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Introduction:
I started this project during my first year at the post-secondary Editing College. I thought I
would learn the most by talking to professionals and asking them questions which had crossed
my mind...I believed that if I got to know their way of thinking about editing, I would shape my
editor's identity faster and easier. I think that was a great move. It was nearly thirteen years
ago… 1
The student who asked those questions didn't have much editing experience yet. Today I would
probably ask about completely different things because I would be closer to the craft itself and
the tools that the editor uses. I would ask about how to think about the film, about the hero, about
the dramaturgy of the film... I'm waiting for your comments and comments on these notebooks
as well as suggestions of questions that you would like to ask.
Thank you for your attention.
Paweł Makowski

Haliną Ketling Prugar: 2
Born in 1929, editor of such films as Knife in the Water by Roman Polanski, and Man of
Iron and Promised Land by Andrzej Wajda. A member of the Polish Film Academy.
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Translator’s note: The story was posted in 2013 but he says the project was done 13 years earlier, so we estimate
that the interview took place in ca. 2000, which explains what sort of editing technology they talk about.
2
Translator’s note: He lists her name like this, but on places like IMDb she’s listed as Prugar-Ketling.

How did you become an editor?
I was pursuing my first year of Slavonic studies when a friend from Łódź, who worked at the
Film Chronicle, offered me a job in the film industry. Slavonic studies didn't interest me that
much, so I saw this as an opportunity and I took it. I went to a film studio, they asked me if I was
good with manual work, I said yes.
First, I started working as an editor’s helper. After a few years I became an assistant and
because I was then considered to be a genius (this is the term I heard), I was promoted to an
editor.
During my employment at the Film Chronicle, 3 and later during my work, professors from
Łódź [the National Film School in Łódź] visited us: Wohl, Bohdziewicz, and Bossak. We had
lectures which prepared us for the profession, we talked about movies, but there were no exams.
I started as an assistant with Mr. Kazimierczak, who was making the Chronicle. With time,
everyone wanted to work with me. My first self-edited film was Five from Barska Street (Piątka
z ulicy Barskiej) in 1953, by Aleksander Ford.
The principle editor of it was Mrs. [Wieslawa] Otocka. Ford came to Warsaw with the second
negative (Ford was able to do over eleven retakes/dubs of each scene), which I got to edit. Two
versions of the film were made; my version was to be shown abroad. Ford said he liked my
version better. This was the breakthrough - I was promoted to an independent editor. And then I
got another proposal from Ford, to edit The Eighth Day of the Week (Ósmy dzień tygodnia,1958)
- and that's how it all began.
What is editing for you?
I always compare editing to the work of a book publisher. In English, the word editor means a
movie editor.4 The director and screenwriter create the content, a story, and the editor must
smooth it all out, create a coherent version of the film, the most understandable for the viewer.
They must give it rhythm and the right mood. That's what it is for me. I looked up what editing is
in the encyclopedia - it said editing is gluing together two shots. It has nothing to do with that,
absolutely.
What was most difficult for you during the first editing jobs?
Those were terrible times. The most difficult part was the technology. Now you just press the
button and the job is done; today’s editing tables are very simple. Then we had splicers, and to
connect one shot with the other it was necessary to cut the frame on one side and the frame on
the other side. One did not have any chance to try something out. Every decision had to be
carefully thought out first. Editing itself is fun, great fun and pleasure. Today, technology does
not give you such difficulties.
We used to start our work by synchronizing the sound tape with the image tape; now you do
not do it, because everything is just on one tape. At first, I worked slowly, but I got faster with
years of practice. When the English scotch tape was introduced, we were able to connect two
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Translator’s note: The Film Chronicle was a 10-minute-long newsreel shown in Polish cinemas prior to the main
film.
4 Translator’s note: In Polish, a film editor is "montażysta," a book editor is “editor.” She is saying the two
professions are alike.

