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Abstract 

The Room (Tommy Wiseau, 2003) has developed the unenviable reputation as being one of 

the ǁoƌst filŵs eǀeƌ ŵade, Ǉet at the saŵe tiŵe is Đeleďƌated ďǇ ͚faŶs͛ ǁho take 
considerable pleasure from its perceived ineptitude. Considerable media attention has also 

ďeeŶ affoƌded to the filŵ͛s paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ theatrical screenings, which typically feature 

constant heckling, chants, and the throwing of plastic spoons. Through the analysis of the 

filŵ͛s Bƌitish audieŶĐes ;iŶ the foƌŵ of suƌǀeǇs, iŶteƌǀieǁs, oďseƌǀatioŶ aŶd 
autoethnography), this article argues that The Room demonstrates the impact of audience 

paƌtiĐipatioŶ oŶ a filŵ͛s ƌeĐeptioŶ, ǁhiĐh iŶ this Đase tƌaŶsfoƌŵs aŶ osteŶsiďle dƌaŵa iŶto a 
comedy experience. These audiences function as temporary communities that encourage 

the seaƌĐh foƌ huŵouƌ iŶ ͚ďadŶess͛, ĐƌeatiŶg a ĐǇĐle of ĐoŵedǇ ŵediatioŶ aŶd ǀeƌifiĐatioŶ 
that affirms the interpretive competence of all attendees. The article begins to theorise the 

pƌeǀiouslǇ uŶdeƌdeǀeloped ĐoŶĐept of ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ ďǇ dƌaǁiŶg a liŶk ďetǁeeŶ ĐoŵedǇ 
and cult media audiences, as well as exploring the social functions of comedy as they relate 

to cultural texts. 

 

Keywords: The Room, ĐoŵedǇ, Đult ŵedia, audieŶĐes, faŶdoŵ, ͚so ďad it͛s good͛, ƌeĐeptioŶ, 
participation, community, legitimation. 

 

With the regrettable exception of some popcorn at the age of twelve, this was the first time 

I had ever thrown anything in a cinema. It was July 2010, and as the film played out in front 

of me at the Prince Charles Cinema, London, I was relishing the opportunity to launch plastic 

cutlery and yell at the characters on screen. Others around me were indulging in similar 

behaviour, filling the cinema with the sound of heckles and chants, and laughing hysterically 

throughout. I was there to watch The Room, an independent movie directed, produced and 

distributed entirely by its star, Tommy Wiseau, for an alleged fee of around $6 million.1 This 

was a movie that, upon its limited Los Angeles release in July 2003, was said to have been so 

teƌƌiďle that it pƌoŵpted ͚ŵost of its ǀieǁeƌs to ask for their money back – before even 30 
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ŵiŶutes ΀had΁ passed͛ ;FouŶdas, ϮϬϬϯͿ. Yet theƌe I ǁas, seǀeŶ Ǉeaƌs lateƌ aŶd seǀeƌal 
thousand miles away, having made a two-hour train journey and paid more than the price of 

a standard cinema ticket for the privilege of attending, all for a film that I owned on DVD, 

and had already seen several times before.   

 

This particular screening was a sell out, meaning that I was there with over 200 others,2 all 

appearing to share my enthusiasm. It is important to note that ŵǇ peƌsoŶal ͚faŶdoŵ͛3 was 

Ŷot ďoƌŶe out aŶ alteƌŶatiǀe oƌ suďǀeƌsiǀe ƌeadiŶg of the filŵ͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe, Ŷoƌ ǁas I 
attempting to re-appropriate it from its detractors.4 In fact, I find it genuinely incompetent 

and poorly made in every sense. Rather, I was there to celebrate and take pleasure from its 

͚ďad͛ Ƌualities, to laugh at it rather than with it. Crucially though, I could easily have 

watched and enjoyed the film alone, and so my attendance that night was motivated by a 

desire to experience it in an entirely different context. It is this social context that will form 

the ďasis of this papeƌ, as I aŶalǇse the ďehaǀiouƌ aŶd attitudes of the filŵ͛s Bƌitish ĐiŶeŵa 
audiences.  

 

By comparing and contrasting qualitative responses from one of the monthly screenings at 

the Prince Charles with a very different, one-off studeŶt sĐƌeeŶiŶg at Chƌist͛s College, 
Cambridge, I aim to elucidate the significant role(s) played by the cinema audience in 

making The Room ͚so ďad it͛s good͛. This is Ŷot to suggest that the ͚ďad͛, Camp or post-camp 

qualities noted by other observers (Klein, 2009; Semley, 2009) are not present, but that the 

audieŶĐe͛s paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ ďehaǀiouƌ is geaƌed toǁaƌds the pƌoǀoĐatioŶ oƌ pƌoduĐtioŶ of a 
distinctly comic response. Furthermore, I demonstrate that comedy acts as the foundation 

for the audience to form temporary communities, with attendees collectively displaying a 

stƌoŶg pedagogiĐal iŵpeƌatiǀe that ǁoƌks to deliŶeate ͚ƌight͛ aŶd ͚ǁƌoŶg͛ ǁaǇs to ďehaǀe 
during screenings. Audiences collectively but unconsciously establish etiquette and social 

norms, resulting in the creation of a comedy experience that is far removed from the 

experience of watching the film alone. 

