Culture

Two Men, Two Towers
For a long time, the attacks of 11 September were regarded as taboo in Hollywood, but now several screen epics on the subject are being made. In Los Angeles, director Oliver Stone is filming the true story of two policemen who survived in the rubble of the World Trade Center.

The mall is deserted. Water drips from the ceiling onto the debris of the broken shop windows. A sign in the display window of a store advertises the fashion happening of the autumn season: Fall Event 2001. Then there is a deep rumble which quickly becomes an infernal noise – this is what it must sound like when the sky falls onto the earth. Then the sound breaks off abruptly and the sign continues to shudder for a bit, but it doesn’t fall down.
Director Oliver Stone is standing a few yards away, running his hands through his hair as if he were wiping dust off it. But there is no dust in the air. Not yet. Stone’s film team are preparing a scene where people flee from a collapsing building. Even though the film doesn’t have a title yet, one thing is for sure: it deals with the most tragic Fall Event in recent US history – the collapse of the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001.

In the middle of Los Angeles, at Playa Vista studios, Stone is filming the true story of the two New York City cops John McLoughlin (played by Nicolas Cage) and William J. Jimeno (Michael Pena) who were buried under the rubble of the Twin Towers and could only be rescued, badly injured, after 22 and 13 hours respectively.
With a heavy gait, this giant of a man strides into action – following in the footsteps of a pioneer, because it was in these gigantic halls which now contain replicas of parts of the World Trade Center that legendary billionaire Howard Hughes once developed and built aircraft. Stone looks upwards and sighs: “I don’t want to be a pioneer! I don’t want to be the first to put Nine Eleven onto the screen”.
And he won’ be either, because British director Paul Greengrass (“The Bourne Conspiracy”) is currently in London filming the movie “Flight 93” – the flight number of the plane that crashed in Pennsylvania on 11 September after some of the passengers had tried to defend themselves against the terrorists. “Flight 93” is scheduled to hit the cinemas at the end of April next year, while Stone’s movie won’t come out until August.

Greengrass regards the events of that day as “the DNA of our times” and it would appear that Hollywood holds exactly the same opinion, as it is currently developing several films on the theme.
In “Reign O’er Me”, Adam Sandler is to play a father who loses his wife and children in the catastrophe, while work is also in progress on an adaptation of the non-fiction book “102 Minutes”, which reconstructs the time between the crash of the first plane into the World Trade Center and the collapse of the second tower. On top of this, American TV is in the process of producing numerous TV films and series about the events.
While still suffering from the shock of the attacks, Hollywood’s studio bosses paused for thought in 2001 and renounced violence. Action immediately became passé and 9/11 was taboo as a film subject. Even in comedies filmed before the attacks, such as “Zoolander”, shots of the Twin Towers were digitally removed – allegedly out of consideration for the feelings of the viewers.
Accordingly, Hollywood movies about 9/11 and its consequences remained a rarity. Up to now, tributes have been paid above all to the sacrifices made by the New York firefighters, such as in Jim Simpson’s 2002 adaptation of Anne Nelson’s play “The Guys”. However, it now looks as if America’s movie industry has recognized the commercial potential of the catastrophe and is forgetting all the piety.
“A reporter called me shortly after the attacks,” recalls Stone, “and the first thing he asked me was what effects they would have on Hollywood. Instead of coming to terms emotionally with the events, he was thinking right away about the consequences. I told him ‘The world will change – Hollywood won’t’”.
Now Hollywood has given the director 60 million dollars to reconstruct the disaster. Stone is now getting Ground Zero rebuilt on the grounds of the studio – those bizarre looking ruins which became the epitome of terrorist destruction and American vulnerability. The set has the oppressive feeling of a labyrinth of death. Two workers are welding metal supports together during my visit and every spark that flies off automatically sends an image of the rescue operation through your head.
A few hundred yards further on, a bulldozer driver is smashing up the cab of a fire truck with his shovel for a scene close to the collapsed World Trade Center which is soon to be filmed. Artificial trees are covered with dust and thousands of sheets of office notepaper drift over the asphalt. One of them is a delivery note which says on it: “We do not accept liability for any damage not reported on delivery”.
Then there is a noise as an aeroplane flies over the studio. It flies across a vapour trail that another plane has just left behind it in the blue Californian sky. No, all of this air traffic is not part of the production, it has to do with the fact that Los Angeles International Airport is only a few miles away. It’s regarded as a source of danger and people’s eyes are constantly drawn skywards as they pull in their heads.
9/11 has altered perception patterns and left behind conditioned reflexes – even among people who followed the events on TV at the other end of the planet. “Everyone who watches our movie will be emotionally encumbered in advance,” says Michael Shamberg, who is producing the film along with his partner Stacey Sher and the German Moritz Bormann. “The images of 9/11 exceeded the powers of our imagination and became unreal. Many of us were reminded of feature films. Now we are trying to make a movie that seems as real as possible – it’s a real challenge”.
Everyone involved in the making of this movie feels a sense of humility towards the catastrophe and its victims. While only a few miles away, the word Hollywood stands written in house-high letters in the hills above LA, it is written as small as possible here.
“Bigger than life,” the dream factory’s tried and tested motto when filming real events, is taboo. “You can’t make the collapse any more impressive from a visual point of view than it was in reality,” says Shamberg. “We cannot and will not re-enact it digitally”.