shots, then to remove one of them and insert the other, it became easier, we were introduced to
the possibility of editing more freely.
The first scotch tape was white, which made it hard to watch the edits, because at every splice
the image became dark, but later we had the transparent one. So that was the technical side of it,
but then it was a job of working with the director, being a good listener and editing in a way that
enabled the director’s vision.
What was the position of an editor on a film crew in the 1960’s? Did it change during your
professional life?
The editor was the director’s helper in making the film whole. We had a saying, “be there as
Ola” that illustrated the situation vividly. Aleksander Ford’s wife—her name was Ola—was an
assistant. She stood behind him during the editing process and held the shots. Hence the term “be
there as Ola,” i.e., be an assistant like that, an editor like that.
When I started to work as an editor, I also had to be on the set. The editor was busy from the
very beginning until the very end of the production. Later, I did not have to be on set and that
was for the best, because it was completely unnecessary. For example, Ford would ask me, when
he finished a shot, if it would fit with what we already have. Such questions can be answered
with certainty only after you have the material on the editor’s table. These were terrible times of
arduous and non-creative work. Then it started to change as the producers started to care more
about timelines. We looked at the material from the shoot during the next day and chose shots,
and after that, the editor sat in the editing room and started to work. It was also an experiment for
the director, to see whether something should be improved. The whole scene was ready in three
to four days after the shoot. The director waited for the editor’s opinion about the received
material; the editor’s opinion became valuable.
What tools does the editor use in his work?
Eyes: The editor needs a visual memory. When I was watching the material, I already knew
how I would structure it. The easiest way, of course, was to take a look at the storyboard and just
create the cut according to the storyboard, but that's not the point. An important determinant was
also the dialogue, which showed where you had to cut.
Did the choices made when watching the re-takes/dub prove to be correct?
The director usually indicated in detail which fragments of a given dub/re-take/take he wanted
to see in the movie; all these were noted by the assistant. However, usually my feelings were
completely different. I did not take any notes, because it distracted me; I focused on the
cinematography.
When the director selected the shots, it was sacred and I did not protest. Often, however, it was
necessary to do a trailer, which was my work and I always used material that I chose. The
director, when watching the trailer, asked why those shots were not in the movie. “Because you
did not choose them," I replied.
Thanks to this approach the directors later asked me to share my insights and were open to my
suggestions. However, there are also directors who do not listen to what the editor says. Wajda
listened; we understood each other very well, even without words after a while. But, returning to

the choice of takes, the important thing is to choose shots that are not necessarily well-directed
but good in terms of the cinematography.
Sometimes the DP 5 will do something badly and sometimes they will offer something that
looks excellent. I paid a lot of attention to the photos/cinematography, looking for the best shots.
Choosing the right shot is a primary matter, which was also understood by actors. One day
during the shoot of the movie Everything for Sale (Wszystko na sprzedaż, 1969), Zbyszek 6
Cybulski was leaving the set at four a.m. and he stuck a piece of paper on the door of my
bedroom saying: "Halina put a different shot than the one Andrzej chose. I beg of you.” At his
request, I put in a different shot.... Wajda did not even notice.
From which scene do you start editing?
Usually, you edited the current material, but if I had several scenes, I started with the one I felt
like working on at the moment. I took either the most difficult one—when I wanted to ponder—
or a simple one when I couldn't be bothered. It depended on my mood.
How did you know, after making the rough cut, how to improve it?
I never made a rough cut. I watched the scene and knew what I was going to connect it with. A
rough cut can be done in a documentary. I edited two hundred documentary films and I believe
that that kind of movie is much harder to edit than a feature film. In the latter, dialogues were the
determinant of the scene, they told me what to do next; I did not have to do any kind of rough
cut. What to improve? When I finished editing the scene, I was either happy or shouting for other
takes, but mostly I was satisfied. I sat and worked until I liked it.
What kind of scenes do you think are the most difficult to edit?
The most difficult scenes are the ones shot by the DP without the participation of the director.
In Polański's film Knife in the Water there is a storm scene on the lake. They shot a lot of
material there. I assembled a 60-meter sequence, about 4 minutes. Polański didn’t change a
thing, not one thing. Until now I am proud of this scene. Others were very easy compared to this
one. A real storm, thunders, constantly changing light and color of the boat ... a very difficult
scene.
Did the amount of hours you devoted to editing change over the years?
Of course. It takes longer for a beginner editor to complete a job, that's for sure.
Did you ever get so much material that you didn’t know what to do with it?
These were mainly documentaries, such as May 1 where they had ten DPs. We had tons,
kilometers of material, and you had to make a selection. It was terrible. In Football Poker
(Piłkarski Poker, 1989) they recorded the whole game, and I did not know the rules. So I was
guided by my intuition. As I was editing my version, [the director Janusz] Zaorski would come
and say, “No, that’s an offside here, we can’t show it this way,” so I corrected it.
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Translator’s note: The DP is the Director of Photography.
Translator’s note: The other name by which Zbigneiw Cybulski was known.

