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Film cutting and the art of editing
5 years of Schnitt+. A review of 2005.



Munich/Cologne. The cake that was featured this year on the poster for Film+, the forum for film cutting and the art of editing in Cologne, was followed at the celebratory closing gala on 28 November by a delicious real one from the pastry shop. After all, the confectioner's creation cut into bite-sized pieces was not only intended as a symbol for film cutting – this was intended to be a real celebration.

There were more reasons to celebrate in 2005 than ever before. The Film+ industry forum was celebrating its fifth anniversary, and at the same time, the film magazine Schnitt, which organises the festival in collaboration with the North Rhine Westphalia Film Foundation and the City of Cologne, was also celebrating its 10th birthday. And prizes were once again awarded, of course, for the best film editing in three categories – more than ever before.

In addition to the familiar prizes for the best film editing of a feature film and a documentary, the BMW Group Sponsorship Award for Editing was presented for the first time this year. This was open to up-and-coming editors who had edited at most one long film to date. The rush to enter was enormous, with 90 short films submitted, which may, of course, have partly been due to the generous prize money of 2,500 euros donated by the BMW Group, but which also underlines the excellent reputation of Film+ as an event. 

Director Marc Rothemund, who acted as mentor for the prize and who, with his colleagues on the feature and documentary film juries, had the difficult task of choosing the best of the young film-makers' works, presented the first award to Marty Schenk from Berlin for his film "Leroy räumt auf".

During its showing the previous evening, the 18-minute film from Armin Völckers, which was premiered at Film+, had already captivated the public. The cheeky comedy about black teenager Leroy, his girlfriend and her four skinhead brothers cleverly plays with the clichés of political correctness and also skilfully brings a good portion of 70s blaxploitation mood into the Berlin of 2005.

The fact that this mixture works so well in "Leroy räumt auf" is also thanks to its editor, and the jury's reasons for their decision therefore rightly emphasised the "particular lightness and spontaneity" of Schenk's work, "which masters a wide range of challenges, from the music editing through carefully timed punch lines to emotionalism". The surprised and delighted prize-winner, who had previously worked almost exclusively on video clips and advertising spots, visibly appreciated Rothemund's words of praise on the stage of the Alte Bahndirektion building in Cologne, magnificently lit in red.

The award-winners in the other two categories – Patricia Rommel for the best editing of a feature film, in "Kammerflimmern", and Gesa Marten and Bettina Braun for the documentary film "Was lebst du?" – were also clearly proud of their prizes. But the attention paid to them and their colleagues during the three-day forum was also unusual for all the participants.

In connection with films, it is generally the directors and actors who are discussed by the public, and perhaps the script authors or cameramen at times. The work of the editors, who have little contact with the film team – apart from the director – during filming, is generally unappreciated. Actually, as was confirmed for example by Gisela Zick, who was nominated in Cologne for the feature film "Milchwald", this is indirectly the intention: "After all, the best editing is editing that you're not actually aware of. Our work is not meant to divert audiences from the story – it is intended to serve the purpose of the film."

It is therefore all the more pleasing that Film+ has now been run for five years as an event that attracts attention to this invisible profession and which releases editors from their shadowy existence at least once a year. Their enormous importance in the film-making process can be seen time and again in Cologne – on screen and beyond.

Following the showings of the nominated films (in addition to the screenings in homage to the legendary Defa editor Evelyn Carow), the editors answered questions from the public, which was made up of colleagues and film lovers. But it was not only these informative discussions, but also the films on screen themselves that revealed on close examination how crucial good editing can be for the success of a film: the speed at which the story moves, the power of emotions, the accuracy of a punch line – without the skilful hands on the cutting table (which nowadays generally holds a computer monitor and an Avid editing machine instead of an old-fashioned cutting unit), none of this would have any effect on the viewer.

Close cooperation and a relationship of mutual trust between the director and the editor is therefore essential even if – or precisely because – the first cutting work is started nowadays whilst filming is still going on. Jörg Hauschild, for example, who was nominated for his work on Andreas Dresen's "Willenbrock", edited the first version of the film completely without any intervention on the part of his director. However, it is essential, he explains, to know precisely what the film-maker's vision is and what lies behind the script. "Good editing is subordinate to the dramatic flow, the story and the protagonists in a film. You have to be aware of your responsibility – after all, a bad editor can ruin a film too."

For a director, in turn, the precise view and clear opinion of the editor is essential, as confirmed by Christoph Hochhäusler, who travelled specially to Cologne for the screening of "Milchwald" and whose new film "Falscher Bekenner", which was much praised in Cannes, will be coming to cinemas in February: "Cutting is also a criticism of the material that has been filmed. The editor is the first to give his feedback, impartially and incorruptibly, on what has been produced during the filming work."

Naturally, the detailed work in the cutting room can still cause difficulties, despite all efforts to the contrary. The quantity of material can be a problem sometimes. Feature film winner Patricia Rommel, for example, in "Kammerflimmern", had over two and a half hours of recording available for just a few short car trips through the city centre of Cologne: "You need a precise feeling for what you should use. And I always had to cut the real driver, because in contrast to the actor that you see in the close-up shots, he had a very prominent moustache." Her up-and-coming colleague Marty Schenk had precisely the opposite problems in "Leroy räumt auf": "Because of the small budget, I only had three hours of material available for the whole film, and it was really difficult. As an editor, I'd rather have too much than too little, I'd rather edit for longer and face more difficult decisions than have a lack of material."

The relationship between editing and acting, which was discussed in Cologne in the panel entitled "Shaping the character – actors in editing" by editors, students and actors Lisa Martinek and Heikko Deutschmann, can also be problematic. Whilst the editors have to come up with something if the stars have a bad day on camera and cannot come up with the required performance, actors are always sceptical about editing. Austria's rising star Franziska Weisz, most recently celebrated for "Hundstage" and "Hotel" and a member of the feature film jury in Cologne, candidly admits, however: "As actors, we have an ambivalent relationship with editors, of course. How often does it happen that you excitedly go to the premiere of one of your own films and find that you've been edited out? Or at least that the role has been so reduced that all the great moments and reactions that you remember are not there any more. But being on this jury has shown me, if I didn't know before, how important the work of an editor is for us to be effective."

The young Marty Schenk is aware of these challenges, but they have not been able to scare him away. On the contrary: the first winner of the BMW Group Sponsorship Prize is taking some particularly exciting impressions of Film+ home with him. "I've gained some important insights into the world of the feature film editor, which was quite new for me", he summarises. "It was great having the chance to talk with all these professionals. And, of course, I see the award as an incentive to keep on editing short films and feature films. It's possible to do so much with a feature film on the cutting table in terms of content and dramatic effect. This is the ultimate in cutting, and it's my dream."

So it is quite possible that he will be appearing in Cologne again in the future. His many colleagues will probably have already entered the date for next year's event in their diaries, and the film-loving public, who packed out many of the screenings in 2005, will certainly come back. Because one thing is certain: Film+ always provides plenty of reasons to celebrate. 
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