
Cinema 9/11

Oliver Stone’s World Trade Center (2006).

 IN 
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 can�t 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. �I 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. 

High-pro�le entries like Paul Greengrass� United 93 from Universal 
and Oliver Stone�s 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 �lm. The quality of the storytelling was not 
the issue: Reviews for both �lms were nearly giddy with praise. �A 
hymn in plainsong that glori�es that which is best in the American 
spirit,� wrote Time�s 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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by corporate Hollywood. Indie dramas like Jim Hershleder�s Ash 
Tuesday, starring Tony Goldwyn and Giancarlo Esposito, and Evan 
Oppenheimer�s 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 Leiner�s 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 France�s response to the U.S. inva-
sion of Iraq), the very �rst 9/11-themed �lm to hit theaters was pro-
duced overseas. The French-made 11 “09” 01, an anthology of 11 short 
�lms, each running 11 minutes, nine seconds and one frame, gave 
free creative reign to international directors like Alejandro GonzÆlez 
IæÆrritu, Ken Loach, Mira Nair and Shohei Imamura. It premiered 
at the 2002 Venice Film Festival, where it won a UNESCO (United 

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 

Paul Greengrass directs United 93 (2006).

IRONICALLY (OR MAYBE NOT, given France�s 
response to the U.S. invasion of Iraq),  
11 “09” 01, the very �rst 9/11-themed �lm  
to hit theaters, was produced overseas.�
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less than 10 percent of its worldwide gross. The American response 
(assuming anyone beyond the art-house circuit knew the �lm 
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 France�s 
highest �lm honor, the CØsar. 

E ven documentaries have labored through 
the 9/11 blowback. Maria Pusateri�s 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�ll, couldn�t get accepted to the festival that was born out of the 
tragedy�s ashes in Tribeca after being submitted in two successive 
years. In fact, the provocative yet low-key �lm 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 �lms 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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pro�ts back to victims� memorial funds; Glenn Holsten�s 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 �lm in DVD release.) The obvi-
ous conclusions go something like this: 9/11 was simply too devastat-
ing to the nation�s 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 �lming 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 man�s story. 

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

Mike Binder directs 
Adam Sandler in  
Reign Over Me (2007).
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that want to suppress this story. The government is being sued by 
thousands of people who are sick. At some point, you ask yourself 
why this hasn�t gotten more play outside of New York City.�

Manhattan-based writer-producer-actor Heather MacAllister, 
whose self-�nanced debut feature, The Narrow Gate, premiered at 
the San Diego Film Festival last September (after being rejected by 
15 other festivals), says any 9/11 backlash is due to the painful and 
self-re�ective issues audiences have to confront, not to any media 
conspiracy or cultural ADD. �When I �rst started sending the script 
around,� MacAllister remembers, �I got a letter from an HBO execu-
tive asking how dare I even make a movie dealing with 9/11? And 
that person was based at HBO in Los Angeles, not in New York City.� 
The Narrow Gate uses 9/11 as a springboard to examine the hostility 
that ensued toward Muslims and Arabs after the attacks. It features 
in�ammatory dialogue and overtly racist characters and is, accord-
ing to MacAllister, as much a call to social action as a document of 
the paranoia that has ballooned over New York City (and the nation) 
since September 11, 2001. �I understand that some people will never 
want to see a movie dealing with 9/11; I live in midtown and I still 
haven�t been able to go down to visit Ground Zero,� she recalls emo-
tionally. �But for me, it�s like, how can I sit back and not address those 
issues? If for nothing else than the world that gets passed down to 
my children.�

Writer-director Mike Binder also had his own family in mind when 
he wrote Reign Over Me, due out from Sony Pictures this March. The 
story of a New Yorker (Adam Sandler) who lost his wife and children 
on 9/11 never directly references the attacks until three-quarters of 
the way into the �lm; yet, in Binder�s words, he used the tragedy as 
the backdrop because it�s a �nationally identi�able event that explores 
all kinds of healing.� Binder (who was born in Detroit and lives in 
Los Angeles) was in New York City on 9/11 and vividly remembers 
the stories that poured out from survivors who were wandering the 
streets. �I was back in New York two years later and I wanted to write 
a �lm about grief, because I had grown so close to my wife and kids, 

I couldn�t fathom losing them,� Binder explains. �When I came back I 
still saw people wandering the streets [feeling the loss from that day]. 
I wanted to do a story about a guy who that day had never ended for.�

Binder, who claims Sony executives were initially reluctant to make 
Reign Over Me�even after Adam Sandler threw his weight behind 
the project�says 9/11 stories that are not distilled to pure emotion 
�irt with questions of exploitation and propriety. �With pure emo-
tion,� he says, �there is no right or wrong. You�re chronicling your 
own feelings about an event that bruised everyone, and is not owned 
by anyone.� He adds that while the subject may encourage self-cen-
sorship among moviemakers, given a track record of poor box of�ce 
performance and viewer reticence, his foundations for making the 
�lm were solid. �At no point did Adam Sandler and I ever question 
our right to make this movie,� insists Binder. �There�s no reverence, 
nor is there anything cavalier about our approach to the subject. It 
was basically our way of emotionally connecting to the audience.� 

Moviemakers are free to purge feelings of 
loss and grief through the shared experience of 
cinema, but that doesn�t mean America wants 
to connect with September 11th on-screen, no 
matter how wispy the thread. Even a casual 

survey reveals a built-in bias against cinema 9/11. Jonathan Wilkin is 
a director of two luxury retail stores in Las Vegas who goes out to the 
movies at least twice a month. Single, with plenty of discretionary 
income, Wilkin says he has no interest in seeing 9/11 stories 
�ctionalized on-screen. �The facts are not all there, and I won�t see 
it made into a drama where you know things will get changed in 
the telling, because that�s what movies always do,� he scoffs. Scott 
Eder, sales manager for a natural stone importer in San Leandro, 
California, takes his distaste one step further. Out of respect and love 
for his fellow Americans, Eder says, �I choose to never watch any 
rendition of this very sad and unfortunate event in world history.� 

Social anthropologist Dr. Jorja Leap, who has dissected the 

Maggie Gyllenhaal reexamines her life  
in a post-9/11 New York in Danny Leiner’s 
The Great New Wonderful (2005).
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relationship between media and culture while teaching at UCLA�s 
School of Public Affairs, says the cultural reaction to 9/11, while not 
unique, is unprecedented in terms of its scale. Leap describes Pearl 
Harbor as the only other comparable event, �but that was an attack 
on a military base in a U.S. territory that was covered only by radio,� 
she notes. Leap goes on to note that Vietnam was a national trauma 
shown in harrowing detail by television, but it was seen at a distance, 
and resonated in less personal ways. �Only 9/11 had media coverage 
the likes of which we�ve never seen,� she explains. �The imagery of 
the planes going into the towers was pulled by media corporations 
that make a living off of showing sensational imagery, because it was 
deemed too painful for viewers to bear. 9/11 represents an admis-
sion of American vulnerability that people don�t want to think about.  
In terms of a mass trauma to the culture, it�s 
absolutely unique.� 

Leap, who counseled victims in post-war 
Kosovo and Bosnia, says even she was unpre-
pared for the emotions she encountered when 
she went to train therapists assisting 9/11 
victims and their families. But, she adds, the 
argument that people won�t see 9/11 movies 
because they are exploitative doesn�t wash for 
her, given the public�s past appetite for violent movies about real-life 
events. �The level of loss that occurred on 9/11 was simply a notch 
above anything else,� Leap counters. �It�s a wound that�s too painful 
to open up, especially as entertainment.� Leap says that unlike other 
mass traumas that have mutated into icons of American cinema, 
the ending to 9/11 has not yet been written. �World War II, even to 
this day with �lms like Saving Private Ryan, is still perceived as the 
last of the righteous wars. And it�s taken us nearly three decades to 
�nally start telling the truth about Vietnam. We�re in the midst of an 
unpopular war that is a direct consequence of 9/11. Hollywood can 
portray 9/11 as a heroic event, but audiences know there�s nothing 
approaching resolution to this tragedy. That�s extremely disturbing 
to our national psyche.�

Film historians (and movies studios) wonder if there will ever 
come a time when the attacks of September 11th, 2001 will become 

palatable for American audiences. Chuck 
Kleinhans, an associate professor of 
radio, television and �lm at Northwestern 
University, says given the economic struc-
ture of the U.S. �lm industry, he doubts 
anyone will make a successful �lm about 
September 11th for many years. �It costs 
about $40 million to open a �lm broadly 
these days,� Kleinhans notes, �so all U.S. 
�lmmakers�even Sundance indies�have 
to make commercially viable products. 
What are the chances anyone is going 
to succeed with a subject so somber and 
depressing?� Kleinhans says the public 
may [one day] accept 9/11 as cinema art, 
but �never as cinema entertainment.� 

Leap points out that the assassination of 
John F. Kennedy�a national wound that, 
like 9/11, may never heal�has produced 
few �lms exploring JFK as anything but a 
fallen hero. �If we had captured Osama Bin 
Laden within 90 days and not gotten mired 
in a war in Iraq, maybe we�d see more pro-

bative movies so soon after the attacks,� she concludes. �But we�re 
not even close to The Deer Hunter and Coming Home phase. It may 
take 20 years to get there�and even that depends on how history 
plays out.�

Marketing executives in Hollywood agree. They say 9/11 �lms are 
unlikely to draw too much attention during awards season, despite 
critical reviews that would [normally] drive aggressive Oscar cam-
paigns. At press time, United 93 had won the New York Film Critics 
Circle Award for Best Picture but failed to receive any Golden Globe 
nominations. They call the subject  �too raw and sensitive,� noting 
that studios will mostly �want to make 9/11 �lms go away.� One insid-
er says, �Flags of Our Fathers will be celebrated as �The American 
Film,� because it�s about a con�ict [World War II] seen from a safe 

distance. No matter how stirring or heroic World Trade Center may 
have been, there is no way the industry will reward a movie about 
9/11 at this point in time. It�s not going to happen.� Which begs the 
question: With a world of stories to make movies about, both real 
and imagined, what compels moviemakers to choose 9/11?

