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T helma Schoonmaker, ACE, has been a powerful presence in 
the movie industry and among cinephiles everywhere. Her 
remarkable career and 53-year collaboration with director 

Martin Scorsese has resulted in films of consistent courage 
and virtuosity. Their shared passion for cinema inspires them 
endlessly, and their commitment to honoring its history makes 
their art and lives inseparable. 

They have a particular admiration for the visionary British 
filmmaking team of Powell and Pressburger. When Scorsese was 
reviving interest in that canon, he discovered director Michael 
Powell living in obscurity in England and arranged for him to come 
to a screening of his opus, The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp, at 
the Museum of Modern Art in New York. He urged Schoonmaker 
to take time off from editing Raging Bull and go to that screening.  
“I fell in love with Michael Powell immediately,” she says. “He was 
so unlike any person I had ever met. His extraordinary character was 
written all over his face.” Schoonmaker ended up marrying Powell, 
and Scorsese cherished him as a mentor until his passing in 1990. 
They both continue to devote themselves to restoring the Powell  
and Pressburger masterworks. 

Schoonmaker says of Powell, “He would’ve rather been out 
there on a limb in danger of being sawed off, than be a conven-
tional filmmaker,” which certainly applies to Scorsese. Although 
Schoonmaker calls herself “conventional in the beginning,” she 
was never exactly a conformist. Her childhood was definitely not 
typical. She was born in Algeria to American parents, where her 
father worked for Standard Oil, but her family was evacuated during 
World War II and she spent most of her youth on the island of Aruba. 
“They brought in people from all over the world to work in that 

refinery. I loved that.” She did feel constrained, however when, at 
the age of 15, the family moved to a New Jersey suburb. “I felt like 
a nerd, an outsider. If you weren’t a cheerleader or a football player, 
you were nobody. I said to my mother, ‘This is America?’” 

However, when she went to Cornell University to study Russian 
and political science, she found a much more exciting environment. 
“I was in heaven. The ‘60s was just this hotbed of music, art, film-
making – everything was exploding.” Her ‘world upbringing’ made 
her want to become a diplomat. She passed her exams, but when she 
expressed her liberal opinions, the State Department advised her 
to seek another career. She responded to an ad for a job assisting 
a film editor – a profession she knew nothing about – but soon 
discovered the job involved “butchering the great films of Europe” 
for late night television spots. She quit but did learn how to cut 
negative, a skill that would soon change her life, for when she took 
a six-week film class at NYU, Scorsese was there working on one 
of his student films, What’s a Nice Girl Like You Doing in a Place 
Like This? The negative had been badly miscut by a fellow student, 
and she was able to help Scorsese salvage his film. He subsequently 
hired her to work with him on the editing of his first feature, Who’s 
That Knocking at My Door. “I worked very intensely with him, and 
he taught me everything I know about editing ... I would never be an 
editor if it weren’t for him.” 

Schoonmaker had the opportunity to work with other filmmakers 
who came out of NYU. One was Michael Wadleigh, the director 
of Woodstock. “There was so much footage and many editors.” 
Schoonmaker ended up becoming supervising editor, for which 
she received her first of seven Academy Award® nominations. She 
learned how to cut musical performances and helped find a balance 
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between the documentary footage and the performances. “How to 
structure Woodstock was critical. ... The studio didn’t understand it 
at all, but we knew we had something special. ... The festival was 
such a historic moment.” It was a revolutionary period for cinema, 
as well. “We would run to art house theaters on the Upper West 
Side of New York to see foreign films, and the French Nouvelle 
Vague films were a huge influence. They were smashing rules about 
camerawork and editing – they were an inspiration.”

What followed was a period of almost 10 years when Scorsese 
went to Hollywood and Schoonmaker was unable to work with 
him, because of the draconian union rule that required her to start 
from scratch as an apprentice. She continued to edit documentaries 
and small projects, and, during their separation Scorsese had some 
experiences in Hollywood, where “editors didn’t really want him in 
the editing room ... he has very strong editing ideas. But even early 
on, before he went to Hollywood, I hoped he knew that I was someone 
he could work with, that it wasn’t going to be an ego battle, that it  
would be a collaboration.” 

