
CAROL VERNALLIS

When critics of film and television say that something is "cut like
music video' or refer to 'MTV-style editing', what do they mean?
They might mention quick cutting or editing on the beat, and indeed
one can see that the edits in music video come far more frequently
than in film, that many stand out as disjunctive, and that the editing
seems to have a rhythmic basis closely connected to the song These
last two features of music video editing - that it is sometimes meant
to be noticed and that it brings out aspects of the song - suggest at
once that it does something different, and perhaps something more,
than does the editing in film. Music video editing bears a far greater
responsibility for many elements than does classic Hollywood film
editing Not only does the editing in a music video direct the flow of
the narrative, it can underscore non-narrative visual structures and
form such structures on its own. Like film editing it can colour our
understanding of characters, but it has also assimilated and extended
the iconography of the pop star.

Much of the particularity of music video editing lies in its
responsiveness to the music. It can elucidate aspects of the song,
such as rhythmic and timbral features, particular phrases in the lyrics,
and especially the song's sectional divisions. Because it can establish
its own rhythmic profile, the editing can provide a counterpoint to
the song's rhythmic structures. More subtly and also most
importantly, the editing in a music video works hard to ensure that
no single element (the narrative, the setting, the performance, the
star, the lyrics, the song) gains the upper hand Music video directors
rely on the editing to maintain a sense of openness, a sense that any
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Theorists like Roman Jakobson

have noted that in classic

Hollywood film all elements -

lighting editing music - become

subsumed in the narrative which

functions as the dominant

thiough-line See Roman

Jakobson Readings in Russian

Poetics (Cambridge MA MIT

Press 1971), pp 82-7 In music

video on the other hand the

narrative is only one element

among many any parameter can

come to the fore, grab our

attention and then quickly recede

from view We do notice the

editing in Hollywood films but

only rarely, for example during a

frenetic action sequence or at

the heightened moment when the

camera peers down a gun barrel

I refer to classical Hollywood

editing in its most generic

Bordwelltan sense see David

Bordwell Janet Staiger and

Kristin Thomson The Classical

Hollywood Cinema (London

Routledge & Kegan Paul 1985)

There are of course, a number of

directors who highlight editing as

a stylistic feature, such as Leone

or Peckinpah and those who

break the rules, like Dreyer and

Ozu Music video editing has

influenced contemporary

filmmaking to the extent that the

border between media has

become less distinct

I do not intend to minimize the

ways that editing contributes to

a narrative film's organization

and its effect on spectators See

Ayako Saito Hitchcock s trilogy

a logic of mise en scene m

Janet Bergstrom Endless Night

(Berkeley CA University of

California Press 1999)

pp 200-249

Editing tends to be an

undertheonzed area of film

studies The most significant

texts on film edtting are Karel

Reisz The Technique of Film

Editing (Boston MA Focal Press

1988) and Ken Dancyger The

Technique of Film and Video

Editing (Boston MA Focal Press

1996)

David Bordwell notes that

graphics rhythm space and

time then are at the service of

the filmmaker through the

element can come to the fore at any time. The editing does so in
part simply through being noticed By demanding attention, it
prevents powerful images from acquiring too much weight and
stopping the flow of information. The editing thus preserves the
video's momentum and keeps us in the present. A striking edit can
allow one to move past a number of strange or disturbing images
while neither worrying about them nor forgetting them completely 1

Music video's complexity stems not only from the sheer number
of functions it serves, but also from the way that it moves
unpredictably among these functions. It may be helpful to picture the
succession of images in a video, and the edits that join them, more
as a necklace of variously coloured and sized beads than as a chain
This picture not only emphasizes the heterogeneity of shots in music
video, but also suggests the materiality of the edit itself. Indeed,
sometimes the edit seems to function as a part of the image and
sometimes as a gap

This essay is divided into five sections* (1) an introduction to the
grammar of shots and edits, and a discussion of how their functions
differ between film and music video, (2) an analysis of the role of
editing in making meaning, creating narrative, and establishing other
forms of continuity, (3) an explanation of how music video image
adapts to the processual nature of sound; (4) an examination of the
ways that music videos treat closeups of the star; and (5) a
presentation of the means by which editing can reflect musical
features. Because it deciphers types of shots and edits, this essay
functions as a grammar for music video editing; however, it also
contains a theoretical component I argue that the edits in music
video mean something different — and create meaning differently -
than do their filmic counterparts. Even when a shot and edit in a
music video remind one of classic narrative film, their function may
have undergone a change of valence. Music video editing, like
camera movement and camera placement, enables relations between
the song and the image.

