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‗‗…[In] the drifting reverie appropriate to a pseudo-reality reconstructing 

itself constantly from clouds of polygons, pixels and photons below the 

threshold of conscious perception… we are led towards firstness. This is 

perhaps the principal source of the sense of awe in science fiction movies.  

But it is also a preconscious state, a mesmerized gaze. This is magical, but it 

is neither the magic of the illusion of life, nor the awareness of 

trickality.……….. rather it is delight in the illusory perception of illusion‘‘ 

(Cubitt 2005: 256) 

 

Steven Spielberg‘s War of the Worlds (2005) is a conundrum of a film. 

It is on the surface a blockbuster; a sensational visual spectacle, akin to 

other such puerile disaster / sci-fi hybrids as Independence Day, 

Armageddon or Deep Impact - possibly even a pastiche of the genre itself, 

as in Mars Attacks! It has also attracted much criticism, with its stumbling 

narrative, uneven pace and gaping plot holes. And yet it is extra-ordinary, 

with astounding visual effects, innovative cinematography, and host to 

action-rich set-pieces leaden with visceral affect. It is a digital spectacle, an 

event movie which can be regarded as so much superficial nonsense, whilst 

simultaneously representing two formidable players and proselytisers within 

the Hollywood system working together to explore and poke at certain open 

wounds left open in the cultural subconscious in the wake of the events of 



 

September 11
th
 2001. 

 

This article with begin by examining the story behind how War of the 

Worlds came to exist in its current form. It will chart how what began as a 

seminal novel by H.G. Wells later found expression in radio courtesy of 

Orson Welles and eventually ended up on the silver screen by way of the 

Hollywood elite.  Moreover, it will look to frame historically the techniques 

exploited by Spielberg to produce an emotional realism that is high-

impactful and taps into the codified remnants of collective experience 

created in the immediacy of 9/11. The article with then try and understand 

the role of the awesome and magical special effects in this affective process, 

contemplating their use in creating a sense of immediacy and/or 

‗hypermediacy‘. In light of these discussions, Cubitt‘s assessment of a ‗neo-

baroque‘ and technological cinema that is essentially apolitical and 

necessarily detached from social reality will be addressed. From this, the 

question will be asked whether War of the Worlds proves to be just a self-

contained and navel-gazing Hollywood monad, or whether it represents an 

authentic attempt at social catharsis through its indisputably masterful 

representation of the sensory experience of trauma.



 

The Ancestry of the Story 

 

H.G. Wells‘ War of the Worlds was released as a novel in 1898, 

capturing many excitements and anxieties of the age in which rapid 

technological change and scientific progress was shaking up the public 

perception of our position in the universe. With WofTWs, Wells cleverly 

combined awareness over Darwin‘s (1859) theory of evolution with the recent 

mapping of canals on the surface of Mars (1894) causing speculation about 

life elsewhere in the universe - within a narrative that can also be read as a 

critique of colonialism ‗- and as such touched various nerves in late C19
th 

British society (Buckland 2006). The author also created the thematic building 

blocks of what was to become the Science Fiction genre; feeding on people‘s 

utopian dreams and dystopian anxieties of the future in a time of great 

paradigm shifts‘ 

The style of H.G. Wells‘s work also helped to convey its message and 

enhance its potency: by writing the novel in a first person narration style, as if 

itself were reportage it was able to cleverly tap into the news press‘ 

contemporary interest in ‗News from Mars‘ and create a compelling literary 

‗reality effect‘. Further, by describing real and known locations in detail, and 

their subsequent destruction by the aliens, he created a vivid mental picture to 

unsettle the reader (ibid). 

Orson Welles famously built upon this original technique in his 

Halloween night 1938 radio play. As listeners switched over from their other 

programmes, many missed Welles own introduction to the Mercury Theatre 

play which clearly designated the show as fictional, and heard only a jazz 



 

dance show like many others on the radio at that time. When this show was 

interrupted by ‗breaking news‘ of explosions on the surface of Mars, some 6 

million listeners were instantly transfixed (Brown 1969). Further interruptions to 

the jazz music programme schedule brought CBS‘s live man-on-the-scene to 

elucidate further on the breaking situation and authoritative testimony from 

scientific ‗experts‘ dealing directly with the occurrences. The subsequent 

narrative events in the programme saw martial law being declared by the 

military, as aliens emerged from dark metallic cylinders and started to 

decimate groups of people. A convincing mimic of the president‘s voice was 

even heard declaring a state of national emergency. 

