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f you had a chance to browse
through the last issue of
MacFormat, you may recall
that we started a new DV

series. And after kicking off by becoming
familiar with the shooting and capturing of
basic video footage on your Mac last
month, it’s now time to sit down and get to
grips with some footage editing.

As far as the home video enthusiast is
concerned, editing video is mostly a matter
of simply going through your tapes and
getting rid of the boring bits – the long
shot of the waterfall that seemed so
beautiful when you were there, but which
is just a blurry grey streak on tape; the two
minutes you spent shooting Aunt Gladys

on the skateboard – just in case she fell off;
that bit where you switched the camcorder
on by mistake and filmed your foot. You can
easily spare your friends the tedious task of
having to watch such drawn out and,
frankly, boring shots of your annual holiday.

And if you want to get really creative,
you can do more than just take the boring
bits out of your videos. You could, for
example, use video editing as a tool to turn
your footage into something completely
new and exciting. Editing needn’t only be a
means of cutting out the unwanted bits, it
can be a creative process, too.

This is what this second part of our DV
series will be about: we’ll be looking at
various basic editing techniques and

touching on some editing theory with a
view to taking you to the next step and
making editing work for you.

As always in this series, we’ve assumed
that you’ve got a MiniDV camcorder and
some editing software, but for the most
part it doesn’t matter exactly what – the
basic theories apply no matter whether
you’re using a free copy of iMovie or
whether you prefer to rent a professional
edit suite for thousands of pounds a day.

The magic of manipulation
The camera, so they say, never lies. This is, of
course, a blatant lie. The camera lies like a
cheap rug and we, as video editors, aid and
abet this deceit by manipulating the way in

DV action pt: 2
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words Tim Norris
Fancy Hollywood as your new home? Take your captured camera candy a
step further with the second part of our DV tutorial. It’s all in the edit...
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which the fraudulent images are shown.
Even on the most basic projects, where all
we do is cut out the dull bits without
changing the order of the shots in any way,
we’re creating a lie.

We’re creating the impression that the
day’s events were action-packed and
exciting and not at all full of lengthy
stretches of tedium. And once we really get
going in our favourite editing package, we
can graduate from that tiny innocent fib to
full-blown whoppers. We can play around
with time, condensing it, stretching it out,
or even changing the order of events
completely. We can tinker with mood and
atmosphere. We can even make things
appear to have happened that never
occurred at all.

For most of the time, our editing as
amateur video enthusiasts consists of little
more than the pruning work we’ve already
mentioned. But once you start looking into
the history and theory of editing, you
realise that there’s an awful lot more you
can do – even on a simple pruning project.

Editing as a creative endeavour is almost
as old as cinema itself. At the same time
the technicians and cameramen were
inventing new ways of faithfully capturing
moving images, directors and editors were
inventing new ways of distorting them to
tell stories in new ways.

Most of our editing ideas stem from the
early days of silent cinema, when Soviet
film makers developed the Russian
Montage Theory. They experimented with
the ways in which different stories could be
told and how different reactions were
provoked in an audience – just from the
way images were cut together. The most
enduringly famous of these early Soviet
film makers is Sergei Eisenstein, whose
1925 film, The Battleship Potemkin, used
images and montage in ways that are still
being copied by movie makers today.

Before the Russian ideas began to

spread, editing was a more basic affair, with
directors merely attempting to capture all
the action as if they were recording a stage
play. But once people started to think about
montage and realised that by merely
hinting at things, they could leave the
audience to fill in the blanks, a whole world
of cinematic possibilities opened up.

The acknowledged father of montage
technique was the man who inspired
Eisenstein, a film teacher called Lev
Kuleshov. In the 1920s, Kuleshov conducted
a number of experiments where the
meaning of a series of shots was changed
by their context. In one experiment, he had
an actor looking off screen with a neutral
expression on his face. He then cut this

shot in half, so that he could insert another
shot in between to make a montage. He
made two such montages using the same
shot of the actor. In one version the middle
shot was of a bowl of soup, in the other, an
injured girl. In both versions, it was the
same shot of the same actor holding the
same neutral expression, cutting away to
whatever it was he was supposed to be
looking at and then cutting back to his
face. When Kuleshov’s students saw the
films, they commented on the skill of the
actor, who could convey feelings of hunger
and then pity at what he saw so cleverly
and subtly. But in fact, he had done no such
thing, and Kuleshov had proven what we
now take for granted: it’s all in the edit.