Shots and edits

When constructing a taxonomy of shots and edits in music video,
one can begin with traditional narrative film practices. The continuity
system forms the basis of film editing but is much less common in
music video Common continuity edits in film include the 180-degree
rule, which preserves screen direction, as well as the thirty-degree
rule, which prevents a jump-cut between two shots, and also
shot/reverse-shots, over-the-shoulder shots and matches on actions.2

Such edits attempt to naturalize the movement from shot to shot and
render the break as seamless as possible Continuity editing seeks to
preserve the flow of time and the coherence of spaces. The ultimate
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technique of editing Yet most

films we see make use of a very

narrow set of editing possibilities

- so narrow indeed that we can

speak of a dominant editing

style throughout Western film

history The purpose of the

system [continuity editing] was to

tell a story coherently and

clearly, to map out (he chain of

characters actions in an

undislracting way David

Bordwell Film An (New York

McGraw-Hill 19871 pp 284-5

3 Music videos seldom present a

clear path through their structure

Sustained sequences of pure

cross-cutting are rare (the classic

example is a shot of a man on a

horseback racing to the train

then the speeding train then

back to the man on horseback}

as is a figure chasing another in

a single shot More levels of

activity may be necessary to

underscore the heterogeneous

quality of the song At first

glance the Clash s Rock the

Casbah' seems like a simple

chase - Egyptians chase Israelis

A closer examination of the video

reveals that the armadillo that

runs at the bottom of the frame

complicates the relations among

the figures and the music

4 Videos establish a sense of

continuity on the surface partly

by using dissolves Smoother

than cuts, dissolves provide a

fuzzy articulation, rather than a

sharp one against the song

They do not therefore require a

strong rhythmic commitment to a

single musical feature

Director David Fmcher's

background is in graphic art In

an interview, he told me that

when he shot music videos he

deliberately avoided learning the

information commonly taught in

film schools He believed he

would make more interesting

work by not sharing a common

background with other

filmmakers

goal of continuity editing is to create a single, clear path through a
film's world. Because music videos seem to benefit from providing a
multiplicity of incomplete, sometimes obscure paths, continuity
editing will serve different functions and govern only isolated
sections of a video.3 Perhaps music videos avoid continuity editing
because such techniques would give the visual track too strong a
forward trajectory the image might seem to overtake the song A
music video's aim is to spark a listener's interest in the song, to
teach her enough about it that she first remembers the song and
second, purchases it. Music video's disjunctive editing keeps us
within the ever-changing surface of the song Though such edits may
momentarily create a sense of disequilibrium, they force the viewer
to focus on musical and visual cues, allowing her to regain a sense
of orientation In addition, the dense, oblique quality of a string of
imagery can serve to showcase the star. The viewer may experience
a jolt of accomplishment and pleasure as she passes through a thicket
of imagery to come upon a clearing where she finds herself alone
with a closeup of the performer One of the most narrative music
videos, Aerosmith's 'Janie's Got a Gun', comes the closest to
following the rules of traditional Hollywood continuity, yet it also
extends and breaks these rules. The video concerns incest and, at one
point, the father stands at the threshold of his daughter's room while
the mother watches. In this sequence, sighthnes do not match.
Consequently, it will take a while for the viewer to notice that, based
upon the position of the characters, the mother is watching the
father, yet he does not see her. In addition, the thirty-degree rule is
violated between the medium and closeup shots of the father. (The
camera angle between shots is narrower than thirty degrees, and the
object in the frame appears to jump) Music videos avoid matches on
action, often extending or abbreviating a shot to give the sense of a
cut in the 'wrong place' This effect blunts narrative progress and
creates a rhythmic emphasis on the moment when the edit occurs.
(Figure I)'

It will be helpful to widen our consideration of editing techniques
to include not only those of classic Hollywood films, but also those
in the Russian formalist film tradition Karl Reisz's description of
Eisenstein's October works as a characterization of music video
editing.

