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Film cutting and the art of editing
5 years of Schnitt+. An interview with director Marc Rothemund
Munich/Cologne. Mr Rothemund, you have been sitting on the feature film jury for Film+ for the last three days, and also reaching decisions about the nominated short films. Was this an effort or mainly fun?

As happens with so many things in the film business, it was both. I always have really great fun watching films. If you have to spend the whole day watching four feature films, and then there are another five short films on the schedule in the evening, it's very draining, of course. You have to pull yourself together sometimes. After all, you don't want to be frivolous when passing judgement on the work of the nominees. The final discussions about the possible prize-winners were not always easy either, because everyone had different favourite films. But we had a really constructive, open discussion, during which some people also changed their minds, so that we were able to reach agreement after all.

Wasn't it rather unusual for you to watch films mainly from the point of view of how they were edited?

Yes, of course. Naturally, as a director I know about the importance of good cutting, but during the film presentations I had to keep reminding myself that I needed to concentrate on that in particularly. But that didn't mean that I ignored the other aspects. For me, a film is always a total work of art in which everything has to harmonise with everything else. That's why I was so enthusiastic about Marty Schenk's work on the short film "Leroy räumt auf", for which we presented him with the BMW Group Sponsorship Award for Editing. The story combines a number of very different elements: satire, action, a love story and even a musical number. This is something that is achieved not only by the script and directorship, but also the editing. And cutting a punchline so that the whole cinema laughs is the mark of a really good editor.

And what made Patricia Rommel's work on "Kammerflimmern" worthy of an award?

Once again, it was the emotional variety, which the editor had wonderfully under control. The way she closed the last scene of the film, for example, in which there is not only a serious accident and a birth but also a dream sequence, and did justice to all the characters at the same time was worth of the award alone.

How do you yourself work with editors?

I'm always ready to discuss things and I'm very open to ideas. That's the way I am with all the members of my team. Whether it's an actor, the cameraman or even my driver – they're all entitled to tell me when they have a good idea. I always listen and take it seriously, and if I think the suggestions are good, I implement them too. It's the same in the cutting room, even if I always have a very clear vision of my film of course, and am always there almost the whole time during the editing, at least after the filming has finished.

How does a director actually find his ideal editor?

At the end of the day, it's not that different from casting actors. In both cases, I always look primarily at previous work and films. With "Sophie Scholl", for example, I was actually certain that I would be the first choice for the main role. But then I saw the film "Schussangst" and knew immediately that I had found my Hans Scholl: Fabian Hinrichs. And that's what I do with editors too: I listen to recommendations, watch films and then decide after we have met in person. Because I was never at film college, I don't have such a network of contacts as some of my colleagues do, but I do know plenty of people from my time as a director's assistant, of course.

You yourself have also been awarded many prizes in recent months. Does one get used to it?

No, not at all. You don't expect something that that, and you don't really build up any hopes either. When we actually finished "Sophie Scholl" in time for the Berlinale at the beginning of 2005, after a great deal of stress, I thought that I had already reached the high point when I was able to take my whole team onto the stage with me and we were given a 20-minute standing ovation. I never even  dared to hope that this would be followed by two Bears and three German Film Prizes. It's just the same with the three nominations for the European Film Prize, which is to be awarded shortly. I was completely amazed, and proud too, of course, that the film and Julia Jentsch are amongst the top five in Europe this year. I'm also delighted by the fact that Germany is also sending "Sophie Scholl" to be considered for an Oscar, of course, even if I have already had to explain to everyone who has congratulated me that this doesn't necessarily mean that it will be nominated. By the way, prizes awarded by the public from little festivals abroad are at least as important to me. The fact that our film has been celebrated everywhere – in the USA, France, Asia – by people who are not necessarily familiar with this story is the greatest achievement for me.

And what does Film+ mean for you? What will you be taking home with you?

Above all, I'm delighted that it has shown the versatility of German cinema once again, in both feature films and short films. "Kammerflimmern" or "Milchwald", "Leroy räumt auf" or the little zombie-manga spectacle "Akumi" – our film landscape is incredibly varied. Because of the Second World War, with the murder and emigration of so many artists, Germany lost a good two generations of film-makers. There's still plenty to catch up on, but I got the impression here that we're on the right track.
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