“Absolute attention to detail,” insists Stacey Sher, is the top priority of the production, and Stone’s epic will actually be the first film in history to be viewed by millions of experts, because almost everyone was watching when the Twin Towers came down. All around the globe, the movie will have to withstand the critical gaze of the eyewitness and for this reason, the producers have hired Will Jimeno, one of the two rescued police officers, as a consultant.
Full of pride, the portly Jimeno wanders around the set like a walking authenticity certificate for the movie. He shows off his scars – the burnt skin on his arm and a leg that was crushed by rubble – as if they were medals made of flesh and blood. The American dream of becoming famous overnight has come true for him. The price of this, however, was unimaginable suffering.
He had religious visions, he tells us, while he lay buried down there, and Jesus appeared to him. Devout Catholic Jimeno was 33 years old when he got buried beneath the Twin Towers prior to his rescue. Does Jimeno feel like he has been chosen? He hesitates for a moment, smiles, and says “maybe” – before talking for a full ten minutes non-stop about his colleagues who lost their lives when the towers came down.

“Heroism?” Michael Shamberg screws up his face as if someone had uttered an obscenity. “No, that’s not really what it’s about,” he says. “We are telling a tale of courage and the struggle for survival”. But let’s face it: courage plus a struggle for survival have always been the two components of heroism in Hollywood. Everyone here talks a bit as if they were speaking at a charity event – with lots of care and effort not to arouse the impression of wanting to make money out of the catastrophe. Even Oliver Stone, the strong guy among American film directors who does not normally mince his words, beats uncharacteristically about the bush for a bit before it gushes out of him.
“This film takes us to hell,” he says. “Two men get buried under millions of tons of cement and at the end they emerge from the guts of the earth back into the light as if they had escaped from Hades. September the eleventh was a great Greek drama performed before the eyes of the world. It was very theatrical – and very mythical”.
Stone always looks for tangible contact to the material he deals with, from his Vietnam War dramas “Platoon” and “Born on the 4th of July” to the political thrillers “JFK” and “Nixon”. He works like a maniac and gets involved in many different projects. It is for precisely this reason, however, that many people in the US don’t believe he is the best man for this particular job because they think he lacks the necessary subtlety.
US media have still not forgiven the director for remarks he made immediately after 9/11. Stone called the attacks an “act of rebellion against globalization and the American way of life,” the L.A. Times wrote recently. “I’m still sticking to what I said then,” the much criticized Stone assures us defiantly, which is why many Americans believe that their national tragedy is being adapted for the silver screen by a traitor. He was only able to film a few scenes in New York, because the city fathers – most prominent among them Mayor Bloomberg – didn’t want to see the tears in the eyes of the film extras, relates the director.
War has always been a major theme in Stone’s films. His heroes always have to run as far and as fast as they can until they are either cut down by a hail of enemy bullets, like the GI’s in “Platoon” (1986), knocked to the ground by opposing defenders, like the football players in “Any Given Sunday” (1999), or overcome by a stronger army after marching halfway round the planet, like world conqueror “Alexander” (2004). They often find themselves facing a brick wall, just like their director. In his new film about the World Trade Center, however, his two heroes get buried under walls and ceilings and are condemned to play a passive role.
“Considering that this movie plays right in the middle of the catastrophe,” says Stone, “it’s very quiet – almost like a meditation.  We tell a story about two men who have to passively endure while they are trapped in a hole, about the desperate attempts to save them and about their families, who fear for their lives”. It’s not about politics, and the word “America” probably isn’t even mentioned once in the entire script, he emphasizes.
Stone, the political mouthpiece of the US movie industry who always jumps into every national scandal with both feet and never misses an opportunity to criticize the government in Washington, has become cautious. Does he believe that the Bush administration has taken advantage of the attacks? Stone leaves the room to confer with trusted associates before returning.
“I was in Paris in the eighties writing the script for the movie ‘Scarface’ when an Arab terrorist group set off a bomb in one of the city markets,” he relates. “But the French kept their cool and hunted down the culprits without making a big fuss about it. The Americans let everyone know how deeply hurt they are, then they start a military campaign that meets with more opposition than the original terror attack. The US has carelessly squandered the enormous amount of sympathy it enjoyed throughout the world immediately after the attacks”.
Stone then strides back onto the set to film a scene where his heroes have to run for their lives while the highest building in the city collapses all around them. Sitting on a chair only a few yards away from the camera while the thunderous noises are added to the shot, Will Jimeno grabs hold of his injured leg as if he can feel a sharp phantom pain.
“You know,” he says, “they’re doing a damn good job here, but that noise – the way it sounds when you’re lying buried down there – you can’t bring that across to anyone, because you don’t just hear it with your ears, you hear it with every fibre of your body”.

LARS-OLAV BEIER
Captions to photographs:

Nicolas Cage in the Oliver Stone movie about 9/11: Humility towards the victims.
Replica of Ground Zero in Los Angeles: An oppressive labyrinth of death.

Director Stone shooting in New York: “A great Greek drama”.
US President Bush at Ground Zero on 14 September 2001: “Careless squandering of worldwide sympathy”.

Star Cage (2nd from left) and director Stone (3rd from left) in New York*: “Absolute attention to detail”.

*With police officers Will Jimeno and John McLoughlin