So what?
Obviously, you can use these techniques to
great effect if you’re making an art
house masterpiece, but that doesn’t

|
The camera, so they say, never lies. This is,

of course, a blatant lie. The camera lies

like a cheap rug and we aid this deceit

JARGON
Impress your dinner party guests with
your vast knowledge of editing terms.

Crossing the line
Crossing the imaginary line that gives
us our sense of movie direction –
direction of movement, eyelines and
relative positions of objects in the
movie world are reversed and
bafflement ensues.

J-cut
A split edit (qv) where the audio cuts
before the video. See also L-cut.

Jump cut
A jarring, noticeable or unexpected
cut. To be avoided unless being used
deliberately for creative purposes.

L-cut
A split edit (qv) where the video cuts
before the audio. See also J-cut.

Match cut
Opposite of jump cut (qv). Cuts that
move seamlessly from one to the
other and are often not consciously
noticed by the audience.

Montage
The general term for combining
different shots to produce an edited
film. Also used to refer specifically to
short sequences where a great many
shots are combined – often used to
represent the passage of time.

Ripple edit
Changing the length of one shot in a
sequence, so that all subsequent shots
move forwards or backwards on the
timeline to accommodate the new
length of the shot. Alters the overall
length of the piece.

Roll edit
Moving the edit point between two
shots to shorten one and lengthen the
other without affecting the overall
length of the piece.

Slide edit
Adjusting the middle shot in a group
of three, so that it stays the same
while the outer two shots change
length to accommodate it.

Slip edit
Imagine a shot fixed on the timeline.
Slipping moves the shot within its slot,
changing the in and out points and
the content without altering the shots
on either side or affecting the overall
length of the piece.

Split edit
Cutting the audio and video of a clip
at different times. Also known as
sound overlap.

Editing can seem like a daunting task, but take it one step at a time and it’s not so scary.

1 Start by logging all the shots you’re using and
make yourself familiar with what’s in all of them.

2 Next of all, place the shots you want to use in the
right order – this is known as “assembly”.

Premiere 6 and iMovie make this easy with their
storyboard-like approach.

3 Start trimming the clips to make a “rough cut”.
Build the clips into sequences and the sequences

into the whole piece. If you have an overall time limit
for the project, keep it in mind and think about
which sequences may have to be tightened up or
dropped altogether.

4 Keep going. Keep trimming and refining. By now
you should be able to spot where cutaways and

other fancy bits might go.

5 Add transitions. In fact, you can add transitions
as you go along, but they do need time to render

and it can be quicker to leave them until now.

6 A bit more refinement and eventually, it’s time
to stop. This stage is called “picture lock” and

should be the end of your editing. Some audio and
video may still need to be tweaked (although some
of this post production will already have been done)
but that’s pretty much it.

7 There is no stage 7. Move directly to output (to be
covered in part 4 of our series).

A BASIC PLAN
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mean that they can’t be applied to more
workaday projects as well. The thing to
remember is that your audience is
uncommonly clever and very skilled in the
art of watching and interpreting films. You

needn’t show them every little thing, and
you can leave them to fill in great lumps of
the story for you.

A journey is the simplest example.
Someone gets in a car and drives for three

hours before they arrive at their destination
and the next bit of action commences. This
makes for a very boring video, but actually
there’s no need to show any of the journey
at all because we all accept film’s time-
condensing tricks without question. All you
need to do is show the person setting off
and then cut to them arriving at their
destination. The audience fills in the three
hour bit in the middle themselves.

You can use editing to remove the need
for a great many stunts and special effects,
too. Someone stands at the top of the
stairs and appears to fall out of shot down
the stairs (obviously, they just make a show
of falling and stop their mucking about as
soon as they’re out of shot). We hear lots of

thumps and bumps before cutting to a
shot of the actor lying in a crumpled heap
at the foot of the stairs. Because of your
careful editing, no stunt performers are
required – the audience will go along with
the idea that the actor fell down the stairs
and is lying horribly injured at the bottom.