 

Method 

The audieŶĐe paƌtiĐipatioŶ that takes plaĐe at the filŵ͛s theatƌiĐal sĐƌeeŶiŶgs has 

understandably resulted in a great deal of media attention, with this behaviour often 

seƌǀiŶg as a staƌtiŶg poiŶt foƌ jouƌŶalists͛ ƌeǀieǁs aŶd aƌtiĐles ;Collis, ϮϬϬϴa; Toďias, ϮϬϬϵ; 
Goodwin, 2009; Rinaldi, 2011).  Such accounts of the film have hitherto presented an overly 

siŵplistiĐ aŶd hoŵogeŶised ǀieǁ of its audieŶĐes as ͚ƌoǁdǇ ƌepeat ǀieǁeƌs͛ ;‘ose, ϮϬϬϵ: 
GϮͿ. As Peteƌ ‘iŶaldi suƌŵises, ͚It seeŵs like the filŵ ǁoƌld is split ďetǁeeŶ people that 
haǀeŶ͛t heaƌd of The Room and obsessive fans that have seen it many times, and not much 

iŶ ďetǁeeŶ͛ ;ϮϬϭϭͿ. While this ŵaǇ ďe tƌue iŶ the UŶited “tates ;aŶd ǁithout eŵpiƌiĐal 
ƌeseaƌĐh, ǁe ĐaŶŶot ďe suƌe that it isͿ, ŵǇ ƌeseaƌĐh iŶto the filŵ͛s Bƌitish audieŶĐes suggests 
that this is not only a false assumptioŶ, ďut that the ͚iŶ ďetǁeeŶ͛ audieŶĐes aƌe iŶ faĐt 
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central to understanding how watching the film becomes a comedy experience, particularly 

in the theatrical context.  

 

This article is based on data collected from two separate screenings in November and 

December 2010, combining observations of group behaviour with qualitative survey and 

interview responses from members of both audiences.5 Ninety attendees initially agreed to 

participate, of which thirty-four completed the online survey – thirteen from Cambridge and 

twenty-one from London. Eight respondents (three from Cambridge, five from London) then 

indicated that they were willing to discuss their answers in more detail, and were 

interviewed over the phone. In all cases, interview questions acted as an extension of the 

survey, allowing respondents to elaborate on what they had already told me, as well as 

providing more scope for addressing any contradictions or ambiguity in their answers.  

 

It should be stressed that the research presented here should by no means be seen as a 

complete portrait of The Room͛s Bƌitish audieŶĐes. Afteƌ all, oŶlǇ tǁo sĐƌeeŶiŶgs aƌe 
covered, with my samples representing only 10-20% of the total audience at each site.6 

Moreover, the stark differences in behaviour between the two screenings should reinforce 

the difficulty in extrapolating my findings. In fact, it is this unpredictability that appears to 

keep the ŵoƌe eǆpeƌieŶĐed ͚faŶs͛ ĐoŵiŶg ďaĐk. As thƌee suĐh atteŶdees ǁoƌded it:  
 

I ǁasŶ͛t suƌe the seĐoŶd tiŵe ƌouŶd ΀at the ĐiŶema] how much I would enjoy it 

having seen the film so many times before, but the audience – and in particular 

the regulars – kŶoǁ the filŵ so ǁell that theƌe͛s alǁaǇs a Ŷeǁ joke oƌ take oŶ a 
scene. The hecklers innovate the viewing experience – like I say, it͛s alǁaǇs iŶ 
flux. (Michael, London)7 

 

IŶteƌestiŶglǇ, all ϯ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs I͛ǀe ďeeŶ to haǀe pƌoǀoked diffeƌeŶt laughteƌ at 
different times – theƌe aƌe the usual thiŶgs that people go ĐƌazǇ foƌ ;͚Oh hi 
ŵaƌk!͛Ϳ ďut soŵetiŵes people ǁill ďe ƌeallǇ takeŶ ďǇ the laborious establishing 

shots, otheƌ tiŵes it͛ll ďe the JoŶŶǇ Peteƌ ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶ, aŶd so oŶ. I͛d seeŶ it 
too ŵaŶǇ tiŵes ďefoƌe to ďe sǁaǇed oŶ ŵǇ faǀouƌite paƌts, ďut it͛s iŶteƌestiŶg 
to see how a collective appreciates it each time. (Dillon, London) 

 

Every screening I hear something new, and hear jokes evolve over the course of 

the year. (Josh, London) 

 

If the participatory behaviour that characterises these screenings is so unpredictable, even 

to those ǁho kŶoǁ the filŵ aŶd its ͚faŶs͛ eǆtƌeŵelǇ ǁell, then it makes more sense to look 

iŶto the ͚hoǁ͛ aŶd ͚ǁhǇ͛ as opposed to the ͚ǁhat͛ of theiƌ aĐtioŶs. As suĐh, the aiŵ of this 
article is not to construct a catch-all model of The Room͛s Bƌitish audieŶĐes.8 Rather, it asks 

how individual members view themselves in relation to others inside the cinema 
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auditorium, and how they respond to the behaviour they overhear or see. It is research that 

is best suited to the analysis of detailed qualitative data, as opposed to the statistical 

analysis of a larger sample. Although some behaviour has become ritualised, and there now 

exists an increasingly extensive array of heckles and that can be chosen from, on what basis 

do attendees at a given screening – either as individuals or as a group – privilege some over 

others?  