Indeed, as a piece of narrative, [October] is extremely
unsatisfactory. The incidents are loosely constructed and do not
follow each other with the dramatic inevitability which a well-told
story demands, we are not, for instance, shown Kerensky's
character through a series of dramatically motivated episodes but
through a number of random incidents, each suggesting a further
aspect of Kerensky's vanity or incompetence. The time relationship
between consecutive shots and scenes is left undefined and no
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incompletely A video will hint at a character's personality, mood,
goals or desires but will never fully disclose them We seldom see
an action completed - a figure's movement is often cut off by the
edit Stories are suggested but not given in full Nor can the lyrics
tell us what we need to know - they may be banal or purely
conventional A famous performer can also pull at the video's
meaning - we cannot tell beforehand how or to what extent our
knowledge of a star is intended to come into play in a given video

Music video editing plays an interesting role in producing this
effect of discontinuity. The editing in Hollywood film seeks to fill
the gaps in our knowledge, to stabilize the meaning of an image In
music video, the editing seems rather to help create the discontinuity
and sense of lack If, as I have suggested, editing constitutes a
distinct visual parameter of music video, we should expect that it can
contribute to the creation of discontinuity. Since it, too, reveals
things incompletely, makes promises it does not keep, it should be
understood as but one of the elements fighting for attention in a
video. And the case becomes more complicated: edits happen
between images, they are not part of the image. Edits can literalize
the discontinuity by making us aware of the space between images.

Scott McCloud, in Understanding Comics, writes about the
10 Scott McCioud. understanding pleasure of reading into incomplete images 10 He celebrates the

Comics [Northampton MA interpretive work needed to transform black and white lines or spots
Kitchen Sink Press, 1994) . , „ , ,

of colour into meaningful characters. Music video images can
provide the same pleasure We know very little about the figures we
see, but we still attempt to make sense of them, based on how they
look and what they are doing, as well as the setting, the lyrics and
the music. We must decide whether a figure functions as a character
or merely as part of a tableau vivant Extending the notion of the
reader's share in the interpretation of the image, McCloud discusses
the gap between panels of the comic. In this gap, the reader
calculates the amount of time elapsed, the distance traversed, and any
change in the figures. The edits in music videos work similarly.
Partly by attending to the song, the viewer decides what has
happened in the cut from one shot to another The disjunctive force
of the edit compels this decision, how do these two shots relate7 On
what basis does the edit link them together7 And what is the net
effect of these disjunctions on the video as a whole?

A video like Marilyn Manson's 'Beautiful People' highlights how
difficult it can be to make sense of music video editing Marilyn
Manson first became known for a version of Eurythmics' spare
synth-pop hit 'Sweet Dreams'. The Marilyn Manson version recast
the song as a gothic metal dirge with a video that placed the
androgynous singer in a decayed warehouse, wearing a variety of
abject and incongruous costumes. 'Beautiful People', the band's next
video, extended the gothic punk aesthetic of the first to encompass a
much broader range of imagery and more serious themes Where
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13 Often in music video each visual

strand develops in isolation It

may be difficult to gauge when a

particular strand will reappear or

the degree to which it has

changed during us absence Each

strand may contain clues that

shed light on the performer, the

supporting characters, or the

general context By piecing these

clues together the viewer will

gradually build a composite if

self-contradictory image of who

the characters are and what they

tend to do

The visual strands in music

video can bear some similarity to

those in popular music Popular

music contains distinct sections,

each of which develops in a

manner different from that of

classical Hollywood narrative

Towards the end of each song

section the music may thicken

intensify, or simply be used up -

one cannot really say that a

particular song section possesses

a teleology Though a verse

chorus or bridge can be highly

differentiated, it can also share

materials and one might be

tempted to say that some cross-

fertilization has taken place as

the song unfolds Similarly each

visual strand in a music video

remains distinct from the other

changes over time (though rarely

in a narrative fashion) and

becomes affected to some

degree by the other strands ll is

common in music video for one

strand to take on a particular

patch of colour prop or

disposition from another At

some point both strands may

return to their original identity

yet by this point the viewer will

have the sense that some sort of

process has taken place and that

the video is ready to draw to a

close

types of material' shots of the singer; images of dancers on stilts;
and shots of the other bandmembers, a crowd, or people with
prostheses, all of whom are shown to serve as experimental subjects.
These strands proceed unpredictably - we do not know which will
appear when, nor whether a given appearance will provide any new
information The viewer will realize at the video's close that
'Beautiful People' concerns process: Manson grows creatures out of
stolen body parts. Yet, the clues are scattered across different
domains and embedded in a variety of locations.13

