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Steven Soderbergh 
had a banner year in 
2000. He received two 
Best Director Oscar 

nominations for his work on 
Erin Brokovich and Traf“ c„ the 
former earning $125 million, 
the latter $124„and it was 
the slightly smaller success 
that nabbed him the award.  A 
gritty, multi-layered drama 
about every strata of the 
world of drugs, Traf“ c remains 
one of the most daring “ lms 
to come out of this decade. 
Even structurally, it broke 
rules (and started a revolution) with its shifty slide 
between seemingly unconnected characters only to 
swoop them all up in a noose.  Soderbergh stacked his 
“ lm with an all-star cast and every thesp was “ ring 
on all cylinders, from Michael Douglas•s con” icted 
drug czar to Catherine Zeta Jones•s stirring portrayal 
of the wife of a drug kingpin (the couple married later 
that year). Benicio Del Toro walked away with an 
Oscar for Best Supporting Actor for his role as a righ-
teous cop who faces temptation from all sides, as did 

screenwriter Stephen Gaghan 
for a script that juggled in-
tense, heady debates about the 
futility of the war on drugs 
with the sheer helplessness of 
watching a daughter succumb 
to addiction. The result is a 
“ lm that works intellectually 
and viscerally, making friends 
and in” uencing people. Work-
ing under the alias of Peter 
Andrews, Soderbergh served 
as his own cinematographer. 
Unconventionally, he chose to 
give each of the overlapping 
stories their own tint from a 

beautiful gold bath to a chilly cold blue. The effect 
plays into (and tidies) the drama at hand without be-
coming distracting. In the wrong hands, Traf“ c risked 
playing like high melodrama, a pitfall that claimed 
some of the intense ensemble “ lms that followed in 
its wake like Babel, The Departed and Crash.  The struc-
ture might crumble, but what makes Soderbergh•s 
“ lm so strong is that it doesn•t talk down to its audi-
ence, and proves that audiences were (and are) ready 
to grapple with serious issues. „PC

Christopher Nolan 
proudly sits at both 
ends of the decade•s 
spectrum. Eight 

years before the director 
made the studio blockbuster 
of the decade, he broke big 
with the independent psy-
chological puzzle Memento, 
one of the new millennium•s 
“ rst “ lms to climb out of 
limited-release obscurity 
solely on word-of-mouth. An 
amnesia-af” icted, tattooed 
drifter (Guy Pearce) hunts 
down his wife•s killer. But the real talking point was 
the “ lm•s twisted chronology, which edited together 
a series of progressive black and white ” ashbacks 
and full-color, •present-dayŽ footage running in 
reverse. Audiences were lured to the twist ending 
from two entirely separate directions. With this 
intriguing hook, crowds took the bait and bought 
a ticket to “ gure the “ lm out for themselves. From 
an inconspicuous 11-screen opening on March 16th 
(earning $235,488) Memento ran for 35 weeks, peak-
ing at 531 screens over Memorial Day weekend and 

closing with $25.5 million. 
Even discounting the “ lm•s 
innovative structure (which 
bred a host of copycats), No-
lan•s $5 million dollar “ lm 
still packs a punch thanks to 
top-notch performances from 
the entire cast. Carrie-Anne 
Moss exudes contempt (and 
the slightest sliver of sympa-
thy…or pity) as a manipula-
tive bartender, and her Matrix
co-star Joe Pantoliano plays 
a police of“ cer who weasels 
between condescendingly 

sleazy and game-show-host friendly. Still, it•s Pearce 
that really brings the movie together; the Australian 
actor•s clinical precision and intimidating intensity 
vaulted him to movie star status. Memento scored 
Oscar nominations for screenplay and editing, and 
took home neither (the Academy, as predictable 
as ever, favored Gosford Park). Attempts to recap-
ture the “ lm•s success can be seen in hundreds of 
all-bark-and-no-bite thrillers like Fracture and The 
Number 23, which have clever setups but lack every 
smart detail that made Memento tick.  „TF

Distributor  Newmarket Films

Directed by  Christopher Nolan

With Guy Pearce
 Carrie-Anne Moss
 Joe Pantoliano

Domestic Gross $25,530,884

Distributor  USA Films

Directed by  Steven Soderbergh

With Michael Douglas
 Benicio Del Toro
 Don Cheadle
 Catherine Zeta-Jones

Domestic Gross $124,107,476
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