September 12th�s John Touhey was in New York during the attacks, 
as was his cast and crew. He says his �lm is �a little memorial for the 
victims of the tragedy, both deceased and living. It was something I 
carried around in me for three years and had to make.�  Producer Jane 
Rosenthal says if it weren�t for her lower Manhattan neighborhood 
being transformed into a war zone, there never would have been a 
Tribeca Film Festival (the festival has so far screened 25 9/11-related 
shorts, features and documentaries since Rosenthal and co-founder, 
Robert De Niro, launched in 2002). Rosenthal says that as she and 
De Niro watched their neighborhood struggle (continued on page 134)

9/11 WAS NOT A LOVE STORY, it was not a triumph, 
and it was not material for a Hollywood movie...� 
While many �never choose to see any rendition  
of this sad event,� moviemakers think �how can  
I sit back and not address these issues?�  
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Oliver Stone directs Nicolas Cage 
in World Trade Center (2006).
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with rebuilding, they realized the best contribution they could make 
was to help �create new memories� for the children growing up in the 
area. �When people say they�re not ready [to see 9/11-related mov-
ies],� Rosenthal bristles, �I say to them, as a downtown New Yorker 
whose DNA was forever imprinted by that day, what do you mean 
you�re not ready? We�re still living with it every single day.�

Rosenthal says she wants the entire nation to see The Heart 
of Steel, a documentary screened at Tribeca about citizen volun-
teers who banded together to accomplish what FEMA and Red 
Cross relief workers could not, but the realities of limited distri-
bution won�t allow it. �If Paramount or Universal want to make 
big-budget dramas about September 11th, that�s fine,� she says. 
�I just want to see all the stories about that day get out there, 
without being judged in advance.� Rosenthal notes that one of 
the reasons some of the victims� family members wanted United 
93 premiered at Tribeca was because they wanted to feel more 
a part of the national mourning process by coming to Ground 
Zero. �Things have not changed enough since the events of 
September 11th,� laments Rosenthal.

Glenn Holsten doubts that anyone views his �lm, Saint of 9/11, 
as entertainment, given the catharsis he�s witnessed after each of 
his public screenings. Holsten drew his inspiration from a memo-
rial video shot a month after Father Mychal Judge�s death. The 
moviemaker saw the fallen priest, whose own words counseling 
family members after the TWA 800 plane crash near Long Island 
years before are heard over footage of �re�ghters carrying Judge�s 
corpse to a nearby church, as a �bridge.� He says the ability to fol-
low one life through that morning provided an entry point into 
the dark, thick, frightening events of 9/11. �I intentionally let the 
9/11 sequence [that recounts Judge�s death] run mostly silent, to 
leave as much room as possible so that people could bring their 
own memories of the day,� relates Holsten. �You can actually hear 
the audience holding their breath through most of that sequence, 
and then exhaling as music and picture relieve the silence. It�s a 
physical experience to watch, and I don�t think everyone is up to it 
at this point in time.� 

The Philadelphia-based director says that because the events 
of 9/11 were a collective experience the entire nation shared, 
they retain a power for moviemakers that is unlikely to go away. 
�There�s no doubt in my mind that the stories will continue, 
and that storytellers will continue to grapple with this event,� 
he insists, regardless of how it is received (or not) by audiences. 
Holsten points out that as generations change hands, the events 
of 9/11 will become less visceral, transforming the day for future 
storytellers to reinterpret without the burden of memory or direct 
experience. �When I was younger, I remember hearing people 
tell stories about where they were when President Kennedy was 
assassinated,� the moviemaker concludes. �The generation that 
lived through it spoke with such clarity about the day and how 
the news unfolded and the nation�s reaction to the tragedy. I was 
an infant at the time. When watching films or documentaries 
about the Kennedy assassination, I am more open to receiving 
someone�s ideas or interpretations of the day. I don�t have my own 
experience to intervene or interrupt the storyteller.� That may 
very well be true. But for the present, we only have September 
11th, 2001�a day that everyone remembers being exactly like, but 
far greater than, cinema. 

Cinema 9/11
(continued from page 74)
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