And did you work with the directors who worked differently, i.e. who limited the
possibilities for the editor by filming sparingly?
Those were Wajda’s recent films, such as Chronicle of Love-Related Accidents (Kronika
wypadków miłosnych, 1986). They shot very sparingly because the girl and the boy weren’t
professional actors. They had hardly any re-takes, maybe one. When I edited a scene, we
determined what had to be shot again.
Do directors interfere with the movie during editing?
There are directors who like to edit, sit by the table, talk and philosophize. For example, during
the shoot, they edit themselves and don’t allow the editor to interfere. I think it's a wrong
approach, unless the director really knows how to edit, and not everyone can do that. Andrzej
Wajda, for example, cannot. He would not be able to sit down and make one cut, he has no idea
about it.
There are also those for whom editing was fun. For example, Roman Polanski. When I was
doing Knife in the Water with him, he sat down and said, "I'm going to stick this together for
you," and so he glued, glued, stuck frames together - he liked to do it.
However, as far as I can remember, directors avoided being present during editing,
Skolimowski was never present, Zaorski was never present, and I made six movies with him. But
for example, Mr. Ryszard Ber, the director of the second version of Doll (Lalka, 1978-81, a
series) he was there all the time, I was not allowed to make a version without him, the same was
with Lesiewicz…and I declined working with him.
How often have you introduced changes in a scene that has been already edited? Do you
remember any scene that was accepted in the final version of the movie, practically without
changes, or a scene that you found particularly difficult?
It has happened that after editing I received additional materials from the movie set and then I
had to introduce some changes and improvements. For example, in the scene of the opening of
the factory from The Promised Land (Ziemia obiecana, 1975). My understanding was that the
team had finished filming the whole scene already. I was struggling a lot with editing it, and after
I showed it to the rest of the team, everyone burst out laughing, including Wajda and Sobociński.
“It is only half of the scene, we haven’t finished shooting yet,” said Wajda. However, funnily
enough, the scene was accepted in the final version of the movie in the way I previously edited it.
The result was that one character says something, someone else seems to reply to her, but
without addressing the question, because the proper answer was never really filmed. I was
embarrassed about it, but in fact everyone liked this effect.
Another such scene in The Promised Land is the final one when, after many years, Borowiecki
Karol has a child, and walks holding the child, and next to him stands his wife, this funny
German woman. Wajda didn’t know what to do with this scene; he had a lot of material. I tried
to do something with it, I showed him yet another version, but no, it wasn’t right yet. I didn’t
want to be instructed about any possible solutions, so I came back to the editing room quickly,
because we were already scheduled to show the movie. Wajda liked the third version, even
though I thought it really wasn’t impressive.