Claims that videos lack coherence centre on wildly disparate
juxtapositions and abrupt changes of style or production values. As
'Beautiful People' suggests, however, the connection between shots
is sometimes clear, sometimes obscure, and many of the most
interesting juxtapositions he in between: we can have a vague
understanding of a connection, but be unable to specify its nature
Metalhca's 'Unforgiven' provides another example of a video that
borders on incoherence precisely because, at some moments, the
shooting and editing work as they do in film. It takes place in an
abstract space with richly textured surfaces of sooty black and grey.
A little boy and an old man perform repetitive tasks which seem
impossible to complete. The band is set off from these characters,
although the tonality of their surroundings remains consistent with
the rest of the video's settings. Separation shots of a traditional sort
imply a relationship between figures, but the video provides no way
to determine which is the best of several possibilities - are they
grandfather and grandson, allegorical figures of youth and old age, or
do they represent one subject as child and adult? The matter is
complicated further by separation shots of the singer and the old
man. (Figure 12) In a film, these shots would presuppose a
relationship between the two figures We would not expect such a
connection between musician and non-musician in a video that
isolates these figures spatially, but the style of the shooting and
editing almost demands that we imagine one What is remarkable
about these two shots and the edit between them is that each exists
within a separate discourse The shot of the lead guitarist belongs to
the language of documentary, the shot of the old man to allegorical
painting, while the edit between them derives from the realm of
narrative filmmaking. When one recognizes these three elements, one
becomes aware of an unbreachable rift among different modes of
expression

That 'Unforgiven' compels a viewer to pose these questions
explicitly already marks it as different from Hollywood Film. Very
few videos allow these conventions to perform their traditional
functions unnoticed, and seldom present two adjacent shots that
resemble paired shots in Hollywood cinema: we are unlikely to see
two characters gaze at each other so that the sight lines match, each
character takes up the same amount of space in the frame, and we
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narrative by foregrounding other structures (especially formal and
musical ones) and fulfilling other responsibilities (as to the star). We
will therefore be unable to guess, as the video unfolds, whether a
given shot will bear heavily, somewhat or not at all on a video's
narrative. If narrative fulfillment does come, it will be at a time and
in a form that cannot be predicted. This kind of expectation and
interrogation of individual shots can suggest the way that videos
build larger structures The relationships between shots have more
varied bases in music video than in film: they can relate not only
because they present the same character, object or location but also
because they share projection values, a lighting and colour scheme, a
sense of scale or the use of a camera position. A single shot gives
only an incomplete representation of that feature which makes it
stand out. whether a character or a colour scheme. Successive
appearances of this feature - even if not contiguous - therefore form
a structure of partial revelation in which some questions are
answered while new ones are asked Indeed, the relation between
non-contiguous shots linked by a single feature is unexpectedly
potent in music video, sometimes closer than the connection between
adjacent shots. Larger structures made of half-a-dozen or so shots,
irregularly spaced and connected by the way they treat some visual
parameter, play an important role in creating continuity A music
video can interlace several of these structures, which, like adjacent
shots, may be unified by disposition of the figure, shape, colour,
setting, theme and so on It is important that they are not flat and
featureless. They manifest changes of intensity as they unfold. A
value may increase and decrease, in the case of colour, light, size,
speed, height or depth; if we are considering plot, location or
character development, it is the amount and nature of revelation that
will vary. Some of these structures contain a shot that can function
as a high or low point The high points sometimes form tears in the
musical-visual texture (by jutting out above an established level of
intensity) This effect is momentary, and afterwards a viewer may
quickly invest attention in some aspect of the song's texture in an
attempt to prolong the moment of intensity. This prolongation takes
place in the instant after the high point has been reached but before
the cut to the next shot The song can provide something to latch
onto - a melodic high point, a sectional division, or the entrance of a
new timbre. This musical feature takes on new meaning, in this
heightened moment, which it carries into its subsequent occurrences.
One may consider the feature's history, and in retrospect, invest it
with a special meaning. The structures formed according to principles
of graphic match are particularly interesting. One might be tempted
to call these irregularly spaced graphic matches 'visual rhymes',
since a match interrupted by a group of shots that do not share the
feature held in common by the two matched shots, carries a chime
of recognition and creates a momentary sense of completion.
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as reflecting the rhythms of her body, and the instruments as
extending the voice, then the camera can be thought of as creating a
fantasy of what lies inside the body - the spring of the muscles, the
heartbeat, the flow of blood.