There are endless possibilities and even
“Day Out” videos can be spiced up.
Cutaways (where you cut from the main
action to some other thing, like a reaction
from a spectator, for instance) can greatly
enhance mundane footage. Let’s say you’re
on a roller-coaster with the kids and you
take the huge risk of filming from inside
the car (potentially an excellent way of
smashing up your camcorder). Anyway, you

The conventional method of editing dialogue involves getting at least three separate takes of the scene (or four if you really want) from different angles (“coverage” is the technical term)
and then cutting them together. You may be able to devise other ways, but this is the basic method and it almost always works. These pictures were put together using Poser 3 which, as we
mentioned last time, can be very useful for storyboarding.

EDITING DIALOGUE

This is known as a 2-shot, which shows both the characters
in medium shot and is used to establish the positions of the
characters and their setting. It also helps during meaningful
pauses and for seeing the reactions of both characters
simultaneously (a shared joke, for instance). If you want to
see more of the setting, you can use an even longer shot and
use that as the establishing shot. But bear in mind that
you’ll probably be too far away to get any meaningful
pictures of the characters and their expressions, so you’ll still
need the 2-shot as well.

From the 2-shot you can cut to a close-up of the speaker.
Note that the other character is still in the shot here and
that their relative positions (he on the left, she on the right)
are still the same (see the box headed “Conventions” for
more on this). It’s not strictly necessary, but it does help to
maintain the idea of these two people sitting talking to
each other. You can hold this shot to see his reaction to her
next speech or…

…you can cut to this close-up and as the dialogue goes on,
you can cut back and forth. Although there aren’t many
variations, one is to cut before or after the end of a speech
(this is called  “sound overlap” or “split edit” and comes in
two flavours: the L-cut and the J-cut – see Jargon box). Such
cuts are easy in Final Cut Pro where you use the Mark Split
tools to decide where your audio and video begins and ends.
Similar markers also exist in Premiere 6.0, while in Premiere 5
it’s better to overlap the tracks on A and B and use the audio
crossfade. In iMovie, it’s not quite as simple, but still easy.

Start by building a version of the dialogue scene with simple
cuts between speeches. Use Split at Playhead to cut up your
clips, so you can retain the reaction shots (put them back on
the shelf). Decide where you want the split edit to occur and
fetch out a pen and paper to work out how long in seconds
and frames (25 frames/sec) that point is before the start of
the next speech.

Now click on the reaction shot and starting at the end of the
clip (which used to be the frame immediately preceding the
next speech before you cut it up), mark a section to the
length you worked out and copy this selection (C-click, C).

Back on the timeline, use Paste Over At Playhead (C-click, S

V) and the reaction shot will be pasted over the video of the
speech, leaving the audio untouched. If it’s done right,
there’s no gap between the end of the reaction and the next
speech, which should continue seamlessly. A perfect L-cut.

|
Because of your careful editing no stunt

performers are required – the audience

will go along with the idea
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manage to get away with it and you film
some shots of the view as you hurtle round
and round. However, when you look at the
footage you realise it’s rather dull and
doesn’t convey any of the excitement.
There’s no set-up, no pay-off, no tension, no
pacing. But all that can be fixed by editing.

Imagine that while you were riding, you
had the presence of mind to get a couple of
shots of the kids’ faces as they screamed
and laughed their way round. If you cut
away from the ride footage to the reaction
shots, there’s suddenly more atmosphere.
Now, how about taking even more time
over it and getting some shots of the roller
coaster from the outside as it goes by? It
doesn’t matter that it’s not you riding in it,
the edit will take care of that. Try an
external shot of the cars climbing the big
slop, then cut to the apprehensive faces of
the kids in the car, back to the climb, back
to the kids. We then see the cars crest the
slope and hurtle down, a shot from inside
as the cars accelerate and, finally, the kids
laughing and screaming. Suddenly, editing
has turned your video from the mundane
stuff that everyone shows, into something
much more Hollywood.

Cut or transition?
There are no hard and fast rules, but
generally speaking, shots within a scene
should be straight cut, although a change
in scene may warrant a transition (usually a
dissolve). Wipes and fades between scenes

were very popular in movies of the 30s and
40s, and while not quite as fashionable
today, George Lucas did have a go at re-
popularising the technique of using wipes
between scenes in the original Star Wars.

