
1

ADVANCED PORTFOLIO – PRACTITIONER STUDY
EDITOR: THELMA SCHOONMAKER

FACTFILE:
GCE A2 LEVEL
MOVING IMAGE ARTS

Overview
Thelma Schoonmaker is an 
American film editor known 
for her long, almost exclusive, 
collaboration with director 
Martin Scorsese and for 
her marriage to late British 
director Michael Powell. She 
has been nominated for an Academy Award for Best 
Film Editing seven times and won on three occasions. 

She met Martin Scorsese during a short course at 
New York University and worked with him on the 
music documentary Woodstock (1967) for which 
she was nominated for an Academy Award for Best 
Film Editing. However, despite her obvious talent, 
the early part of her career was difficult as she was 
not a member of the Motion Picture Editors’ Guild. 
Entry required a long apprenticeship and was largely 
male-dominated. She did some uncredited work on 
Taxi Driver (1976) but, as she wasn’t a member of 
the MPEG, was not able to collaborate further with 
Scorsese until Raging Bull (1980) after he supported 
her membership. Raging Bull was her second 
Academy Award nomination and first win. 

She continues to be a passionate promoter of her 
husband’s work.

Schoonmaker believes her job to be one of 
collaboration, to translate the vision of the director, 
shape the performance and understand the emotion 
of each shot. However, she, like Martin Scorsese, 

believes editing shouldn’t be invisible but nor should 
it be over-used; sometimes it’s better to hold a shot 
than cut away, just long enough to unsettle us. She 
often juxtaposes shots – such as close-ups with long 
shots and low angle shots with high angle shots in 
order to create an explosive mix and has a number of 
distinctive editing techniques in her work.

Some techniques for study and 
exploration:
•  Use of rhythmic editing tempos for dramatic 

impact, as seen in The Color of Money (1986) 
where this technique is used to make every shot in 
a game of pool feel like part of a grand symphony. 

•  Use of flash bulbs and the blinding light they 
briefly generate to create disguise cuts which 
transition us into another shot as seen during the 
red carpet scene in The Aviator (2005).

•  Dynamic use of cross-cutting, as seen in Hugo 
(2011), where she cross-cuts between the film’s 
hero as he is retrieving a key from a train track to 
the train that is fast approaching 

•  Use of ellipses and ‘bad continuity’ or the jump 
cut, undermining the invisible editing match-on-
action rule, as can be seen in Shutter Island (2010) 

•  Use of old-fashioned style dissolves and iris wipes 
in order to add a sense of historical setting as seen 
in Hugo (2011) and The Age of Innocence (1993) 

Thelma Schoonmaker
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Some recommended texts:*
The Color of Money, Martin Scorsese (1986)

The Age of Innocence, Martin Scorsese (1993)

Gangs of New York, Martin Scorsese (2002) 
Academy Award nomination 

The Aviator, Martin Scorsese (2004)
Academy Award Best Film Editing

Shutter Island, Martin Scorsese (2011)

Hugo, Martin Scorsese (2012)
Academy Award nomination

*Please note that the filmography of some practitioners 
featuring in the A2 MIA fact file series may include 18 certificate 
films. These films, if significant, may be mentioned in the 
overview to provide career background but will not be listed 
as recommended for study by CCEA. It is the responsibility of 
the teacher to ensure that students only view films with age 
appropriate content and certification.

Many films have had their certification reviewed in recent 
years. For more details go to www.bbfc.co.uk and use the film 
certification search function.
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