To sell the band and the song, a video most often places the
singer front and centre. Some of the time, however, figures begin to
turn away from us and show us only crowns of heads, crooks of
necks, and elbows. These parts of the body seem to carry as much
authority as does the face, and any part that is turned towards us can
seem to lead us into the music. Indeed, the figures do not look at
each other so much as they turn receptively towards one another as
if to listen The singer remains perpetually in motion, turning
sometimes to address us, sometimes towards the figures in the
background The supporting figures may continue to turn towards and
away from us, helping thereby to continue the image's rotation. This
continuity of motion works to maintain the flow of the image against
that of the music

The description that I have laid out thus far suggests that music
video creates an experience more like listening than viewing As
such, it encourages some of the receptiveness and sense of
connection that sound creates Music videos draw us into a playful
space where attractive objects are distributed across the visual field
In the absence of a strong narrative, videos have other means to
maintain a viewer's engagement The figures, the camera and the
edits each find ways to participate, but they do not always work
together harmoniously to achieve this goal the three often fight
amongst themselves for attention, with the song's formal and
rhythmic structures as the stable ground. It does not matter, in a
sense, whether an elbow comes forward, an edit occurs, a camera
tracks, or a figure walks - all are felt as articulations against the
music. The bodies of the figures are often the first element to engage
us Music video reveals the body as an enormous but incomplete
surface. We may feel tempted to extrapolate beyond the edge of the
frame in order to fill in the missing arms and legs At the same time,
the intense focus on a fragment of the body invests it with a special
expressive weight We can imagine feelings and desires - a thinking
subject - by watching the rate of release in the shoulders or the
spring of the hips. As the video unfolds, we piece together what we
have seen to make the body whole. We might remember a longer
shot of the body, perhaps torso to feet, a closeup of the head and
neck, and a high-angle shot that captures the figure from above. The
image also creates associations with the song, matching sections or
other musical features with particular visual materials We see the
body bob up and down during the third verse of the song. say. and
we might recall the way it moved during the previous verse As the
video progresses, features of the song become associated with
elements of the image a rhythmic motive with the swivel of the
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they can interest us in a narrative by inciting curiosity about who the
characters are and what they might do. Videos distance us in a
variety of ways. The borders of the television screen block our entry
into the visual space The figures move obliquely against the music
and do not speak; their gestures are abruptly cut off, so one never
knows what the next shot will be, nor how the rest of the video will
evolve We may get the sense that the figures are not quite human
but not fully emblematic. What animates them seems strange. It is
almost like looking at an aquarium The mechanisms that draw us
forward and keep us at a distance exist in constant tension in music
video One may have an urge to follow the unfolding of the image
and the music, to enter the space of the music video One can also
feel as though one is locked forever outside, looking in. The body
seems restrained somehow, glued to the chair

Showcasing the star

A focus on editing can help us to understand the relation between
music video's star-making dimension and its modes of continuity and
signification. Closeups of the star, and the ways they are edited into
the flow of a video, provide useful cases to study. The music video
closeup possesses its own rhetoric. It has developed a unique look,
revealing each wrinkle of the brow and blink of the eyelid as if to
capture every emotion crossing the face Music videos break down
visual, lyrical and musical elements to their smallest constituent
parts, a prop, a colour, a gesture, a few words, an intriguing riff. In
this light, the closeup can be understood to serve specific structural
functions Closeups can leave a viewer with just a face and a
moment of the song, unlike actors in narrative film, who bear a past
and future that press in on them as we view them in closeup, the
music video performer stands in a kind of temporal isolation. As the
face fills the frame, it is subjected to so much visual analysis that it
seems to move very slowly, almost to suggest the song's slowest
rhythmic stratum. This rhythmic effect can serve a grounding
function The closeup of the singer's face is often shot and edited in
such a way as to leave us with a single gesture. In its abbreviated
simplicity, this gesture suggests a way of grasping hold of some
musical element, which might be the main hook or a small detail

