
	
 
Ground Zero and The Transformation of Space: If Buildings Could Talk 

When director Jim Whitaker first approached director of photography Tom 

Lappin with the idea of REBIRTH, it was unclear how such a massive photographic 

undertaking could even be approached. Although there exists a long tradition of 

innovative, time-lapse documentaries, including Walt Disney’s 1950s classic The 

Secret Of Life and Ron Fricke’s earth history Chronos, the size and scope of 

REBIRTH were entirely unprecedented, becoming the largest project of its kind.   

A 14-camera system was placed across the Ground Zero site and engineered 

to film 24 hours a day, enduring exposure to summer’s heat and winter’s freezes, 

and never interfering with activities in the construction site.  Lappin made the 

decision to use 35mm film, the highest visual state-of-the-art in 2001, that would 

ensure maximum quality and durability for preserving the record.  

The cameras, originally designed in 1919 by the Mitchell Camera Corporation 

for military applications, shoots one frame of film every five minutes.  Using specially 

designed electronic controls and multiple lenses; both close-up and wide-angle 

views can be achieved.  To insure the cameras’ functioning in all kinds of weather 

conditions their unique housings were outfitted with titanium-surface glass windows, 

miniature heaters and dehumidifiers.  Four of the camera units are solar-powered.   

Keeping the system operational requires reloading the film every 20 days, a 

process that can take up to 8 hours, which is a significant amount of time 

considering that 20 days of filming translates into just four minutes of actual footage. 

 The footage from this extraordinary system leaves viewers feeling as if the 

new buildings at World Trade Center are rising around them. It is a crucial part of the 

REBIRTH story. And the cameras will continue to film the progress of the World 

Trade Center site until 2015. 

	