And did all these versions differ a lot from each other?
Yes, they did. In one version, for instance, there were no people, apart from Borowiecki, his
wife and a kid. In another one, people bowed in front of him. In my opinion these takes weren’t
good – all because of wide-angle lens that distorted the faces. Even though this distortion was
deliberate, I didn’t think it worked well. The most problematic/challenging movie in my life was,
however, The Wedding (Wesele, 1973) which is, according to me, edited in a really marvelous
way. I worked a lot on it; every time I had to look at so many takes in order to choose the right
one. For example, there was a scene when the journalist dances with other wedding guests, but
from time to time he also sees Stańczyk. I was selecting three or four frames of his look/gaze but
back then, when we worked with film glue splicers, it was a rather difficult task to find three or
four frames of the gaze, in which you could see something more than only the face of the
journalist.
Another difficulty stemmed from the fact that this play of the gazes/looks was not acted in fact,
it was only created during the editing process. You should also remember that shooting was done
all the time on music, 7 so everything had to be synchronized with the rhythm…it was an
enormous task. After we finished, we also had to deal with the censors. The sentence “And what
is going on in politics, gentlemen?” appeared in the movie twice, just as in the text of the theatre
play, because Czepiec has to pose this question to all the wedding guests. The censors asked us
to cut out one appearance of this sentence, so that Czepiec shouts it only once. They also asked
to completely cut the sentence “Chinese are strong,” because at that time there was a political
problem in China because of the cultural revolution. They really required us to cut a lot of things
there. For example, Jaś rides on a horse, loses the hat with feathers and see the Russians – this
scene was cut out as well. Addressing these requests from the censors was another huge job. I
remember that for five years I was removing those scenes from every copy that was released
because no one else could do it. Wajda had one uncensored copy in his archive and was showing
it, unofficially, to his friends. By the way, Wajda collected all the scenes removed by the
censorship office and wanted to make a movie out of them. I don’t know whether he has ever
made this.
Did you have an opportunity to work on the electronic montage systems? 8 If so, which ones
did you work with and what were your impressions about them?
When several years ago we were introducing improvements to The Promised Land, we worked
with computers. The machine was run by another editor who was inserting my improvements. I
remember when we discussed the scene when Borowiecki, his German friend, and his Jewish
friend measure the forest by the number of their steps. The German man stands for a little while
before he starts walking. The technician said that we should cut this moment of hesitation
7

Translator’s note: “on music”—in Europe, in that era of filmmaking, many films dubbed in the dialogue during the
editing, which allowed them to film a scene of a dance or a concert with the music playing (whereas shooting syncsound would create problems in editing if there’s dialogue that mixes with the music).
8
Translator’s note: This interview was done ca. 2000, when “electronic montage systems,” i.e. non-linear editing
programs like Avid and Media 100, were already being used. Prior to that, anything shot on videotape was cut with
a linear-editing program, so the film/video had to be built up with alternating A and B rolls, and reconstructed over
and over when changes were made.

because he found it inadequate. I disagreed and said that a German will always think before
acting, it is part of her nature.
The decision about the cut is really influenced by many factors. When you work on a computer
with single frames, you don’t cut this frame from reality, you don’t lose it, 9 you can do
everything for a fraction of a second…We didn’t have such possibilities. The potential of editing
on a computer is for sure greater, but I’m not sure whether the former, more time-consuming
editing with film didn’t make us more devoted to our profession. It required perfecting. In order
to make a splice, one had to think a lot about how to do it in the best possible way, while caring
about the plasticity/aesthetic of all of it. I’m not sure whether editing on a computer allows this
kind of plasticity/aesthetics; I don’t know because I have never edited that way. I think that the
BETA editing machine 10 is wonderful, you can make whacks, you won’t waste anything, you
don’t have to put the film reel on the table. It is marvelous to see my grandson Arek editing on
his computer. He saves so much time. I very often worked until late in the night, until 1:00 a.m.
or even later. And I don’t know, maybe it is unfair to say it, but I think there was more artistic
work in the past– but it is only my humble opinion.
How do you evaluate contemporary cinema – the editing techniques, new solutions, new
ways of constructing narratives? What do you like and what do you dislike about them?
I think that the art is lacking. In the past the fluidity of moving from one shot to another, from
one scene to another, was very important. Now, the logical and substantive approach to the
material matters more. Now one edits as a blend, when the first scene can end on one actor and
the second one starts also from her. In the past it wasn’t possible, we had to do editing transitions
– fade-out, fade-in, matte. We weren’t allowed to switch from one scene to another with hard
cuts. I agree that when we make transitions with hard cuts, the narrative speeds up, and that
enables us to say more in the movie than in the past; the movie has tempo. The fade-out and
fade-in that we used took a lot of screen time. However, because of this quick tempo one also
loses something; it stops being artistic.
You worked with Andrzej Wajda on many of his best movies. How was your collaboration?
How was he in the editing room? Did he give you a lot of freedom? Did his approach to
editing evolve over time?
He appeared in the editing room in order to see the scene. Usually, it went like this: After
shooting we went to the bar and he explained to me which effect he wanted to achieve. I really
tried to understand and feel what he was saying. He even said once that no one understands him
as I do. However, he never recognized me and my work publicly. Even worse, he kept saying
that he does the editing himself in the evenings. My friends were saying: “Look, your Wajda
says that he is editing, but we never see him working with you.” I have never commented on
9