 

At the time of writing, the Prince Charles Cinema – situated close to Trafalgar Square, 

London – represents the only location in the United Kingdom to host regular screenings of 

The Room. These are held in the 285-seat auditorium (the largest of the cinema͛s tǁo 
sĐƌeeŶsͿ oŶ the fiƌst FƌidaǇ of eǀeƌǇ ŵoŶth, aŶd aĐĐoƌdiŶg to staff, ͚foƌ the ŵost paƌt … haǀe 
ďeeŶ selliŶg out͛ ;e-mail to the author, 7 June 2011). As an independent cinema that 

ƌeĐeiǀes Ŷo puďliĐ fuŶdiŶg, foƌŵeƌlǇ ͚a filŵ-house of ill ƌepute͛, aŶd oŶe that ƌelies oŶ ͚a 
loǇal ďase of ƌegulaƌ Đustoŵeƌs͛ ;AŶoŶ., ϮϬϭϭͿ, it ǁould ďe diffiĐult to fiŶd a loĐatioŶ that 
was better suited to hosting this film. The original plan for this project was to base my 

research entirely around the screenings at the Prince Charles. However, upon learning of a 

one-off sĐƌeeŶiŶg iŶ Caŵďƌidge ;hosted ďǇ Chƌist͛s College filŵ soĐietǇͿ, I saǁ the sŵalleƌ 
scale involved as an ideal opportunity for a pilot scheme that would prepare me for a more 

detailed analysis of the screenings at the Prince Charles. As it happened, Cambridge 

represented such a contrast to the experience I was already familiar with (both in terms of 

ǁhat I had eǆpeƌieŶĐed as a faŶ iŶ JulǇ ϮϬϭϬ, aŶd ǁhat I had ƌead aďout the filŵ͛s AŵeƌiĐaŶ 
audiences), that it almost immediately pointed me towards several of the issues I raise in 

this paper. While there were notable similarities between the two audiences, their 

respective behaviour appeared to be in some way tied to their familiarity with the film. The 

Cambridge atteŶdees͛ uŶĐeƌtaiŶtǇ iŶ hoǁ, ǁheŶ oƌ ǁhǇ ĐeƌtaiŶ ƌituals should ďe peƌfoƌŵed 
thus belied their palpable enthusiasm for participation. 

 

In order to explain the differences between the two screenings, we need to trace how 

atteŶdees͛ ƌeadiŶg;sͿ of the film evolved, from having no knowledge at all, through to 

forming expectations, acting on a desire to see it, and finally to becoming a part of its 

cinema audience. The survey and interview questions that I devised were geared towards 

answering such questions, and beyond basic demographic data, fell into the following 

categories: 

 

1. Initial discovery: How did you come to see or hear about The Room? What, if anything, 

did you know about it before watching? 

2. Paratextual and Extratextual consumption: What role, if any, did paratextual and 

extratextual materials (e.g. reviews, trailers, clips uploaded to YouTube etc.) play in 

your consumption of the film? Has this changed at all since seeing it? 

3. Expectations: What were you expecting from the film? To what extent were those 

expectations met? 
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4. Contextual consumption: What made you want to watch The Room at a theatrical 

screening, as opposed to watching it in a more private setting, either alone or with a 

small group of friends? 

5. Group dynamic: To what extent did the behaviour of the audience (particularly its 

participatory nature) impact upon your enjoyment of the film? What is your opinion of 

the other people who attend these screenings of The Room? 

 

Although recent years have seen the value of aca-fandom called into question (see for 

example, Tait, 2010), I also made the decision to embrace autoethnography and incorporate 

introspective analysis into my work. Since the purpose of this paper is to explain how 

audiences learn to read and respond to The Room in very particular ways, scrutinising my 

peƌsoŶal jouƌŶeǇ toǁaƌds ďeĐoŵiŶg a ͚faŶ͛ seeŵs highlǇ useful. FolloǁiŶg the lead of HeŶƌǇ 
JeŶkiŶs, I ďelieǀe that ǁƌitiŶg ͚as a faŶ aďout faŶ Đultuƌe … faĐilitates ĐeƌtaiŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶgs 
and forms of access impossible through otheƌ positioŶiŶgs͛ ;ϭϵϵϮ: ϲͿ. OŶ a pƌaĐtiĐal leǀel, 
Jonathan Gray has also argued that his research into The Simpsons fans was assisted by his 

oǁŶ faŶdoŵ, ǁhiĐh eŶaďled hiŵ to shift his ƌole ͚fƌoŵ studeŶt-with-recorder-and-questions 

to fellow-Simpsons-watĐheƌ͛, aŶd alloǁed his iŶteƌǀieǁees to talk iŶ ͚a ĐoŶsideƌaďlǇ ŵoƌe 
ƌelaǆed ŵaŶŶeƌ͛ ;ϮϬϬϲ: ϭϮϭͿ. 
 

MǇ ŵethod foƌ ĐoŶduĐtiŶg this ƌeseaƌĐh ǁas also heaǀilǇ iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ Will Bƌookeƌ͛s studǇ 
of Star Wars fans, in which he analyses the behaviour of fans under different viewing 

conditions; namely, watching alone versus watching in a group (2002: 29-78). One of the 

questions I was most keen to ask my research subjects was why the prospect of watching 

The Room in a cinema appealed to them, when they could conceivably have watched it in 

the Đoŵfoƌt of theiƌ oǁŶ hoŵe, eitheƌ aloŶe oƌ ǁith a sŵall gƌoup of fƌieŶds. Bƌookeƌ͛s Đase 
study of group viewings makes for some fascinating insights into the social component of 

faŶdoŵ, paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ iŶ the seŶse that he is a ͚Ŷewcomer to the group, learning [their] rules 

aŶd plaǇiŶg ΀theiƌ΁ gaŵe͛ ;ϲϬͿ. The appliĐatioŶ of Bƌookeƌ͛s ǁoƌk to ŵǇ oǁŶ iŶǀolǀes the 
analysis of qualitative responses from my research subjects, as well as observations of group 

behaviour, and self-analysis. When in the company of The Room͛s audieŶĐes, I ǁas Đaƌeful 
to ŵodifǇ ŵǇ oǁŶ ďehaǀiouƌ slightlǇ, lest I iŶteƌfeƌe ǁith the ͚oƌgaŶiĐ͛ pƌoduĐtioŶ of theiƌ 
behaviour. There were however several moments, particularly when my research reached 

the interview stage, when I slipped from my researcher sensibility and allowed the 

conversation to drift tangentially to the discussion of favourite scenes, and in some cases 

even recommending other films to watch. That I did so was less to do with my (genuine) 

love for the movie, and more a testament to the culture of participation that seems to 

surround it. 