By now radio listeners in the USA had become accustomed to news 

breakthroughs of this type, especially following the Munich Crisis only a month 

previously, which at one time had even interrupted Mercury Theatre‘s live 

broadcast of ‗Sherlock Holmes‘ (Brown 1969). Throughout the broadcast 

Welles cleverly used techniques playing with radio news convention and 

audience expectation, even creating false contingency within the reporting to 

drive home the ‗live-ness‘ and authenticity of the events unfolding in front of 

the reporter and being relayed aurally to the audience. 

By using true to life locations, playing to generic expectations, and 

using familiar methods of addressing the public as in real life news situations, 

in addition to having no hint that the events were fictitious - other than the brief 

introduction - Orson Welles had allegedly convinced some 1.7 million people 

(of 6 million listeners) that the events they were hearing were genuine. Of 

these, 1.2 million had supposedly become ‗severely frightened‘ (according to 

network surveys). A national panic was triggered and people began to behave 

erratically, causing an establishment backlash by which the radio producers 



 

were fined and all copies of the play were destroyed (Brown 1969). 

Newspaper columnist Dorothy Thompson later praised Welles for using 

radio to highlight the lack of a critical sense amongst the American public, 

announcing: ‗It has cast a brilliant and cruel light upon the failure of popular 

education. It has shown up the incredible stupidity, lack of nerve, and 

ignorance of thousands‘ (quoted in Brown 1969; 223). Welles himself had 

been eager to explore the dramatic potential of radio, and at the same time 

was hoping to problematise its ‗truth‘ value. He said in interview with the BBC ‗ 

People suspect what they read in the newspaper and what people tell them, 

but when radio came…anything that came through that new machine was 

believed – it was a voice of authority. Too much so.‘ (Welles 1955, quoted in 

Brown 1969; 227). 

The truth-value of radio, it could be said, is still higher than the screen 

media of today in that it is based on our internal visualisation of events (limited 

only by our imagination) rather than more direct visual representation of 

events. Our expectation of the fictionality of extraordinary spectacles on the 

screen is highlighted by the events of 9/11 and the oft repeated line of the 

detached media observer on that day; ‗it looked just like a movie‘, 

emphasising that seeing is not believing in our age of media scepticism (King 

2005, Silverstone 2002). Our incredulity in the face of true events of great 

magnitude testifies to how the multi-media landscape has changed since 

1938. In this day and age it is just not plausible that a live national panic 

could be artificially created through screen media, considering that a 

disbelieving public took some convincing that actual events were really 

occuring on that day. Contemporary attempts at using ‗live‘ breaking news 

broadcast within fiction are amusing at best and more often a clichéd narrative 



 

device (e.g. Smallpox 2002, Mars Attacks!). 

 

No doubt today‘s audiences are considerably more media savvy than in 

1938. However, it can be argued that, in spite of this, Spielberg‘s 2005 

version of War of the Worlds is nevertheless effective in producing a similar 

‗reality-effect‘ to that created by Orson Welles 70 years ago. By recreating our 

sensory experience of the breaking news coverage of 9/11 - as opposed to a 

narrative one - our cynical awareness of cinematic conventions may be 

overcome. This may in turn allow a short-lived, physically- realized, 

subconscious terror to be felt, one that arguably provides a more truthful 

recounting of the events of 9/11 than that offered by traditional media.  