Scorsese was finally able to get Schoonmaker into the union as 
a full-fledged editor on Raging Bull, her first studio film. “It was 
where I learned the most. Everything about it was extraordinary – 
the direction, the camera work, the use of music, the astounding 
acting, the astounding improvisations.” A prime example is the scene 
where Joe Pesci (who played boxer Jake LaMotta’s brother) is trying 
to talk Robert De Niro (LaMotta) into fighting a new contender. 
“It was shot in LaMotta’s actual kitchen and they couldn’t get two 
cameras in and shoot both sides of the improvisation between De 
Niro and Pesci. This made it a tricky edit but Schoonmaker says her 
work on documentaries “was very helpful to me. You get a bunch of 
unstructured footage, and you have to create a story from it.”

The fight scenes, on the other hand, had been “designed 
precisely,” even the last big fight with Sugar Ray Robinson. Scorsese 
started out “with a huge storyboard, but we quickly abandoned that 
and went with what the footage was telling us. There were some 
emotional points we wanted to honor (involving LaMotta’s wife 
reacting in the audience – putting her head in her hands and then 
looking up in horror) so we started using those as something to hang 
the whole sequence on. We used all the brilliant shots that Scorsese 
had planned, just in a different order. It remains to this day one of the 
most amazing sequences I have ever worked on.” 

It also became an editing masterpiece, culminating in those 
explosive, visceral jump cuts, punctuated by ”the flashbulbs and the 
extraordinary sound of those flashbulbs created by Frank Warner, 
our sound editor. ... When Marty and I first came out of screening 
our first rough cut – just the two of us looked at it alone –  we looked 
at each other and said, ‘Who the hell made that movie?’ It was 
already so powerful. The film just seemed burned into the screen.” 
Schoonmaker went on to win her first of three Oscars®. 

Since Raging Bull, “There are a lot of unorthodox things we’ve 
done, but we will always go for the performance or the emotion 
of the moment if we need to, instead of making the perfect cut.” 
Schoonmaker does not understand why people get hung up on 
‘match cuts.’ She also thinks that many of Scorsese’s films are 
misunderstood, such as The Wolf of Wall Street and its outrageous 
antics. “Some people thought it was actually celebrating that world, 
but that’s what people also said about Goodfellas at first – you’re 
celebrating the mafia. Marty wanted to show that the myth of the 
mafia, always taking care of their own, was not true. He wanted to 
show why it’s so attractive and then show what an awful decision it 
is to join it.” She works toward Scorsese’s goal of crafting “a very 
deep, authentic performance,” but she also knows he wants the 
audience to figure things out and, as a result, must not “tip it too 
much.” Their latest film, Silence, a true passion project of Scorsese’s, 
is a meditation on faith among 17th century Jesuits and the hidden 
Christians of Japan, and is a marked example of that approach. “He 
said, ‘I want the audience to calm down and start to feel the movie 
and decide for themselves what they think about it. I don’t want 
to tell them what to think.’ The film is having a powerful effect on 
people.” But the determination to have integrity in one’s work is not 
easy. It took 28 years to get Silence made. “But it’s that way on every 
movie – the fight to keep your film from being ruined never stops. 
When you’re doing something new it scares people.” 

The wide range of characters and cultures Scorsese explores is 
reflected in Schoonmaker’s style of editing, ranging from classic and 
deliberately paced to ferocious, where “anything goes. ... Nothing 
could be more different from The Departed than Hugo, from The 
Wolf of Wall Street than Silence.” Of the latter film, she explains, 
“You’re going through a very painful journey with someone, so 



42 CINEMAEDITOR QTR 1 / 2017 / VOL 67 Photos courtesy of Thelma Schoonmaker, ACE.

it’s not quick cuts and the slam bang style so prevalent today.” 
Schoonmaker describes an interrogation scene which is “very 
formally shot to reflect the culture of the time. Everyone appears 
to be very polite – even though there is danger lurking – so you 
want to reinforce that with classic, simple cuts. Finding a good 
rhythm for the Japanese actors, for whom English was not their 
native tongue, was a challenge. But they were so remarkable, it 
was a joy to cut their footage.”

What is unique to Schoonmaker’s process, especially in this 
digital age, is that she always watches dailies with Scorsese before 
she starts editing, even if they are greatly delayed. She watches them 
alone, first, to make sure that there aren’t any problems and gives 
him a report. But then screening with Scorsese is invaluable. “I write 
like the wind when he’s talking to me. It’s a very important time for 
us because he’s constantly telling me what he thinks, and I tell him 
what I think and from that I begin to create a very complicated set 
of selects which are structured in order of Scorsese’s preferences.  
It takes some time, but it means we hardly ever have to go back to 
the dailies again, and I can always refer to the notes on each tile to 
know what we thought in dailies.”