 

Categorising The Room 

The transformative impact of these audiences and their participatory behaviour becomes all 

the ŵoƌe ŶotiĐeaďle ǁheŶ oŶe ĐoŶsideƌs the filŵ͛s plot. Ostensibly a romantic drama, The 
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Room tells the story of Johnny (Wiseau), a kind-hearted San Franciscan banker whose life 

falls apart after his fiancée, Lisa (Juliette Danielle), begins an affair with his best friend, Mark 

(Greg Sestero). Heartbroken after being betrayed by his two closest friends, and overcome 

with grief, Johnny eventually commits suicide by shooting himself in the head. The disparity 

ďetǁeeŶ the ͚oƌdiŶaƌiŶess͛ of The Room͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀe aŶd the uŶusual ďehaǀiouƌ of its ͚faŶs͛ 
draws attentioŶ to just hoǁ pƌoďleŵatiĐ it ĐaŶ ďe to defiŶe ͚Đult͛ filŵs thƌough a foĐus oŶ 
the film text itself. Jeffrey Sconce admits as much when attempting to define a subset of 

͚Đult͛ that he teƌŵs ͚paƌaĐiŶeŵa͛: 
 

As a most elastic textual category, paracinema would include entries from such 

seeŵiŶglǇ dispaƌate suďgeŶƌes as ͚ďadfilŵ͛, splatteƌpuŶk, ͚ŵoŶdo͛ filŵs, sǁoƌd 
and sandal epics, Elvis flicks, government hygiene films, Japanese monster 

movies, beach-party musicals, and just about every other historical 

manifestation of exploitation cinema from juvenile delinquency documentaries 

to soft-core pornography (1995: 372). 

 

“ĐoŶĐe adds that paƌaĐiŶeŵa should aĐĐoƌdiŶglǇ ďe seeŶ as ŵoƌe of a ͚ƌeadiŶg pƌotoĐol͛ 
than a distinct group of films (ibid). J.P. Telotte makes a siŵilaƌ poiŶt, aƌguiŶg that ͚ŵaŶǇ of 
the elements that link such disparate films as Casablanca (1942), Rebel without a Cause 

(1955), The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975), and Liquid Sky (1983) fall outside genre 

studǇ͛s Ŷoƌŵal foĐus oŶ plot, settiŶg, ĐhaƌaĐteƌ tǇpe, aŶd theŵe͛ ;ϭϵϵϭ: ϲͿ. He goes oŶ to 
Đall foƌ a ŵoǀe ͚ďeǇoŶd the puƌelǇ teǆtual to iŶĐlude the audieŶĐe aŶd its seeŵiŶglǇ 
uŶƌeasoŶaďle ͞loǀe͟ foƌ these filŵs͛ ;ϳͿ. “uĐh aŶ aŶalǇsis feels paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ appƌopƌiate foƌ a 
paper on The Room, which, aside from some soft-core sex scenes, appears to have very little 

iŶ ĐoŵŵoŶ ǁith otheƌ Đult ŵoǀies, eǀeŶ those ĐoŶsideƌed ͚so ďad theǇ͛ƌe good͛. Hoǁ theŶ 
did The Room come to be placed in this category? 

 

One of the factors that was absolutely central to The Room͛s gƌoǁth iŶ ƌeputatioŶ toǁaƌds 
the end of the 2000s, was that it underwent a process of legitimation before spreading 

outside of Los Angeles. When Clark Collis for example wrote a follow-up article in response 

to the success of his first (2008a) piece for Entertainment Weekly, he summarised the film in 

the following terms:  

 

Long story short, this love triangle drama is beloved by Hollywood comedians – 

including Paul Rudd, David Cross, and Jonah Hill – foƌ the pƌojeĐt͛s so-bad-it͛s-

hilarious nature. The [original] article made clear that The Room is awful, 

desĐƌiďiŶg it as ͚oŶe of the ǁoƌst ŵoǀies eǀeƌ ŵade͛ aŶd ƋuotiŶg oŶe filŵ 
leĐtuƌeƌ ǁho hailed it as ͚The Citizen Kane of ďad ŵoǀies͛. ;ϮϬϬϴďͿ 

 

Endorsed by celebrities and academics alike then, Wiseau͛s ŵoǀie is pƌeseŶted as ͚the talk 
of L.A.͛ ;BƌauŶd: ϭϬϮͿ, aŶd a ͚ǁell-kept L.A.-oŶlǇ seĐƌet͛ ;Toďias, ϮϬϬϵͿ, positioŶiŶg those 
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who do know about it as industry insiders, and/or knowledgeable film buffs. In fact, the 

celebrity endorsement for the film is almost exclusively through comedians, meaning that 