 

The Film –- Formal Elements 

Spielberg‘s War of the Worlds could have, but didn‘t, try and follow in 

the footsteps of Orson Welles in creating a literal live news feel to events 

(though there are diegetic live ‗breaking news‘ moments). He has however 

retained H.G. Wells‘ original sense of authenticity by following narrative events 

from a single character‘s perspective within a world of emphatically ‗everyday‘ 

reality. This is emphasised in the camera work being hand-held and at eye 

level throughout the most panicked and confused moments in the film. This 

camera technique has been called ‗sympathetic motion‘ by Steven Katz 

(Buckland 2006) and creates a strong sense of emotional proximity with the 

actor. The takes are also very long with amazingly few cuts, which serves to 

create a sense of ‗being-there‘ and continuity of action. More obvious editing 

with multiple cuts to multiple viewer positions would have added a jarring 



 

sense of artificiality and broken the affectual attachment of viewer and character. 

Most significantly, the large-scale visual effects are firmly backgrounded 

and often partly obscured. In a way that we haven‘t seen before, Spielberg has 

drawn on the aesthetics of real life reportage of shocking events to add reality 

and perspective to audacious artificial effects. In a clear reference to the shaky 

and amateurish digital video footage of the events of 9/11, we see a DV 

camera being used within the diegesis to film approaching tripods. As the 

camera operator is vaporised the camera falls to the ground and we see the 

approaching aliens in all their grandeur, framed in a screen within a screen. 

This is Spielberg creatively denying the grand showcasing of expensive visual 

effects that we are generically accustomed to seeing, whilst merging the reality 

effect of actual physical presence within such a scene with our experience of 

watching fragments of digital video showing the planes crashing into the Twin 

Towers. This is a technique pursued throughout the first sequences of the film, 

drawing on the expertise of the very affective opening battle scene in Saving 

Private Ryan. Here, the viewer is rarely privileged anything other than a 

discontinuous and lurching Point-Of-View shot of proceedings, with the grand 

effect-laden tableaux partly obscured by dust and smoke. In WofTWs, the view 

is similarly restricted by, for example, the use of a framed reflection in a car 

window or wing mirror to show the alien tripods advancing. The exception to 

this is the willfully contrastive static and unfeasibly high ‗god-shots‘ as if from 

the cockpit of the tripod, or indeed the crane which Cruise‘s character Ray is 

operating at the beginning of the film. These seem to emphasise the kinetic 

motion of the main action sequences (Buckland 2006). 

 

The Reality Effect - Immediacy 



 

Geoff King analyses the news coverage of 9/11 and the way that images 

of the attack were deployed during and after the events (King 2005). He 

suggests that the very paucity or poor quality of the images are a marker of 

authenticity. On the day of September 11
th

, there were no images of the first 

plane hitting - for these we had to wait until the next day. The second plane‘s 

impact was obscured by the tower itself in the first available footage; and here 

too was an absence of close-up images of activity in and around the towers 

themselves. All of this served to qualify the events as actual rather than 

fictional despite their intrinsic incredibility. Over the next days though, the gaps 

were filled in as images filtered through of both impacts. King follows how 

these images were pieced together by news media to create a more 

‗cinematic‘ effect - through it becoming a more integrated assemblage of 

sound and image resembling something that we might see in Hollywood 

cinema. This cinematic construction of events still, however, retains the shaky 

camera work and awkward zooms of actuality, which for King creates a 

interesting paradox of fiction-effect and reality-effect, a dialectic relationship 

which he claims is appropriated by both reality documentors and fiction 

creators to create an effect of the other (2005; 54). 

It is clear that Spielberg is drawing on this initial sense of indeterminacy 

and discontinuity in his documentary style ‗coverage‘ of the alien attack, and 

we know from the literal visual references to 9/11 in the film (of buildings 

collapsing, the snowfall of ash and clothes, the plane crash, and the walls of 

‗missing‘ posters), as well as Spielberg‘s own testimony to the fact (Dark 

Horizons 2005) that this is drawing directly on the mediated experience of that 

day‘s occurrences. He is effectively reversing the imposing of visual and aural 

continuity - King‘s ‗fictionalisation‘ effect - by creating discontinuity and 



 

fragmentation as reality-device whilst dealing with decidedly unreal effects. 

