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august of 2005, The New York
Times published more than 12,000
pages of oral histories from more
than 500 re ghters, paramedics and
emergency medical technicians who
responded to the World Trade Center
attacks on the morning of September 11, 2001. Many of the rst
responder accounts painted the day as something only fathomable
as cinema. Trauma workers like Faisel Abed, an EMT with the New
York City Fire Department, described the collapse of the South Tower
as pure Hollywood an act that cant be happening. Likewise for
Peter Constantine, a paramedic with Battalion 20, who said being
chased by the falling debris cloud was amazing you know, like
out of a movie. Jeff Birnbaum, a re chief for 23 years, said he
remembered standing motionless, in awe, as the rst tower came
down. | honestly thought it was Hollywood, Birnbaum recalled.
Amidst much media hand-wringing about whether the nation is
prepared to relive the event, the real Hollywood has begun rolling
out its versions of the deadliest morning in American history. The
results, at least at the box of ce, have thus far not been encouraging.
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Oliver Stone’s World Trade Center (2006).

High-pro le entries like Paul Greengrass United 93 from Universal
and Oliver Stones World Trade Center from Paramount both had
modest opening weekends before careening out of sight. United 93
played in more than 1,800 theaters and fell 53 percent its second
weekend, failing to make back its production and marketing costs in
U.S. theaters. World Trade Center, which was released on more than
3,000 screens, debuted at number three its opening weekend (out-
paced by the teen dancing movie Step Up and Will Ferrell s Talladega
Nights: The Ballad of Ricky Bobby) and went on to barely cover its
budget on home soil. Ditching any mention of political context (or
the nearly 3,000 lives lost), World Trade Center was a heroes in a
mine shaft story that made roughly one-eighth of what Paramount
spent to market the Im. The quality of the storytelling was not
the issue: Reviews for both Ims were nearly giddy with praise. A
hymn in plainsong that glori es that which is best in the American
spirit, wrote Times Richard Schickel about World Trade Center. A
bluntness and nobility that are almost too hard to bear, gushed the
Houston Chronicle’s Amy Biancolli about United 93, which unfolds
in real time without any stars or pricey effects.

The cultural recoiling has not been limited to products made
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Paul Greengrass directs United 93 (2006).

by corporate Hollywood. Indie dramas like Jim Hershleders Ash
Tuesday, starring Tony Goldwyn and Giancarlo Esposito, and Evan
Oppenheimers Justice were among the rst narratives to incorpo-
rate the events of 9/11, with mostly sour results: Ash Tuesday had
no theatrical release, while Justice played for a New York minute
(two weeks, actually) at a single downtown theater. Likewise for
John Touhey s independent feature September 12th, which garnered
strong reviews and festival awards for its understated
approach. After playing the fest circuit for 18 months,
writer-director Touhey received only one distribution
offer that was, in his words, not a good match, and
is now pursuing self-distribution. Danny Leiners The
Great New Wonderful, which debuted at the 2005
Tribeca Film Festival to a chorus of praise, opened last
summer in eight theaters and made back less than a
third of its estimated $500,000 micro-budget. Although The Great
New Wonderful never directly referenced 9/11, its tale of angry and
confused New Yorkers (along with a one-sheet that stacked the faces
of cast members into a World Trade Center-like tower) was point-
edly about people rebuilding their lives not long after the attacks.

Ironically (or maybe not, given Frances response to the U.S. inva-
sion of Iraq), the very rst 9/11-themed Im to hit theaters was pro-
duced overseas. The French-made 11 “09” 01, an anthology of 11 short

Ims, each running 11 minutes, nine seconds and one frame, gave
free creative reign to international directors like Alejandro Gonz£lez
lekrritu, Ken Loach, Mira Nair and Shohei Imamura. It premiered
at the 2002 Venice Film Festival, where it won a UNESCO (United
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Nations Educational, Scienti c, and Cultural) Award. 11 “09” 01
interpreted 9/11 from a global perspective (a Sean Penn-directed
segment was the lone American voice) and was released in Europe,
South America and Asia within two months. It took nearly a year
to get shown in the U.S., where it played in 11 theaters and made
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less than 10 percent of its worldwide gross. The American response
(assuming anyone beyond the art-house circuit knew the Im
even existed) was indifference sprinkled with mild reprobation. In
Europe, where moviemakers have been documenting the aftermath
of terrorism for generations, 11 “09” 01 was nominated for Frances
highest Im honor, the C@sar.

ven documentaries have labored through
the 9/11 blowback. Maria Pusateris Vito After, an
elegant character study of a New York City homicide
detective suffering health problems from having
sifted through WTC debris at a Staten Island
land 11, couldn t get accepted to the festival that was born out of the
tragedys ashes in Tribeca after being submitted in two successive
years. In fact, the provocative yet low-key Im has yet to be released,
despite subject matter that grows more relevant with time. The Walt
Disney Company, which owns ABC TV, may have brought misery
down upon itself, given that its The Path to 9/11 played fast and
loose with the facts. Threatened with lawsuits by Bill Clinton and
American Airlines, the docudrama should have at least bene ted
from a hurricane of controversy in the days before airing. Instead the
$30 million project limped to a 3.5 Nielsen share its opening night,
failing to outdraw such cultural imperatives as Family Guy and
Sunday Night Football. Even the lone bright spot from a numbers
standpoint, A&E s Flight 93 (the most watched show in the network s
history) enjoyed only relative success: Its 5.9 million viewers fell
nearly three million short of In Style: Celebrity Weddings and The
Bachelor: Paris in the same Monday time slot.
Why such resistance to Ims which have, almost uniformly,
emphasized heroics over horror, rebuilding and healing over suffer-
ing and terror? (United 93 and Flight 93 both donated portions of
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Mike Binder directs
Adam Sandler in
Reign Over Me (2007).

pro ts back to victims memorial funds; Glenn Holstens documen-
tary, Saint of 9/11, was an unabashed celebration of Father Mychal
Judge, the New York City Fire Department chaplain who died follow-
ing re ghters into the lobby of the North Tower. Despite excellent
reviews, the touching elegy played one week on one New York City
screen, making back less than one-tenth of its estimated $400,000
budget, although Net ix now has the Imin DVD release.) The obvi-
ous conclusions go something like this: 9/11 was simply too devastat-
ing to the nations psyche to be glimpsed through an artistic prism;
its wounds are too fresh to probe in the name of commerce, regard-
less of whether the spoils go to a huge corporation or a rst-time
moviemaker on the festival circuit; the scale of pain and suffering
transcends even freedom of expression rights bestowed by the First
Amendment, i.e., any artistic interpretation (particularly in a mass
medium) trivializes the event. As one Internet reviewer noted in a
scathing critique of World Trade Center: [9/11] was not a love story,
it was not a triumph and, more than anything, it was not material for
a Hollywood movie.

Moviemakers, of course, have the right to differ. Long Island-based
Pusateri says Vito After has become a valuable outreach tool for non-
pro ts like Faithful Response, which treats emergency responders
suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. The Emmy-nominated
cable producer spent two years Iming her brother-in-law, an NYPD
detective and long-term sufferer of WTC cough, in the hopes of
bringing more exposure to post-9/11 health issues, as well as to honor
the bravery of all rescue and safety workers through one mans story.

Pusateri was judicious about the news footage she used from the
land I, out of respect for the victims families. | dontwant to believe
this, the moviemaker says about her distribution struggles, but a
book like Juan Gonzalezs [Fallout: The Environmental Consequences
of the World Trade Center Collapse] shows there are forces out there

WINTER 2007 [IOOIOCIOOO0

71