We’re so used to the idea of seeing
action from several different angles that
we seldom even notice the cuts in films.
And the fact that the soundtrack is
constant makes the cuts even more
difficult to spot (where the cuts work
seamlessly together they’re called “match
cuts”). What we do notice is the so-called
“jump cut”, where for one of a variety of
reasons it becomes obvious that two shots
were taken at very different times: a
standing character may suddenly be
sitting, for instance, while the rest of the
shot is unchanged. Jump cuts can be used
creatively, but if you want to hide them, a
transition can give a feeling of the passage
of time and help them make more sense.

It can be particularly helpful during an
interview-type setup, where the subject is
talking at length in one continuous shot,
for example, to cover cuts with a simple
crossfade transition. Alternatively, you can
cut away to a shot of the interviewer
nodding as the subject continues to talk
and cut back to the subject at a later point
in the interview, thus covering the cut.

Transitions can be very effective in
documentary-type projects, where they can
help a collection of images flow into one
another and add a sense of direction and

coherence to an otherwise potentially
disparate collection of images.

Fibs, lies and edited video
The point here is that video editing is a
creative art that contributes as much to
our enjoyment of film and TV as the
writing, performing and photography. And
like all those things it’s something you can
spend a lifetime studying and still not have
all the answers. The best advice, if you don’t
actually want to enrol in a film-making
course, is to watch films, TV programmes
and documentaries and see how the pros
do it. Watch where they make the cuts and

how they control pace and tension by the
way they put things together. Think about
what they show and, often more
importantly, what they don’t show and
how that influences what you think you’ve
seen and what you think you’ve been told.

Right, that’s it for part 2. We’ve shot the
truth, manipulated it with some clever
editing to turn it into a small fib. Next time
we’ll be lying our heads off, when we get to
post production, special effects, sound
effects and all manner of digital jiggery-
pokery that can turn home movies into real
movies for next to nothing. MF

Because film and video are merely tawdry illusions, we, as viewers, have to be prepared to play along with the pretence in order to make them work. As a
movie maker, you can help maintain the illusion by sticking to a few basic rules when editing.

CONVENTIONS

Perhaps the most important of all movie rules and one from
which many others are derived, is known as the “imaginary
line” or “the 180° rule”. Think of your scene as if it were
being played on a stage – you can only view it from in front,
not behind. If you “cross the line”, the relative positions of
the characters are reversed – this is horribly confusing if it
happens without warning: everyone is in the wrong place,
eye-lines are reversed, and the magic is lost. In a dialogue
scene like this, he’s on the left and she’s on the right, and
that’s the way it should stay between cuts.
If you want to cross the line, the easiest way is to have the
camera move round, so that the audience sees the point of
view changing.

The imaginary line applies everywhere. If a character moves
out of one shot on the right and enters the next shot on the
left, convention has it, that his journey is continuing. If he
comes into the next shot from the right, he’s on his way
back. Try to be consistent.

And there’s another convention concerning direction of
movement – is this blurry plane travelling from London to
Paris or from Paris to London? It’s flying from left to right
and cinematic convention has it that it’s travelling from west
to east and is therefore on its way to Paris. In actual fact, it’s
flying west and is about to land at an aerodrome north of
Bristol. But if we were using it to show someone travelling
in a movie, it makes more sense to say it’s going east.
Although it can give your film more sense, this rule isn’t
extremely strict. In the Spice Movie, for instance, the girls go
from England to Italy on a plane flying from right to left.

But don’t worry, most editing packages have a “get-out-of-
jail-free-card” for this one which will flip the image for you,
if you inadvertently cross the line at any point. It’s fraught
with its own problems (everything is a mirror image so
writing is back to front, hair partings and wedding rings
swap sides and people look oddly different), but it can save
you a re-shoot, if you’re really stuck. In Premiere it’s an effect
in the Transform folder called Horizontal Flip, while Final Cut
Pro keeps its Flip filter in the Perspective folder (although it
may be mis-labelled as Flop for some reason). iMovie 2 users
can tinker with the settings in the Mirror Advanced effect (as
above). Set the Vertical slider to Top and the Horizontal
slider to Right, and the image will be reversed for you.

|
Editing has turned your video from the

mundane stuff that everyone shows,

into something much more Hollywood 
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