This is what is distinctive about War of the Worlds; where other films of 

the disaster/attack genre such as Armageddon and Deep Impact have needed 

to build emotional tension through the characters‘ plotlines (with the creators 

knowing that the showy visual effects on their own carry little emotional 

resonance due to our generic awareness of their construction), WofTWs creates 

a unseen before dynamism of action based solely around visual effect set-

pieces. This is enormously effective and affective, even while we know relatively 

little about the characters. Instead of delivering the grand visual effect payoff 

after one and a half hours of character and plot build-up (think Independence 

Day and King Kong) we are given the full and greatest effect in the first scenes. 

The risk of this is of course that, as with Saving Private Ryan and indeed 

WofTWs, the rest of the film can feel loosely tagged on to the exhilaration of 

the opening.  

 

Digital Visual Effects - Hypermediacy 

Though they are backgrounded to and integrated with live action, the 

visual effects are by no means secondary in WofTWs. Created by George 

Lucas‘ Industrial Light and Magic (ILM) and supervised by the pioneering 

Dennis Muren, creator of the groundbreaking ‗pseudopod‘ effect in The Abyss 

for James Cameron, they represent the limits of what is technologically 

possible. Spielberg does confess to a certain directorial flamboyance in 

showing what is possible with the technology of today: 

 

"If I can put something on the screen that is sustained where you get to study it 



 

and you get to say, 'How did they do that? That's happening before my eyes 

and the shot's not over yet, it's still going and it's still going and my God, it's an 

effects shot and it's lasting seemingly forever‘. I enjoy that more than creating 

illusion with sixteen different camera angles, where no shot lasts longer than six 

seconds on the screen. To pull a rabbit out of a hat, because you are really a 

smart audience …and you know the difference between sleight of hand visually 

and the real thing.‘ 

 

And while special effects often make for a lightweight drama tagged on to the 

visual elements, Spielberg tells us: 

‗It [Wof TWs] doesn‘t have the sense of blithe adventure of Independence Day 

or Starship Troopers. We take it much more seriously than that. This film is 

ultra realistic, as ultra realistic as I‘ve ever tried to make a movie in terms of 

documentary style. But at the same time it has the Hollywood production 

values that the audience demand these days, and I think it‘s the combination, 

the blend, of these huge events visually and this kind of documentary story, 

personal story at the centre of it, that gives it this very unique [sic] approach to 

the material" (Spielberg, on darkhorizons.com, 2005) 

 

A useful concept in addressing the Realism/visual-effects paradox is the 

duality of Immediacy and Hypermediacy outlined by Bolter and Grusin (2000). 

This posits a dual and contradictory logic to media production by which we 

yearn for the screen interface to disappear as we enter the text in a moment of 

pure transparent immediacy, whilst simultaneously creating layered 

multimedia texts which constantly make us aware of the process and 

technologies of mediation. In WofTWs, Spielberg is inviting us to ‗interpret the 



 

film as a celebration of graphic technology…The graphics must be 

simultaneously remarkable and credible… in the name of a not entirely naïve 

transparency‘ (ibid: 153-4). 

Bolter and Grusin refer back to Tom Gunning‘s analysis of the Lumiére 

Brothers in saying that the audience pleasure of these initial ‗moving pictures‘ 

lay not in the shock of thinking that a train was actually entering the basement 

room of the Grand Café (they were not that naïve), but in the gap between 

what they knew to be true and what their eyes told them. This is a willing 

cognitive dissonance in which a personal sensory investment in the image 

delivers a thrill effect - whilst remaining safe in the knowledge that the exit is to 

your left. Gunning suggests that this ‗vertiginous thrill‘ was present in a cinema 

of attractions as in other popular entertainments of the time such as the roller-

coaster or ferris-wheel (1995: 122), but as Bolter and Grusin point out this 

dynamic was altered by the subsequent domination of the film medium by 

narrative texts, in which immediacy came from the emotional authenticity of 

the narrative (2000: 156). The unsettling thrill of visual hypermediacy – a 

―style of visual representation whose goal is to remind the viewer of the 

medium‖ (ibid.; 83) - was only to return properly with the vertiginous thrills of 

Hitchcock‘s hyper-real set-pieces, and later with the digital-effect film. 