Music videos often present a flow of images that are too rich and
materials that seem to dissolve too quickly The closeup gives us
something to commit to memory. The music seems to set certain
faces in amber, preserved and just out of reach. The face becomes a
mask, drawn into contortions we associate with the most hyperbolic
silent screen acting - more an archetype than an expression of the
performer himself This intense isolation keeps the viewer in the
present, blocking access to the past or the future as the music rushes
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16 Rudolph Arnheim The Power of

the Center (Berkeley CA

University of California Press

1988 pp 53-5)

17 Earlier I noted that music can

seem to leap across frames and

link two shots together thereby

connecting one character to

another In this example, the

music seems to pierce the

viewing plane and pour forth to

envelop the viewer

by. The compositional features of the closeup. particularly the
relation of the figure to the edges of the screen, contribute to this
sense of the figure's being held in isolation Rudolf Arnheim has
taught us to recognize the force of the frame on the composition of a
painting. He defines the balancing centre as the point around which
the composition organizes itself. It is created by the configuration of
vectors issuing from an enclosure such as the frame of a picture.16

One can liken this force or pressure from the frame upon the picture
proper to that of the song upon the closeup of the star Here the
song drives toward the downbeat, the beginnings of phrases and
sections, or the tonic chord. When a performer is shown in closeup
moving a bit with the music, the music seems to buffet the figure,
like rip tides pushing and pulling in different directions One
wonders whether the figure will hold position or be sucked into the
centre

This effect of a push and pull within an unyielding frame makes
the closeup precarious The moments of stability that closeups
provide become high points of the video. The video brings us
towards these peaks, holds us against them, and then releases us.
Only a few moments of the video will provide this much pleasure,
and as I, the viewer, reach for them they will be gone. As I watch a
video and follow the song, I casually study the performer's body,
just as I do when I look at models in magazines. I admire the lines
of the jaw, the look in the eye, the light Suddenly the performer's
head turns towards me, the eyes gaze into mine, the singing voice
demands my attention, and I am struck. Music can transgress both
physical space and the borders of the body, changing our sense of
time and of these boundaries themselves. At this moment, the
performer crosses the limits of the screen and addresses me as a
person, and I can no longer view this face and body as an object
Just as quickly, the head turns, the rhythm changes, the soul has
gone, and again I am simply watching a blank human form "

In the absence of a strong narrative, music video creates tension
by varying basic visual materials, such as shots and edits Much of
music video editing consists in finding new relationships within space
and amongst persons. When a video presents an alternation between
shots that display a body and shots that emphasize the space around
it, the body becomes the video's ground. One of the most sustained
discussions in film theory concerns how a viewer is sutured into the
diegesis of film through editing. A series of sighthnes and
shot/reverse-shots, most commonly, place the viewer in the position
of the protagonist or the privileged onlooker. Music video, it seems
to me, is much freer in terms of viewer identification and
perspective In the Backstreet Boys' 'Show Me the Meaning of
Being Lonely', the viewer's empathy switches from figure to figure
simply because someone is within the frame and/or lip synching.
Identification occurs quickly - within one or two shots In the most
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18 At certain moments in some

