

II.II.IV Test Taker # 4 
 
name Angela Freingruber 

gender female 

age 23 

nationality Austria (Vienna) 

education A – Level (completed) 
University of Applied Science for Digital TV (in progress) 

profession student 

film education A – Levels on a college for photography and graphics 
University of Applied Science for Digital TV 

film interest 
makes movies by herself; expertise: camera and lightning; likes 
movies with inner conflicts as well as documentaries; prefers Euro-
pean cinema; 

artistic interest photography, cinema 
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II.II.V Test Taker # 5 
 
name Robert Kern 

gender male 

age 23 

nationality Austria 

education A-Level (completed) 
University of Applied Science for Social Work (in progress) 

profession student 

film education none 

film interest 
watches movies from time to time; does not like fast and effect full 
movies; has not a big knowledge about films; likes movies about 
political and social issues; 

artistic interest music, plays in a band, writing and reading 
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II.III Questionnaire 
 

II.III.I Questionnaire after each screening: 

 
1. Is this a documentary film? Yes/No, Why? 
 
2. Could it also be a reportage? Yes/No, Why? 
 
3. What is the difference between a documentary and a reportage for you? 
 
4. What is this version about? 
 
5. Is this documentary film objective or subjective? Yes/No, Why? 
 
6. Does this version present a lot of information? If yes, which information, if no, what 

is missing?  

 
7. Is this version believable? Yes/No, Why? 
 
8. Which opinion concerning the topic did you have before? Has it changed after you 

have seen this documentary film? 

 
9. Which feeling did this documentary film transmit? 
 
10. Was this movie self-contained? Would you have liked to see more? Yes/No, Why? 
 
11. What did you realise concerning the visual design, colours, music and editing? 
 
12. How did you like it in general? 

 

 

II.III.II General Questionnaire after the screening  of all versions: 

 
1. What differences did you realise? 

 
2. Which version did you like best? Why? 

 
3. What was better in one version than in the other versions? Why? 

 
4. How did the different interview partner appear in the different versions? Are there 

differences? 

 
5. How did the voice-over in version two change your perception of the film compared 

two the other versions without voice-over? 
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II.IV Summary 
 

As the answers of each test taker are transliterated and can be found on the attached 

CD, this point offers just a roughly summary of the outcomes. 

 

Version one has not been perceived as a documentary due to its length and the pres-

entation of just one interview person. The great part of the test takers also stated that 

the information presented by the only interview person is not satisfying and highly sub-

jective as well as the majority would have wished to see examples and proofs in order 

to perceive the statements of the interview person as believable. Furthermore it has not 

been understood why the two presented places have not been explored, further intro-

duced or discussed. In general version one has not been perceived as a serious explo-

ration. The content has been mainly described as the opinion of a priest in terms of 

spirituality. Additionally version one did not inspire the test takers to think about the 

matter presented and had no influence on their general opinion concerning the topic. 

The creative presentation of the version one has been perceived as visually attractive 

while the music has been partly perceived as improperly because of its sometimes 

fairly happy character and therefore did not support the topic. 

 

Version two has been generally perceived as a self-contained documentary about the 

paranormal and supernatural with a little more weight on the scientific point of view. It 

has been criticised to present too many talking heads and too less proofs for what has 

been said, but nonetheless the test taker takers perceived the exploration of the theme 

as serious which, as they explained, was due to the balanced proportion between pro 

and contra paranormal and a low music use. Because of the talking heads the majority 

of the test takers stated that the beginning was more involving and interesting as the 

middle and end of the documentary. Also a big part of the test takers stated that the 

film inspired them too think about the topic, but did not change their opinion. The visual 

design has been perceived as too skinny and improvable. 

 

Version three has achieved the best performance in relation to the feedback of the test 

takers. It had been perceived as a self-contained documentary about spirituality and 

believes which transmits as mystical and melancholic feeling due to the visual material 

and the music used. The creative design of using pictures during the interviews in order 

to avoid talking heads has been recognized and appreciated. The perception concern-

ing different characters within the documentary has been described as different in ver-
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sion two and three. Some characters have been perceived more pro paranormal in 

version two than in version three. Furthermore the test takers stated that they had been 

animated to think about the topic but the documentary had not changed their opinion 

drastically. The test takers also had the impression of a comprehensive exploration of 

the theme which did not leave them unsatisfied.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 EIDESSTAATLICHE ERKLÄRUNG/AFFIRMATION 

  Page XX 

K. Eidesstattliche Erklärung / Affirmation 
 

 

 

Ich versichere an Eides statt, 

 

− dass ich die Diplomarbeit selbstständig verfasst, keine anderen als die angege-

benen Quellen und Hilfsmittel verwendet und mich auch sonst keiner unerlaub-

ten Hilfe bedient habe; 

 

− dass ich alle wörtlich oder sinngemäß übernommenen Stellen in der Arbeit ge-

kennzeichnet habe; 

 

− dass ich dieses Diplomarbeitsthema bisher weder im In- noch im Ausland in ir-

gendeiner Form als Prüfungsarbeit vorgelegt habe; 

 

− dass diese Arbeit mit der vom Begutachter beurteilten Arbeit übereinstimmt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

___________________________ ___________________________  

Ort, Datum Unterschrift 

 

 

 

 