Sean Cubitt in The Cinema Effect (2005) briefly suggests that digital 

visual effects can transcend the immediacy/hypermediacy dualism by reaching 

direct to our subconscious. Talking about the pseudopod scene in The Abyss, 

he describes how we are aware of the ‗the brushstrokes of temporality‘ of the 

digital image, while we personally invest in the mesmerizing awe of the 

illusion; ‗This is magical, but it is neither the magic of the illusion of life 

[immediacy], not the awareness of trickality [hypermediacy], nor yet of the 



 

endlessness of the graphical vector; rather it is delight in the illusory perception 

of illusion‘ (2005: 256). This ‗delight‘ seems to be exactly what Tom Gunning 

evocatively refers to: ‗This vertiginous experience of the frailty of our 

knowledge of the world before the power of visual illusion, produced that 

mixture of pleasure and anxiety, which the purveyors of popular art had 

labeled sensation and thrill, and on which they founded a new aesthetic of 

attractions‘ (Gunning 1995; 122) 

 

The Kaleidoscopic Effect and Firstness 

Scott Bukatman in Matters of Gravity (2003) picks up on these 

‗exaggerated sensory pleasures‘ permitted by a technological special-effects 

cinema. He asserts that their appeal to us in these times is not just a 

momentary thrill effect, but a deeper, primal (and natural) response to an 

(over-?) rationalised and structured modern moment. He suggests that the 

negative emphasis of modern urban and mass culture which has, with good 

grounds, been explicated by modern and postmodern critics - that of delirium, 

of loss of bearings and of defamiliarisation (Simmel, 1903) - is in fact an 

experience which we have since the very beginning of the modern age 

developed a taste for - exactly as a response to the modern age (2003: 4). He 

posits Baudelaire‘s ‗flaneur‘ as the original enjoyer of the kaleidoscopic effect 

in which ‗the loss of one‘s bearings is essential to the experience.‘ He states: 

 

‗Kaleidoscopic perception – comprised of equal parts delirium, kinesis and 

immersion - characterised the popular entertainments of the later nineteenth 

century…At a time of increasing concentration of power and control, popular 



 

recreations offered oceans of irrational pleasures‘ (Bukatman 2003; 114-115). 

 

A pervasive interest in the anti-rational, magical ‗uncanny‘ developed in this 

time of sociocultural restructuring and this ‗aesthetics of astonishment‘ has 

continued from the spiritualist photography of the C19
th

 to superheroes, 

science fiction, illusionists, and which Bukatman describes ‗find new expression 

in the hallucinatory effects of C20
th

 SF and horror films‘ (ibid; 115). 

 

This escape from rationalist narrative logic is most consistently enacted, 

Bukatman suggests, though kinesis (ibid; 121). It is motion that defines the 

kaleidoscopic effect of spectacular special-effects sequences in movies such as 

2001, Star Wars, The Abyss and of course WofTWs; but he goes further to say 

there is more at work in this movement that mere disorientation. He puts forth 

that digital visual effects ‗emphasise real time, shared space, perceptual 

activity, kinaesthetic sensation, haptic engagement, and an emphatic sense of 

wonder‘ (ibid; 116); it is in this embodied, kaleidoscopic perception that a 

greater philosophical utopian projection is found, outside of the narrative 

confines of the historically dystopian, paranoid and xenophobic sci-fi genre. 

He posits that this abstract reaching for utopia is embodied through the sense 

of drifting movement which can be created best by cinematic visual effects. 

This also seems to be what Cubitt is suggesting when he posits that the kinesis 

of digital effects ‗lead us towards firstness [‗being in-itself‘] … to the base 

principle of the pixel: movement‘, which he defines as: ‗that wonder which is 

the proper, conceptless affect of firstness [or fundamental appearance]‘ (Cubitt 

2005; 255-256). This is, as the title of Bukatman‘s chapter states, ‗the ultimate 

trip‘. 



