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Chris Dickens on editing Slumdog Millionaire

CD: I have chosen a clip rather than a scene and this is a clip from Slumdog Millionaire. It is not one scene because it is very hard to pick on scene that you can actually talk about in isolation because the film is very much about how scenes relate to each other and how they’re juxtaposed and so I picked a section of the film, which is one of my favourite sections. It has lots of different styles of editing, for want of a a better word, it represents the different scenes in the film and also it’s an important part of the film in terms of the narrative.

This is the section of the scenes early on in the film where the kids are separated from their mother. We were playing with a lot of things in this scene and essentially it’s at the start where we’re setting up an every day situation and then you know something…they hear something, you’re not quite sure what it is and I wanted to build suspense there just before that so there are some pauses and there’s a beautiful reveal of the train when the crowd of Hindus come running at them, so it is a very interesting clip and we played a lot with it. They shot about three times the amount of footage that you actually see in the film and there were lots of things here. There was quite a lot more violence with people getting burnt and things like that because this is based on a real incident that happened in Mumbai in the early 90s which was the religious riots between the Muslim’s and Hindus and so Danny shot an awful lot of footage there. But what we found it was too much and you were watching all this happening and not really experiencing what the children were experiencing. And that was the thing about the film, it had to be from their point of view and feel like that and so you had all these things happening around them. And so this is where they, for the first time they witness the death of their mother which is obviously really a crucial moment in their lives and then they’re followed by this little girl Latika and that’s a turning point in the story.

We tried that technique split screen which I thought was really nice and a little unconventional but it was a good way of showing what he was thinking at the same time as articulating it. We tried a lot of ideas and Danny wanted to do a lot of experimentation. We tried everything and actually as a result put a lot of it into the film. Using a  transition there, we went from one scene, which was the riot scene to the inspector chatting to Jamal and we then segway into the Who Wants to be a Millionaire show.

 And that’s a very distinctive thing in the film and that was the biggest challenge within the film, overlapping sound from one to the other. Voice-over from one to the other, so we really wanted to try and make it feel fluid, rather than just a series of scenes, we jump from one scene to another. And the key to it was the main character, Jamal.  When we cut to a close up of him at the end of maybe a scene where he is asked the question, you’d see his face feeling something or thinking about something and then we cut to another scene when he’s younger and he’s thinking the same thing and so you had a link through that. This is one of the most beautiful parts of the film and it’s absolutely crucial that, their mother is dead and this little girl has followed them and one brother wants her to come in out of the rain and shelter and the other doesn’t. This is really the key part of the story because this is where their lives diverge. And one chooses one path and the other chooses another and this is the start of Jamal’s quest basically, the start of a love story essentially, even though they’re little kids. In terms of the edit this scene was also very simple and held shots a lot more because it didn’t need to be as pacey. I just wanted to experience the rain and see what was happening and watch it unfold. We’d just come from all the excitement and noise of the riot and it needed to sort of slow down, settle, so that you kind of got a feeling that we’re going into another point of the story. And then the sound that we did here was absolutely beautiful, the music overlapped from the previous scene and there was no synch sound at all and we just faded up, the sound of the presenter came on the shot of Jamal’s ear which really gave a sense of this is what he was thinking about. And that’s the end of that clip.
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