music videos a parameters first

order function is to highlight

musical structure and second to

represent If it serves as an

articulation it does not matter il

we are flashed something illicitly

sexual (a breast or a crotch), or

something that is not (an elbow

or an ankle) When elbow

breast, flash of light, hip, edit or

buttock accentuate the beat or a

timbre in the voice distinctions

start to blur as well as the

boundary between gender and

sexuality Some of music video's

intense pleasure may stem from

a slide into a pre-Oedipal state

one of abundance repetition and

polymorphous perversity

19 Music video directors often covet

particular editors Marcus Nispel

admires his editor's special

sensitivity to the ways an edit

falls on or off the beat perhaps

gained from years as a

professional drummer Music

video editing demands skills not

taught in film school

20 While some types of shot and

edit appear more frequently in

some genres than others - a

slow-mo low-angle long

tracking-shot followed by a

dissolve appears most frequently

in rap - the language of shots

and edits does not differ greatly

from one musical style to

another Even in country videos

(such as Shania Twain s 'You re

Still the One), the rhetoric

remains within the same

language Neither has editing

changed noticeably in music

video s short broadcast history

While a number of early 1980s

videos such as INX's 'What You

Want may not be as densely

articulated as some videos of

today many of the same editing

techniques and strategies are

present A study of editing based

on genre period or director

would be fruitful My analysis of

Madonna s Cherish provides a

close reading of the editing in a

single video Carol Vernallis The

aesthetics of music video the

relation of music and image in

Madonna s "Cherish" Popular

Music, vol 17 no 2 (1998)

pp 153-87

extreme examples in music video, the viewer's empathy and
identification moves between multiple elements in the frame. A series
of shots can all contain movement on the beat - a bob of a head, a
slap of a wrist, a raising of a glass, a throwing of a ball - and the
viewer's attention will seem to skip across the surface like a
skimmed stone, following the movements and feelings of everything
that moves within the frame 1B

Editing and the music of music video

Through its varied roles, editing loosens the representational
functions filmed images traditionally perform, opening them up to a
sense of polyvalent play The editing thereby places the video's
images and the song's formal features in close relation.19 I doubt the
numerous ways that music and image can be put into one-to-one
relations would surprise musicians or pop music scholars. Obviously,
editing can reflect the basic beat pattern of the song, but it can also
be responsive to all of the song's other parameters. For example,
long dissolves can complement arrangements that include smooth
timbres and long-held tones. A video can use different visual
material to offset an important hook or a different cutting rhythm at
the beginnings and ends of phrases. And, of course, these effects can
switch from one-to-one relationships to something that is more
contrapuntal.20

Tempo is one feature readily taken up by music video editing
Music videos tend to underscore the most arresting features of a
song, and if the song is striking for its sprightly rhythmic feel or its
languorous, plodding tempo, the image will often unfold especially
quickly or slowly - the image will seem actually to exceed the
song's extreme speed Greenday's 'Jaded/Brain Stew' is really two
short, connected songs During the slower first part, the video shows
a tractor dragging a couch across a landfill in slow motion, along
with shots of a dead horse and a sullen old man The performers'
lack of engagement enhances the sense of lassitude When the music
changes to a faster tempo for the second part of the song, the camera
starts whipping around and the pace of the editing increases. The
concentration of energy also derives from squeezing the performers
into a small room and from using lurid, overheated colours.
(Figure 18)

The editing can draw our attention to the general contours of the
songs phrase structure Long takes underscore broad melodic
phrases, while quick cutting is used to keep us focused on the beat
of songs that emphasize smaller rhythmic elements Maxwell's high,
pure falsetto floats over the arrangement in his 'Ascension' His
singing suggests that he can extend the melodic line for measures on
end The video unfolds in a performance setting typical of music
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a medium-shot in slow motion is cropped so that we see the people
from their knees to just above their eyebrows Let us say that the
song contains a pounding jungle beat and short synthesizer flurries.
We might notice the intensity of the pedestrians' faces or the
muscular armature of one or two people On the other hand, if we
hear a flowing synthesizer pad with a minimal rhythm arrangement,
perhaps some innocuous "CD jazz", we might attend instead to the
spring and sweep of the bodies in motion, and to the flow of the
ciowd as a whole. Music videos frequently crop images like the
example above, breaking bodies at the joint or rendering them
partially, so that more of the context must be supplied by the music
than by the image