The Room comes across as not just insider knowledge, but an inside joke.9 Such sentiments 

eĐhoed ďǇ seǀeƌal of ŵǇ ƌeseaƌĐh ƌespoŶdeŶts, ǁho spoke of the ͚fuŶ aŶd ǁittǇ͛ ;Tiŵ, 
LoŶdoŶͿ, ͚eduĐated ĐiŶephiles͛ ;Chƌis, CaŵďƌidgeͿ, oƌ eǀeŶ ͚eƌudite͛ ;BƌiaŶ, LoŶdoŶͿ 
ŵeŵďeƌs of the audieŶĐe. Kate ;CaŵďƌidgeͿ telliŶglǇ added that, ͚I fiƌst heaƌd aďout ΀the 
filŵ΁ fƌoŵ ŵǇ sisteƌ, ǁho is altogetheƌ ŵuĐh Đooleƌ aŶd up to date oŶ these thiŶgs͛. These 
examples clearly suggest that, for some people at least, there is a definite sense that those 

most familiar with the film are to be admired, and knowledge as power. Michael (London) 

summed this up by self-depƌeĐatiŶglǇ deĐlaƌiŶg, ͚I eŶjoǇ the idea of paƌtiĐipatiŶg iŶ 
something with the rest of the audience, but I would probably not shout something new or 

on my own – I͛ŵ Ŷot fuŶŶǇ eŶough foƌ that.͛  
 

“iŵilaƌlǇ, the filŵ͛s ƌeputatioŶ as ͚the Citizen Kane of ďad ŵoǀies͛ is Đited fƌeƋueŶtlǇ ďǇ 
journalists, justifying the tastes of its ͚faŶs͛ ďǇ disĐuƌsiǀelǇ positioŶiŶg it aloŶgside ŵoƌe 
͚legitiŵate͛ filŵ Đultuƌe. As “usaŶ “oŶtag puts it, ͚Caŵp asseƌts that good taste is Ŷot siŵplǇ 
good taste; that theƌe eǆists, iŶdeed, a good taste of ďad taste͛ ;ϮϬϬϴ: ϱϮͿ. Matt Hills ǁould 
agree, arguing that, 

 

paracinema can be and has been revalued as film art by placing it in direct 

cultural proximity to films already deemed aesthetically (and legitimately) 

valuable. Again, this should remind us that trash film culture often resembles 

legitimate film culture, especially in its reliance on notions of film art and 

authorship. (2007: 221)
10

 

 

Accordingly, The Room has oǀeƌ tiŵe deǀeloped a ƌeputatioŶ foƌ ďeiŶg soŵethiŶg ͚ŵoƌe͛ 
than a poorly made film. In the words of the poster that hangs outside the Prince Charles 

CiŶeŵa, it is iŶ faĐt, ͚The ďest ǁoƌst filŵ eǀeƌ ŵade.͛  
 

IŶ oƌdeƌ to uŶdeƌstaŶd hoǁ the audieŶĐe͛s ͚uŶƌeasoŶaďle loǀe͛ ĐaŶ ďe ĐoŶstƌuĐted, aŶd 
ǁhat ŵight ďe ƌeƋuiƌed foƌ a Đult ͚ƌeadiŶg pƌotoĐol͛ to ŵake a ĐoŵedǇ out of a dƌaŵa, ǁe 
first need to eǆaŵiŶe ĐuƌƌeŶt defiŶitioŶs of ĐoŵedǇ. “iŶĐe the ǁoƌd ͚good͛ iŶ ͚so ďad it͛s 
good͛ is alŵost eǆĐlusiǀelǇ used to ƌefeƌ to hoǁ huŵoƌous soŵethiŶg is, as opposed to aŶǇ 
other laudable artistic qualities, to what extent is it appropriate to describe The Room as a 

comedy?  

 

Geoff KiŶg ďegiŶs his ďook oŶ filŵ ĐoŵedǇ ďǇ ŶotiŶg the teƌŵ͛s siŵilaƌities ǁith suĐh foƌŵs 
as ͚the hoƌƌoƌ aŶd the ͞ǁeepie͟: defiŶed to a sigŶifiĐaŶt eǆteŶt aĐĐoƌdiŶg to the eŵotioŶal 
ƌeaĐtioŶ it is iŶteŶded to pƌoǀoke͛ ;ϮϬϬϮ: ϮͿ. Bƌett Mills hints at similar ideas when 

describing the distinction between comedy and humour, which he argues is based around 

ŶotioŶs of pƌoduĐtioŶ aŶd iŶteŶtioŶ: ͚huŵouƌ is soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh ĐaŶ eǆist ďoth ǁithiŶ aŶd 
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outside of media, whereas comedy suggests material whose primary purpose is one of 

funniness, usually created by specific people with that aim, and understood as so by 

audieŶĐes͛ ;ϮϬϬϱ: ϭϳͿ. The Room, however, represents something of a challenge to this 

definition, having been the subject of much debate in terms of the intent behind it. Tommy 

Wiseau ĐoŶsisteŶtlǇ Đlaiŵs iŶ iŶteƌǀieǁs that ͚eǀeƌǇthiŶg that Ǉou see aŶd eǆpeƌieŶĐe … ǁas 
doŶe ŵetiĐulouslǇ͛,11 aŶd that he ŵade the filŵ ͚to pƌoǀoke the audieŶĐe͛ ;Bissell, ϮϬϭϭ: ϲϰͿ 
aŶd ͚foƌ people to see it aŶd haǀe fuŶ ǁith it aŶd iŶteƌaĐt ǁith it͛ ;AŶgus, ϮϬϬϵ: PMϳͿ. Jaŵes 
MaĐDoǁell ƌightlǇ poiŶts out that, hoǁeǀeƌ uŶkŶoǁaďle the ͚tƌuth͛ of Wiseau͛s authoƌial 
intentions may be, the appeal of The Room necessarily requires such a judgement to be 

made: 

 

We absolutely must assume that The Room ǁasŶ͛t iŶteŶded to ďe a self-parodic 

comedy in order to laugh at it in the way that we do. This should by rights make 

us revisit this most fundamental issue for criticism: to what extent can we 

presume to prove or infer intention, given that we clearly and necessarily do so 

regularly? (2011: original emphasis). 