During post-production, Schoonmaker is also very involved in 
the rewriting of voiceover, something Scorsese frequently uses in 
his films. “We sometimes rerecord the actor over and over again, 
as we did in Goodfellas and Casino, because, as we edit the film, 
what we need from the voiceover changes. In Silence we found that 
the images were so strong, we start stripping away the voiceover or 
rewriting it. We didn’t need as much as we thought.”

In a 2014 article in the Los Angeles Times, Scorsese says he 
appreciates the sanctuary of the cutting room and Schoonmaker’s 
perspective. “There are many, many pressures and stresses, of 
course, with different issues. So I really rely on her to keep the 
emotional continuity of the picture. ... She’ll respond to what works 
and what doesn’t, which keeps me balanced,” he said in the article 
(“Classic Hollywood. Martin Scorsese and Thelma Schoonmaker: 
Match Made in an Editing Room” by Susan King, Los Angeles 
Times, May 3, 2014). Schoonmaker concurs, “There are times when 
he relies on me for some emotion in the actors or in a scene that I 
may see more clearly. And we do, luckily, get enough time to edit 
our movies – to live with them, which is crucial.”

And in their cutting room, these cineastes always have Turner 
Classic Movies playing silently in the background. Scorsese “will 
sometimes say, ‘Oh look over there, this director is going to do 
something interesting.’” He also occasionally asks Schoonmaker to 
watch certain films for inspiration, one example being the sailors’ 
rebellion in Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin before editing the 
opening battle scene in Gangs of New York. “He’s taught me so 
much about the history of film,” she says, adding that a high point 
was a documentary they did together, My Voyage to Italy, “about 
movies that Scorsese was shown as a child. He made me excited 
and passionate about classic films, which is why he is such a great 
teacher. He doesn’t lecture to you – he excites you and there is no 
better way to learn.”

Schoonmaker and Scorsese’s yin-yang temperaments are also 
compatible. “We’re very different. I am calmer and more optimistic 
about things. He’s very emotional and a bit of a pessimist at times. 

But he’s also terribly funny and absolutely fascinating all the time, 
like most great artists.” She embraces her female role, as well, 
saying, “I do think women are more willing to collaborate ... and 
nurture.” Schoonmaker’s persona is elegant and lovely, her voice 
mellifluous, but her determination and feistiness seep through 
when she talks about protecting and honoring the brilliant artists 
she has worked with. “When you’re on the cutting edge you’re very 
vulnerable. Your work may not be understood right away, and there 
is a danger it will be destroyed. Artists need a lot of support, and I 
am eager to provide that.”

She is, however, not gender-specific in her responses. She was 
“laughing out loud” when looking at the dailies of the bawdy, macho 
behavior in The Wolf of Wall Street, and although the main focus 
of their films tends to be men, Schoonmaker says, “The women in 
Scorsese’s films are very interesting.” She also thinks Scorsese’s use 
of violence is “appropriate. It’s not gratuitous and God knows it 
exists in the world, so if you don’t confront it, examine it, I think 
that’s very dangerous.” She has no trouble looking at it on the screen 
either, “because we create the violence in the editing room. It’s not 
there in the dailies.“

Schoonmaker is empathetic to the fact that many women have 
experienced hurdles in her field, and she is grateful not to have 
suffered “a great deal of discrimination myself.” But she is also 
disarmingly open about her emotions, her personal heartache about 
her late husband, Michael Powell. “I warn people when I’m on the 
stage introducing my husband’s films or answering questions, that I 
may burst into tears at any moment – I can’t predict what will trigger 
that. But I reassure my hosts that I will recover quickly and be able 
to go on answering, because it’s all about my love for Michael.” 

Schoonmaker deeply admires Powell’s artistic resolve. “He 
wanted to be breaking new ground, and he knew how dangerous 
that was. His career ended prematurely because of his daring, but 
he never became bitter. He asked me to put on his gravestone the 
following: ‘Film director and optimist.’ He never gave up loving 
life, loving movies,” which certainly can be said of Schoonmaker. 
“It’s the most wonderful, creative, fantastic world we live in ... I 
just love it, love it. I would like to die at my editing machine, and I 
would never want to give up.” We certainly hope she never gives up. 
Cinema would be the lesser for it.