 

 

This transcendent utopianism offered by a digital cinema is, Bukatman 

states, a boundary transgressing and challenging of totalising systems of 

thought expressed through an embodied, corporeal sensual and sensory 

experience of Peircian firstness. 

‗Causality and logic are de-emphasised in favour of a spatio-temporal 

unfolding that feels different than more familiar, more transparent cinematic 

styles, that means differently‘ (Bukatman 2003; 129 – original emphases). This 

is, he suggests, a political anti-modernist reflex which ‗speaks of the possibility 

of change‘. Moreover, with Heideggerian optimism, Bukatman celebrates the 

irony that a rationalist technology provides us through a window to unreality, 

‗an anti-technological liberation‘ as ‗technocratic nightmares are simply 

sidestepped – or overflown - by the boundary crossing, anti-teleological dérive 

of special effects‘ (ibid; 130). 

 

Cubitt’s Technological Neobaroque 

Whatever optimism Cubitt shows in his assessment of the primal wonder 

of digital effects in bringing us to an experience of firstness, he retains in 

pessimistic opposition to Bukatman that as the extension and completion of the 

project of ‗neobaroque‘ cinema, digital effect films - even when reaching for 

the sublime - remain trapped within a socially meaningless, self-referential 

and inwardly-looking space (Cubitt 2005; 269). This project of neobaroque 

cinema can be summarised as the creation of aesthetically pleasing, contained 

and structured worlds that while asserting a type of Realism, do not correspond 

to any real-world ethic responsibility. He quotes Rosamund Tuve in likening 



 

neobaroque film to C16
th

 Imitatio: 

 

‗the artifact was designed to please on grounds of its formal excellence rather 

than by its likeness to the stuff of life…Imitation involving the artist‘s ordering 

of nature…Imitation as truth-stating, as didactically concerned with the 

conveying of concepts, ―ideas‖ and ―values‖. (Tuve 

1947, quoted in Cubitt 2005; 223) 

 

Cubitt suggests that neobaroque film‘s ideological content is usually 

inanely allegorical, reaching for banal, universal and sentimental truisms 

whilst remaining apolitical; and further suggests that technological/digital-

effects film ‗corresponds so closely to the emergent loss of an ideological 

structure to social meaning because it no longer pretends to represent the 

world‘ (ibid). 

However, in its affective components – in the union of reality-effect and 

visual-effect – WofTWs presents to us an individually and socially meaningful 

cinematic experience. While Cubitt scathingly puts-forth that; ‗the spectator of 

digital media is more a sensualist than a ‗reader‘ or ‗interpreter‘, acting in a 

transformed mode of play, prizing intensity over intelligence‘ (ibid; 269), this 

sensual intensity - which at least aims to accurately recreate an embodied 

experience of trauma - is not only an enjoyable artifact, but also one that is 

culturally valuable. 

 

Mediated Trauma 

Patricia Mellencamp (1990) described how television coverage of 



 

catastrophe has a therapeutic effect. While producing anxiety through the 

repetition of traumatic imagery, it also discharges anxiety by framing it within 

an explanatory commentary. Through repetition the images become more 

fixed and codified, with its referentiality more firmly rooted in real-world 

rational cause and effect. 

Roger Silverstone (2002), drawing on Mellencamp, points out that the 

attacks of 9/11 on New York were a transcendent modern event the like of 

which we have never experienced before or since. This transcendent moment 

seems to touch Peircian firstness as ‗…the vivid immediacy of the live event, 

the plane flying into the side of the World Trade Centre, is transparently 

mimetic. Distance is eradicated in that moment‘ (Silverstone 2002). The 

problem for Silverstone becomes that this primacy is brought down to earth by 

the news media‘s hasty naturalisation and making- intelligible of events, as 

this involves a resignification through clichéd re-enchantment and 

sanctification. The same ‗disfigural representation‘ (Mellencamp 1990) occurs 

in fictional media forms whilst latterly re-presenting catastrophe. In WofTWs, 

what we have is this transcendent common experience of 9/11(that is, the live 

televised experience) liberated from its containment within rational explanatory 

frames of reference (‗Terrorists did this‘, ‗Bin Laden is responsible‘, etc). This 