In music video, the musical or visual element with the sharpest
profile tends to claim the viewer's attention. As a video unfolds, our
attention shifts continually among music, image and lyrics, as each
provides novelty at some point and then recedes into the background
A deployment of mixed shot sizes, some with very clear content, and
some cropped so that they are vague or unspecific. can thus establish
a path through the formal and timbral space of the song. The editing
can even complicate the matter further by controlling the deployment
of shots Thus, as we move towards a moment of culmination in the
song, the editing can tease us with the possibility of spoiling the
peak moment's arrival, or feign disinterest by drawing attention to
other features of the song. By anticipating what the song will do
next, the image can create a sense of expectation A change of shot
sizes can also allow us to circulate within a musical parameter like
rhythm or the arrangement A viewer might first notice the music's
smallest rhythmic value and then jump down one level to the basic
quarter-note pulse If one sees a long shot of performers in the
background against an ornate curtain or a waterfall, one might attend
to the microrhythms of the music Imagine that the video cuts next
to a medium shot in which the singer's face and chest are
foregrounded and her head moves side to side, while she crosses and
uncrosses her arms as if clocking to the music. The two shots
together might encourage such a leap. The image can then serve as a
guide to teach us about salient features of the song.

I hope I have provided a glimpse into the world of music video
editing As the video unfolds, the editing can shift rapidly in
function, foregrounding musical structure, showcasing the star,
reflecting experiential features of the sound, conveying meaning, and
even constructing aesthetically pleasing visual strands in its own
right It is helpful, as one watches video, to be attentive to the way
that the editing sometimes plays an equal role with other elements -
such as colour, narrative, and the treatment of the star - that
sometimes vie for attention and sometimes recede into the
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background, and also to how ed~tmg w ~ l l  play a un~quely 
superordmate role. funct~on~ng as a sw~tcher Ed~tmg controls as ~t 
has trad~t~onally served to control the order and durat~on of shots, 
and therefore helps to determme when and for how long another 
parameter w~l l  come to the fore. 

The lnvestlgatlon of muslc v ~ d e o  ed~tmg should be understood as 
one example of a k ~ n d  of study that m~ght  be performed on any 
element Such a study would acknowledge the field on wh~ch  all 
elements ~nteract, w~thout forgettmg that each has ~ t s  own cultural 
h~story w ~ t h ~ n  and beyond muslc v~deo,  ~ t s  own set of funct~ons 
(trad~t~onal and non-trad~t~onal), and ~ t s  own techn~cal means A 
group of these stud~es would allow us to appreciate muslc v ~ d e o  as a 
d~scurs~ve  form w~thout lmposlng a false un~ty or unjustly p r ~ v ~ l e g ~ n g  
one element over the others When we follow the changmg surface 
of a v~deo,  we can try to remember that a momentary effect that 
c lams  our attention 1s part of a structure that traverses the whole of 
the v~deo,  and that t h ~ s  effect IS created w ~ t h ~ n  the context of that 
structure: ~t may mark the h ~ g h  pomt of some value or constitute a 
departure from a t rad~t~onal  role. If a v ~ d e o  seems d~scont~nuous, ~t 1s 
not because the Image track conslsts of autonomous shots that do not 
relate to one another, ~t 1s because the v ~ d e o  mterlaces a number of 
such structures In an unpred~ctable way. The sheer dens~ty of t h ~ s  
mterlacmg prov~des one of muslc v~deo's  greatest pleasures 

Thanks to the follow~ng companies for use of v~deo stdls 

Ar~sta Records for The Tony R~ch Prolect 'Nobody Knows. Usher, 'Make Me Wanna' 

Intencope for Guns 'N' Roses. 'November Ram'. Mardyn Manson. 'Beaut~ful People' 

L~fe/Bellmark for Tag Team. Whoomp. There It Is' 

Sony for Aerosm~th 'Jan~e's Got a Gun'. Marlah Carey. 'G~mme Your Love' and 'Honey: M~chael and Janet 

Jackson. 'Scream'. Maxwell. 'Ascens~on' 

Un~venal for Peter Gabr~el. 'Mercy St'. Amy Grant 'House of Love'. Janet Jackson. 'Love Wdl Never Do 

(W~thout YouS. Nme Inch Na~ls. 'Closer'. N~rvana. Teen Spmt' and 'Come As You Are' 

Warner Bros for Greenday. JadedIBra~n Stew'. Guns 'N' Roses, 'November Ram, Don Henley. The End of the 

Innocence. Marilyn Manson. 'Beaut~ful People: Metall~ca. 'Enter Sandman' and 'Unforg~ven. Alan~s 

Mor~ssene. 'You Oughta Know'. REM, 'Losm' My Rehglon 
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