The Demo Reel
April 30, 2004

From Andy Neil, Chief Editor, Fox 6
Demo Tapes
Hi Pat,
I consider myself a teacher in my current capacity as Chief Editor, and enjoy taking part in discussions about editing theory, practice, and/or the television industry.

I guess the number one rule above all others when preparing a demo reel has to be honest about your role in a particular project.  And I'm not talking about euphemistic wordplay to make you look as good as you can to a prospective employer (we all do that, and all employers know that we all do that).  What I'm talking about is don't call yourself the editor of a film or video project, when all you did was log footage for the editor.  Don't pretend knowledge or experience for equipment you don't truly know.  If you somehow make it on smoke and mirrors through the interview process it'll be readily apparent early on that you don't actually possess the skills you had indicated, and you'll not only get let go, but you'll have burned yourself for a job that you could have really benefited for.  One of the best-kept secrets about industry jobs is that with a few exceptions, the employer will be willing to teach you the equipment so long as they feel you have the foundation.  That's certainly true with me.  If all you know is Final Cut Pro, but you're a good editor, I don't mind teaching you the Avid environment.  In fact, in my position, there are very few editors (including experienced news editors) that know that system.  I very nearly have to train everyone when I hire them anyway. 

Looking back at my last paragraph, I noticed that I tend to be rambling a bit, which might not be constructive in answering your email so I'll try to be more brief from here on out.

Be honest and include all pertinent, credited work for each project on the reel.  The best way to do this is a small lower third or graphic overlay over the first few seconds of the clip. (eg: The World's Best Movie/editor, photographer)
Lead with your VERY BEST project.  Don't try to build up to the best work.  As soon as I'm bored, I'm going to stop the tape and never see the best stuff.
It's OK to start with a slate with your contact information, but you should definitely always end with it. 
Never put bars and tone at the top of your demo reel.  They are annoying, and most people will stop watching right there.  Bars and tone are for calibrating video for broadcast, nothing more.
Always use a VHS tape unless the employer specifies otherwise or you make arrangements beforehand.  VHSs may be a lower quality than Betas or DVDs, but there's no gaurantee that the employer will have access to those.  Personally, I like DVDs since they are non-linear in nature, and I can control what order I watch things, but I'll never send one out unless I've checked with whom I'm sending it first.
Make your VHS dubs from digital material so there is a minimum of quality loss in the dub process, and clearly label the tape with your name and contact info.
Don't show entire projects, just 30 sec to 60 sec clips from a particular project.  I'm not interested in the story, just your ability to tell it.  If the clip ends and I find myself wondering what happens next, I'll likely call you.  As an addendum, you could put longer clips on a DVD so long as it's easy to navigate the menus to watch different projects.  When I'm finished watching a clip, I'll hit the menu button and move on.  The idea is not to give a prospective employer a reason to stop the tape.
Quick cuts/MTV style effects/jumpcuts are not synonymous with good editing.  Storytelling, pacing, and solid foundational skills are what I look for.  Also, don't think that music makes you look better.  Anyone can cut a music video.  But finding the natural beat of a story without music takes real skill.  Having said that, there is a place for quick cuts, jump cuts and all the rest.  Knowing WHERE they go separates a good editor from the mediocre ones.
Create transitions between clips and weave the clips together well.  You are an editor, and if your demo reel isn't of the highest quality, then you're exposing your limitations, and likely your work ethic as well.  Be particular about every little thing.  I can't tell you how often I see a reel where the editor dissolves between one clip and another and there is a flash frame during the dissolve.  Being an editor means living in the minutae as much as in the big picture.
When creating your slate, often times editors try to distinguish themselves from the pack with the look of their slate and info.  They also create complex transitions between clips, and creative graphics to inform of their credit on a particular work.  The overall demo will have a "look" to it.  This is fine.  In fact, it can really show the skill and maturity of an editor in a way that the clips themselves might not be able to.  However, be careful.  Do not substitute style for substance or clarity.  If I have a hard time reading your info because there some amazing effect flying on the screen, you've lost any advantage.  Choose elegant over exotic.  Don't use cliche'd techniques or overly iconic images (here's where people put their slates over SMPTE color bars).  Try to look at it from the point of view of the employer.  You're trying to tell a story with the demo reel.  The story of you and I am the audience.  Just like any other project, the way you cut it together will either get your point across that you're a wonderful person who'd be a dream employee, or else it'll be confusing, uneven, poorly paced, boring or any other number of things that will prompt me or anyone else to press stop.

Take care,

Andy