 

Many of my respondents suggested that, at least in the case of The Room, the audience 

plays a significant part in this inference. Michael (London) for example wrote that the film 

͚feels ŵoƌe like a deliďeƌate ĐoŵedǇ iŶ the ĐiŶeŵa thaŶ it ǁould ǁatĐhiŶg it oŶ Ǉouƌ oǁŶ, 
ǁheƌe Ǉou piĐk up oŶ the ŶuaŶĐes that ŵake it so speĐtaĐulaƌlǇ shit͛. This ǀieǁ is aĐtuallǇ at 
odds with the vast majority of other responses I received, with most feeling that the film 

would be far less enjoyable alone. However, what it points towards is the role of the 

audience in judging intention, and the importance of this judgement in the construction of 

ĐoŵedǇ. If, to ƌestate Mills͛ defiŶitioŶ, ĐoŵedǇ is ͚ŵateƌial ǁhose pƌiŵaƌǇ puƌpose is oŶe of 
fuŶŶiŶess͛ aŶd is ͚Đƌeated ďǇ speĐifiĐ people ǁith that aiŵ͛ ;ϮϬϬϱ: ϭϳͿ, theŶ do The Room͛s 
audiences complicate this? Is comedy always bound by the materiality of a text? 

 

This is an important question, and one that King offers a potential answer to. He notes that 

because any genre can potentially be treated as a comedy, the term is perhaps best thought 

of as ͚a ŵode, ƌatheƌ thaŶ as a geŶƌe͛ ;ϮϬϬϮ: ϮͿ. As he puts it, ĐoŵedǇ ͚ĐaŶ oŶlǇ ďe 
understood in relation to a number of specific contexts, including many of our basic 

eǆpeĐtatioŶs aŶd assuŵptioŶs aďout the ǁoƌld aƌouŶd us͛ ;ϰͿ. KiŶg goes oŶ to aƌgue that 
͚ĐoŵedǇ teŶds to iŶǀolǀe depaƌtuƌes … fƌoŵ ǁhat aƌe ĐoŶsideƌed to ďe the ͞Ŷoƌŵal͟ 
routines of life of the soĐial gƌoup iŶ ƋuestioŶ,͛ aŶd ͚ĐaŶ take ǀaƌious foƌŵs, iŶĐludiŶg 
iŶĐoŶgƌuitǇ aŶd eǆaggeƌatioŶ͛ ;ϱͿ. Although ŵost ǁƌitiŶg aďout The Room to date has made 

a point of mentioning the zeal of its theatrical screenings, its appeal is almost always 

implicitlǇ loĐated iŶ its teǆtual iŶĐoŶgƌuitǇ. AŵaŶda AŶŶ KleiŶ foƌ eǆaŵple Ŷotes that ͚the 
ŵoǀie ǀiolates alŵost eǀeƌǇ ƌule of stoƌǇtelliŶg͛ ;ϮϬϬϵͿ, ǁhile “teǀe ‘ose desĐƌiďes it as ͚a 
movie whose transcendent awfulness has made it a cult phenomenon and an audience-

participation fixture along the lines of The Rocky Horror Picture Show͛ ;ϮϬϬϵ: ϮͿ. The Room 
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in other words departs so constantly and exaggeratedly from established cinematic and 

narrative conventions, that the incongruity between what we expect and what we actually 

see becomes humorous.  

 

There is however a notable incongruity between the behaviour of these audiences and 

those that one generally encounters in a cinema. To what extent, then, can this social 

incongruity be said to result in humour or comedy? A number of recent news stories have 

accompanied a growing discourse surrounding the etiquette of the contemporary 

cinemagoer. BBC film critic Mark Kermode has been a major proponent of this movement, 

ƌeleasiŶg his oǁŶ ͚Moǀiegoeƌs Code of CoŶduĐt͛, iŶ ǁhich he derides anybody who uses a 

mobile phone, eats, talks, arrives late, and a number of other supposed taboos (Kermode, 

2010). Publications such as Total Film (2008a), Cinematical (Kelly, 2007) and NME (Nicholls, 

2009) have covered similar topics in recent years, accompanied by an increase in reports of 

poor cinema etiquette leading to violence: In Britain, a teenager threw bleach over a woman 

during a Harry Potter film after she asked him to be quiet (Wainwright, 2009); In Latvia, a 

man was shot dead for eating popcorn too loudly during Black Swan (Shoard, 2011); in 

Philadephia, another man was shot (though not fatally) for talking during The Curious Case 

of Benjamin Button (Anon, 2008b). A less extreme incident still managed to generate 

considerable debate on the subject of cinema etiquette, when the Alamo Drafthouse in 

Austin, Texas, turned an expletive-ridden voicemail message from an angry customer into 

an anti-texting advert (Child, 2011).  

 

While these incidents should not be seen as typical problems of the contemporary 

cinemagoer, the considerable rise in the number of these stories (or at least those being 

reported) suggests a growing sense of how to appropriately conduct oneself when going to 

watch a film. The participatory behaviour that takes place during The Room is thus all the 

more remarkable for continuing to grow in spite of this discourse, a peculiarity which a 

number of my research respondents explicitly drew attention to: 

 

Theƌe͛s soŵethiŶg ǀeƌǇ liďeƌatiŶg aďout ďeiŶg aďle to shout iŶ aŶ environment 

where you are normally quiet (Roger, Cambridge).  

 

I ĐaŶ͛t ŶoƌŵallǇ staŶd it ǁheŶ people talk oƌ ŵake Ŷoise iŶ the ĐiŶeŵa, ďut this 
really enhances it. Almost more like going to a sporting event or a concert 

(Doug, London). 