Translator’s note: When cutting film, and making the final print version with a glue splicer, one would have to
lose one frame in order to have the cut ends overlap. It’s also very difficult, though not impossible, to edit
extremely short shots in film, so it isn’t as if that was never done, but it did create certain problems that one can
avoid when editing on a computer, unless you’re doing a match back to make a film print, which still means you
lose that one frame in the glue splicing.
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Translator’s note: BETA decks were used for editing video or film. The film reels would be transferred to large
format video.

their remarks, however. I learned how to edit while working on his movies because he let me
work independently. In fact, everyone learns most when working alone, by making mistakes and
working independently – not by sitting with a director. Often after Wajda suggested to me how
to make a splice, I forced myself to follow the suggestion, but before doing this I would always
say that I knew that what he proposed would not be good. “Alright, but let’s see,” he kept saying.
Afterwards he saw that it didn’t work out and then I heard that I was actually right. I’m very
grateful to Wajda for this independence, which allowed me to take a creative approach to my job.
Later on, when I worked with other directors, they relied on my past experience. For instance,
Zaorski was always saying: “Ms. Halina, do whatever you want. Please, do whatever you want.”
In the United States, the profession of an editor is becoming more recognized, but in
Europe they are still in the shadow, aren’t they?
I remember when Ms. Garlica, editor from Łodź, professor at Łodź Film School, fought for the
inclusion of her name as the fourth person in the end credits – after director, camera operator,
and producer. After I saw that, I did the same. I approached Basia Lesicka, our producer, and
asked her for a similar change. Since then I have been mentioned as the fourth as well. I have
noticed that today female editors working for Wajda don’t have the same position, they don’t
fight for it. 11
I don’t know. Editing is still treated as an auxiliary creative profession. In a way, it is true,
because this profession requires skilled handiwork and familiarity with the technique. However, I
know that I have helped many directors in an artistic way and that thanks to my work their
movies were a bit better. If they want to be the only real artists, however, let them be so.
And did you have an opportunity to experience the entire artistic process?
There is a scene in Man of Marble (Czlowiek z marmuru, 1977) in which the main protagonist,
Agnieszka, is watching a movie on screen. This movie is my first independent work. I showed a
screenplay to Andrzej [Wajda] and he accepted it. In the end credits you can see my maiden
surname. Another movie that I worked on fully independently is called The Weather of Home
(Pogoda domu niechaj bedzie z Toba..., 1979) 12 with Iwaszkiewicz. It was a scene showing
Iwaszkiewicz walking through his house and garden. I added material from The Maids of Wilko
(Panny z Wilka, 1979), images of walking people and of gardens. The result gave an impression
as if he were walking among the people and gardens that are to be found in The Maids of Wilko.
Which important editing challenges do you remember?
Thanks to Wajda I was editing Danton (1983) in France, in French, without knowing the
language at all. Thanks to him I also saw Paris and its surroundings. The same in Berlin – when I
worked on A Love in Germany (Eine Liebe in Deutschland, 1983) luckily, with German it all
went much better.
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Translator’s note: We don’t know how many of these women did or didn’t get the screen credit she mentions,
but in the interests of giving them credit here, these are four of the women editors who worked on Wajda films
(and there might be others): Wanda Zeman, Ewa Smal, Katarzyna Rudnick, and Milenia Fiedler.
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Translator’s note: A documentary short film by Wajda.