allows the irrational, disorienting experience of fear and uncertainty that was 

experienced on that day by the viewing public to be brought back and re-

examined. The War of the Worlds may indeed be the most authentic 

representation of the events of 9/11 if you consider that the more literal 

dramatic attempts such as United 93, Oliver Stone‘s World Trade Centre and 

The Path to 9/11 are far more likely to invest in signification of events in terms 

of causality, morality, mythical, sentimental heroics and neatly rounded-off 



 

plot outcomes, exactly the criticism of neobaroque film as monad leveled by 

Cubitt. What Wof TWs offers is a more abstracted and immediate experience 

that does not attempt to contain the events or explain them (Ray‘s daughter 

asks ‗Are they terrorists?‘ to which Ray replies sardonically ‗No, they‘re not 

terrorists‘). 

The question that follows is that if the news and fiction media across the 

board are invested in making the discontinuous continuous, and bringing 

order to chaos; why would anyone want to replicate the sensory traumatic 

experience? And why would people enjoy watching it? The answer is two-fold: 

catharsis and firstness. 

 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle 

‗As I watched War of the Worlds, I kept thinking ―Why would someone, 

especially anyone who was in New York around 9/11, want to watch this?‖ I 

think the answer comes in the form of one of Hitchcock‘s cardinal rules for 

creating suspense: that the audience should identify with the main characters—

but not too much. He believed that it is crucial that the audience remain 

aware, on some level, that they are sitting safely in an auditorium watching a 

movie. The incredibly intense experience of watching imagery so familiar from 

the 9/11 while safely eating popcorn in an air-conditioned movie theater is 

powerfully cathartic. It allows us New Yorkers a way to process the terror and 

confusion we felt—from a safe distance‘ (cinemademerde.com review 2005) 

 

The Aristotelian definition of catharsis derives from the complex synthesis 

of fear and pity felt during performance of tragedy.  It is fear –‗this could 



 

happen to us‘ - combined with pity: ‗I‘m glad it‘s not me‘. It is also a purging 

and cleansing which represents the discharge of anxiety and a distancing from 

panic and trauma. In this way we can understand that by replicating the 

experience of trauma in the cinema theatre, we can feel the fear whilst 

reassuring ourselves that there is distance from the real. This is an exhilarating 

but safe experience which brings the subconscious emotions to the surface and 

allows us to deal with them without the panic of being in it. This is not an 

attempt at mastery and control of intangible forces, but a visceral and 

embodied processing of traumatic memory.  

This is no strange territory to Spielberg, who has carved out a career 

making films that literally and metaphorically investigate the experience of 

trauma. He has approached Vietnam in Jurassic Park, slavery in Amistad, 

World War II in Saving Private Ryan, and of course the Holocaust with 

Schindlers List (Buckland 2006). 

Mellencamp uses Freud‘s Pleasure Principle to describe how TV‘s endless 

repetition of catastrophe (in her case studies the Kennedy assassination, and 

the Challenger explosion) simultaneously creates and discharges anxiety. The 

anxiety created takes the form of a growing sense of ‗unpleasure‘ which 

manifests as excitation, and this anxiety needs to be discharged.  This is done 

partly through physical reactions -‗motor manifestations‘- of a quickening of 

the heart rate and breathing. Mellencamp goes further –‗beyond the pleasure 

principle‘- in suggesting that in catastrophe coverage we actively indulge a 

masochistic ritual of increasing our unpleasure, whilst harbouring the 

expectation/promise of  a soothing discharge of anxiety through the symbolic 

containing of it (Mellencamp 1990: 248). This idea of a masochistic 

heightening of excitation, of anxiety, based on a contract with the ‗torturer‘ by 



 

which our anxiety will be soothed, carries over well into the fictional 

representation of trauma. 