 

NoƌŵallǇ, I͛ŵ the soƌt of peƌsoŶ that loathes eǀeŶ talkiŶg duƌiŶg filŵs … ďut iŶ 
this case it only made it better. I threw spoons, shouted quotations and so on, 

but not knowing the usual rituals that well, followed the lead of others. Though 

I did so quite happily! (Chris, Cambridge) 
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While all three comments point out that they enjoyed the participatory behaviour they 

witnessed, their thoughts nevertheless serve to reinforce the abovementioned news stories. 

Foƌ theŵ, aŶǇ kiŶd of Ŷoise oƌ eǆĐessiǀe ŵoǀeŵeŶt ǁould, uŶdeƌ ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes, 
surely anger fellow cinemagoers. In order for a comedy experience to be created from the 

incongruity of this behaviour, the audience must have a very clear idea of what is expected 

of them.  

 

Great Expectations: Discovering The Room, and establishing preconceptions 

Reflecting on my own experience of the film in relation to its media representation revealed 

soŵe disĐƌepaŶĐies ďetǁeeŶ the tǁo, aŶd left ŵe ǁoŶdeƌiŶg to ǁhat eǆteŶt I ǁas a ͚tǇpiĐal͛ 
fan, if such a thing even existed. How, for example, did most people find out about it in the 

first place? The Los Angeles premiere of The Room is said to have involved spotlights and 

Tommy Wiseau arriving by limousine, (Collis, 2008a), backed by a marketing campaign that 

iŶĐluded ͚ďillďoaƌds aloŶg Sunset Boulevard, television spots and a glossy, commemorative 

ďook oŶ the ŵoǀie͛s ŵakiŶg͛ ;FouŶdas, ϮϬϬϯͿ. Wiseau eǀeŶ suďŵitted it, uŶsuĐĐessfullǇ, to 
the Academy Awards (Collis, 2008a; Jones, 2010). Yet the film escaped the attention of the 

media for a considerable amount of time, presumably as a result of its extremely limited 

distribution, negative early press, and poor box office performance (reported to have been 

$1,900 for a two-week run [Collis, 2008a]). Although Variety reported on its burgeoning cult 

ƌeputatioŶ iŶ Apƌil ϮϬϬϲ, it ǁas Ŷot uŶtil Claƌk Collis͛s Entertainment Weekly article in 2008 

that the ŵedia͛s iŶteƌest ǁas ŶotiĐeaďlǇ piƋued.  
 

I had heard nothing of the film until October 2009, when a friend of mine, Dillon, posted the 

following ŵessage oŶ ŵǇ FaĐeďook ǁall: ͚I foƌgot to ask, did Ǉou eǀeƌ ǁatĐh that Ŷoǁ 
infamous film The Room, aka ͞the ďest ǁoƌst filŵ eǀeƌ ŵade͟? If Ŷot, doǁŶload it fƌoŵ 
Piƌate BaǇ. As iŶ, ƌight Ŷoǁ. TǇpe iŶ ͞The ‘ooŵ Wiseau͟. I fiƌst saǁ it oŶ ŵǇ Ǉeaƌ ΀studǇiŶg΁ 
iŶ AŵeƌiĐa ΀iŶ ϮϬϬϲ΁ aŶd haǀe ďeeŶ eŶƌaptuƌed eǀeƌ siŶĐe.͛ He theŶ iŶĐluded a liŶk to the 
filŵ͛s Wikipedia page, ͚oŶ the off ĐhaŶĐe that ΀I had΁ Ŷo idea ǁhat ΀he ǁas΁ talkiŶg aďout͛. 
To provide some context to this message, Dillon is a good friend and former housemate with 

whom I bonded primarily through our similar tastes in comedy. Since finishing University we 

have met up several times, but for the most part communicate with each other via 

Facebook, almost exclusively to share news, videos, quotes or clips that we think the other 

will find funny. His mention of having forgotten to ask me whether I had seen or heard of 

The Room, Đoupled ǁith the iŶsisteŶĐe that I should ǁatĐh it ͚ƌight Ŷoǁ͛ iŵplies a seŶse of 
urgency that stood out as unusual in relation to our typical correspondence.  

 

Without eǆpliĐitlǇ desĐƌiďiŶg the filŵ as ͚fuŶŶǇ͛ oƌ ͚a ĐoŵedǇ͛, DilloŶ positioŶed it as suĐh 
through his choice of wording and decision to recommend it to me through our established 

comedy-sharing channel. Seen in this way, I had enough faith in his recommendation to do 

as he suggested, locate a peer-to-peer torrent and download the film. I was expecting 
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soŵethiŶg aloŶg the liŶes of AƌŶold “ĐhǁaƌzeŶeggeƌ͛s ŵoǀie deďut, Hercules in New York 

(Arthur Allan Seidelman, 1969). DilloŶ aŶd I shaƌed a ŵutual affeĐtioŶ foƌ “ĐhǁaƌzeŶeggeƌ͛s 
early work, and had watched the film together as undergraduate housemates, laughing 

loudly at the terrible plot, script, acting, and special effects. This, my previous benchmark 

foƌ hoǁ eŶjoǇaďle a ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ filŵ Đould ďe, ǁas the poiŶt of ƌefeƌeŶĐe that Đaŵe 
immediately to mind. 