Did you have a translator during your work on Danton?
No, but I had a (female) assistant from Poland who was helping me.13 We didn’t make any
mistakes, but it was a real challenge to work with the dialogue in voiceover 14 in a foreign
language. I was even offered a job at schools then, but without knowing the language, I couldn’t
accept it. My friend Seweryn tried to convince me to stay abroad, he pointed out the much better
payment compared to Poland. And it’s true; they paid me well in Swiss Francs and thanks to this
I have a land property today. But I didn’t care about money.
It is easy to separate the effects of work of a camera operator from those of a director. Is it
possible to indicate in some way what is the effect of the work of an editor?
For sure. We create the rhythm of the narrative. Scenes can be killed, as I used to say, if they
are edited in a wrong way – too long, without rhythm, with overly long pauses. When I was
editing a scene, the most important thing to me were good actors. Actors give a scene its rhythm,
and I would follow this rhythm of the acting. I didn’t accelerate anything to make an impression
that the actors were speaking more quickly, nor did I slow it down. I followed the rhythm and
that was it!
If an actor was a bit less skilled, then of course I would cut him or throw his text on someone
else 15– a better actor. For instance, Beata Tyszkiewicz in Everything for Sale didn’t act very
well, so I had to find out how to edit the movie in a way to reduce her time on screen, to put
some of her dialogue under a shot of the other person. But she was beautiful, so it was worth
looking at her.
As I was working, I tried to be a viewer rather than an editor. It was important to me to create
an effect [an experience] that I would like to see when watching the movie; I wasn’t interested
only in cutting. These are two the most important things to me: to keep the rhythm that actors
give to a movie and to be a viewer of a movie. And then to defend this strategy while working
with a director, if I was convinced that my approach would lead to better results.
Is there a moment in the work of an editor when she thinks: I know everything, I will able
to deal with every situation?
Not at all. Until the end of life, we cannot be certain. We can be certain that we will edit a
movie, but not that we know everything…It is impossible. I was always able to edit, but it
doesn’t mean that I know everything. I don’t believe that any editor will say she knows
everything about editing.
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Translator’s note: Anita Lecoeur and Sophie Menuet are listed on IMDb as assistant editors on Danton.
Translator’s note: The literal translation would be “throw the text.” It seems to describe when one takes an
actor’s dialogue and lays it under the shot of another person, not the speaker.
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Translator’s note: See footnote 10.
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Do you have a movie in which the editing especially amazed you? Or one that you
particularly dislike?
I don’t like action movies. I don’t find them amusing. The films I adore were masterpieces of
Bergman, those narrated in a long way. I love Fanny and Alexander 16, it is a very beautiful
movie. Or, for example, Réne’s Messenger (Poslaniec) 17 – it’s beautiful and well-edited. I think
that it is much more difficult to edit movies that are slowly narrated; it is more difficult from
editing these crashing cars. To do the latter one should for sure be talented, but we shouldn’t call
it an art. Antonioni’s “Blow-Up” 18 with great photos/shots and marvelous editing, a slow movie.
Fellini, Bunuel, Scorsese – how beautiful are the movies they made. However, when I see
policemen running on the screen, then I immediately turn off the TV. I also like Polish movies,
which doesn’t mean that I appreciate all of them. The last movie I saw and really liked is “The
Wedding” 19 by Wojciech Smarzowski. I like laughing and being frightened when watching a
movie. So if anyone makes me laugh or frightens me, this person wins my attention. [Juliusz]
Machulski, for instance, doesn’t seem funny to me. My husband, however, adores his movies.
Maybe they are good, indeed, but not for me.

*********************

English translation by Magdalena Malecka and Katarzyna Para
The original interview in Polish is on the PSM website:
http://www.psm.org.pl/wypowiedzi/191-o-montazu-przy-kawie-rozmowa-z-halina-ketlingprugar
For more info about Prugar-Ketling and many more women film editors, please visit Edited by
at womenfilmeditors.princeton.edu
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Translator’s note: Fanny and Alexander was edited by Sylvia Ingemarsson, who also edited several other
Bergman films.
17
Translator’s note: Unable to identify this film. Nothing by Rene Clair or Rene Clement matches. It might be The
Go-Between (1971)?
18
Translator’s note: Blow-Up was edited by Frank Clarke.
19
Translator’s note: This Wesele is from 2004, not to be confused with Wajda’s film with the same title. And it is
not a remake of Wajda’s film; it has a very different plot.