 

Geoff King points out that for many watching the TV around 9/11 the 

images would have seemed potentially very unsettling to those who had 

enjoyed the fictionalized fantasy of the destruction of the establishment in 

screen fiction such as Fight Club, the Matrix and Independence Day. There was 

a ‗guilty thrill‘ to watching the events unfold, a dissonance between the 

adrenal rush of exhilaration, and the awareness of the horrifying truth of the 

scene (King 2005; 49). Mary Anne Doane states that TV attempts ‗to mimic the 

experience of the real, a real which is in its turn guaranteed by the contact with 

death‘ (1990: 234). It may be the very fact of death and the dangerous 

proximity to it that is the visceral reality effect of both fiction and factual 

representations of the events of 9/11. 

 

This brings us to the contention that there is a ‗pleasure‘ – possibly a 

masochistic ‗unpleasure‘ - in the spectacle of WofTWs in the same way there is 

pleasure in viewing the awe-inspiring spectacle of the planes crashing into the 

towers on 9/11. It is both the excitation of the kaleidoscopic effect, of the 

delirium, kinesis and immersion that Bukatman speaks of, and the 

transcendent, conceptless firstness that Cubitt refers to. It is however an 

anxious state of excitement that is enjoyable only because it is predicated on 

the expectation of order restored, which happens as the credits roll, or as the 

news media makes sense of the events. 

 

Conclusion 



 

Kali Tal in her book Worlds of Hurt: Reading the Literature of  Trauma 

describes how individual experience of trauma is appropriated by cultural 

forces in the name of remembrance, but often becomes disfigured through 

being reinscribed with meanings which serve hegemonic discourse. Within this, 

traumatic experience is ‗written and rewritten, and narrative form replaces 

content as the focus of attention‘ (1996: 6).  This draws attention to the fact 

that in all representations of the traumatic events of 9/11, in all narratives 

constructed around it, power is inscribed; and each mythic narrative out there 

represents another critique which is denied. 

Although personally The War of the Worlds offers an exhilarating and 

pleasurable catharsis, this still sits uneasily with the fact that it is a Blockbuster 

within the Hollywood system. And although it does have cultural relevance, it 

does also present the spectacularisation and commodification of individual 

experiences of the traumatic events of 9/11. It is, after all, entertainment and 

not a primarily ideological cinema like that of Eisenstein. What it does do 

though, is reinscribe a classic story that in 1898 told of a social 

anthropocentric doubt and also the experience of colonization from the 

colonized point of view; that in 1938 told of the gullibility of the media 

audience; and that in 1954 told of Cold War fear of the ‗Reds under the Bed‘. 

It reinscribes the story using both thematical and formal elements as our very 

real anxiety about attack by unknowable and intangible forces, forces that 

don‘t come just from outer space, but which have been simmering beneath us 

for millennia (literally underground in the film). 

Thematically the film offers up no easy solutions. Despite the slightly 

schmaltzy reunion at the end, we are given no assurances that the broken 

family will live happily ever after. Surprisingly we are also denied the God 



 

closure of the 1954 George Pál film in which the reunion takes place in a 

church as we are assured by the disembodied voice of the narrator that God 

created the downfall of the aliens in his benevolence towards us his chosen 

creatures (in fact, in this secular WofTWs, the first building destroyed is a 

church). What is thrown up thematically are unresolved conflicts about 

revenge, retribution and hubris, and about fighting in a pointless war against 

an unknown enemy. However you interpret the critical aspects of these 

narrative thematic concerns, it is the kaleidoscopic effect of the digital effects 

set-pieces which offer, in the words of Bukatman, ‗a legitimate rather than a 

surrogate‘ experience of reality – not trying to mimic reality, but offering its 

own satisfactions. Rather than contain the events of 9/11 within mythic 

narratives, WofTWs metaphorically and abstractly represents our sensory 

memory of that day - with pumping adrenaline and visceral tension. This is a 

polysemic address to the audience of form as well as content, with content 

possibly taking a back seat to formal aspects in significance, but it is an 

innovative extension of the tradition of the story of WofTWs that uses these 

formal elements as a powerful tool to recreate the anxieties of our time. While 

critics remain divided over the film, I side with those who see it as a technically 

masterful and an emotionally powerful film full of richness of signification; 

certainly one of Spielberg‘s - and the genres‘ - best contributions to popular 

culture. 
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