 

His insistence that I download The Room, rather than merely suggesting I watch it, is also 

important. Firstly, it stresses the urgency behind his recommendation, since by following his 

advice it was possible for me to have been watching it within an hour of reading his 

message. His specifying of search terms also speeded up the process, helping me to 

circumvent any difficulties I might otherwise have faced in locating an appropriate torrent, 

espeĐiallǇ giǀeŶ the poteŶtial aŵďiguitǇ of the filŵ͛s title to aŶ iŶteƌŶet seaƌĐh eŶgiŶe. Most 
iŵpoƌtaŶtlǇ hoǁeǀeƌ, DilloŶ ǁas effeĐtiǀelǇ teaĐhiŶg ŵe hoǁ to ďeĐoŵe as ͚eŶƌaptuƌed͛ as 
him, providing me with enough information to begin my journey into Room fandom. Thanks 

to him, I was not only convinced that I would enjoy it, but also had some sense of why I 

would enjoy it, as well as practical information that enabled me to locate a copy.  

 

Crucially, the issue of downloading also highlights a practical stumbling block for UK 

residents who are keen to watch the film, in that its limited distribution has quite simply 

ŵade it diffiĐult to legallǇ loĐate a ĐopǇ. As MaƌtiŶ desĐƌiďed his pƌeseŶĐe at the Chƌist͛s 
College sĐƌeeŶiŶg, ͚I had Ŷo otheƌ easilǇ aǀailaďle ǁaǇ to see the filŵ.͛ Although the ‘egioŶ 
1 DVD (released in the USA on 17 December 2005) can be purchased online, to date there 

has been no mention of a Region 2 (i.e. European) release. The UK premiere took place at 

the Prince Charles Cinema on 24 July 2009, and has continued to be screened every month, 

with attendance high enough for the cinema to consider making it a fortnightly event.12 

Increasing the frequency of theatrical screenings (both at the Prince Charles and in other 

locations around the country) has undoubtedly facilitated access to the film for thousands 

of people, but piracy remains the only realistic option for anybody living outside of London. 

There is perhaps no greater example of this than the fact that the Christ͛s College͛s 
screening was in fact set up by Kate, who did so purely as a response to the difficulty in 

getting hold of a copy: 

 

[After a] mutual back-and-forthing of youtube clips I was determined to see the 

film, yet VERY disappointed to hear it was only shown in some pokey cinema in 

London a few times a year. I was still keen to go but never seemed to find 

anyone else who was able to come with me so [a friend] and I decided to 

screen it – even if no-oŶe else Đaŵe, ǁe ǁeƌe suƌe ǁe͛d eŶjoǇ it all the same! 

 

While the lengths Kate was prepared to go to in order to see the film are undoubtedly more 

extreme than most, her motivations for doing so are certainly not. As mentioned above, the 
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hyperbole and boisterous audience behaviour that have contributed to The Room͛s 
ƌeputatioŶ haǀe effeĐtiǀelǇ positioŶed it as oŶe of the ǁoƌld͛s ŵost eŶjoǇaďle iŶside jokes; 
one that rewards attention to detail and repeat viewings.  

 

As I approached students queuing before the Cambridge screening and began talking to 

them about the possibility of taking part in my research (asking only for their name and 

email address at that stage), I soon realised that only an incredibly small minority had 

actually seen The Room before. Of the thirteen attendees that responded to my survey 

questions, only two had seen it in its entirety, with the vast majority having seen nothing 

but a collection of YouTube clips to whet their appetite. While I had expected several first 

timers to be in attendance, I found the ratio highly surprising, in part because just four 

ŵoŶths eaƌlieƌ, I had ǁitŶessed foƌ ŵǇself the ͚ǀeteƌaŶ͛ leǀels of paƌtiĐipatioŶ oŶ displaǇ at 
the Prince Charles Cinema. Even when I returned to London for research purposes, I found 

that more than half of my respondents (twelve out of twenty-one) respondents there were 

first timers. 

 

In spite of (or perhaps because of) everything I had read about the film and its cult 

following, I wrongly assumed that the vast majority of attendees would be repeat viewers 

who knew the film well enough to quote at will and participate actively. Instead, in both 

cases, a significant proportion of the audience was seeing it for the first time, suggesting 

that the participatory behaviour is based predominantly on following the lead of those with 

a more detailed knowledge of the text. At least three of the Cambridge students I 

approached actually told me that, although they were happy to take part in my research, 

they were unsure how valuable their comments would be, purely because they had not 

already seen the movie. It is not clear whether they had read anything specific about the 

͚ƌoǁdǇ ƌepeat ǀieǁeƌs͛ ǁho the ŵedia ƌepoƌt as ďeiŶg tǇpiĐal of fƌeƋueŶtiŶg sĐƌeeŶiŶgs of 
The Room, but they nevertheless displayed some mild anxiety regarding their own status in 

ƌelatioŶ to otheƌ ͚faŶs͛. While I ƌetuƌŶ to ideas of iŶĐlusioŶ aŶd eǆĐlusioŶ lateƌ iŶ this papeƌ, 
it is worth bearing in mind that even those attendees with a very limited knowledge of the 

film were aware, before they even entered the cinema, of the implicit pressure to fit in with 

the rest of the audience. 

 

In terms of demographics, six of my Cambridge respondents were male, and seven female, 

with an age range of 18-25. The gender balance was less balanced in London however, 

where fifteen respondents were male and six female, and ages ranged from 17-46 (although 

the mean age was only slightly higher). The difference in respective age ranges is largely 

explained by the fact that the Cambridge screening was run by and for students, having 

been hosted by the Chƌist͛s College filŵ soĐietǇ. The higheƌ pƌopoƌtioŶ of ŵeŶ at the PƌiŶĐe 
Charles, however, correlates with the lower proportion of first timers, meaning that repeat 

viewers among my respondents are statistically more likely to be male.13 Word of mouth 

was by some distance the primary method of discovery, as was the case for approximately 
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two thirds of each audience (nine of thirteen in Cambridge, and thirteen of twenty-one in 

London).  

 

YouTube clips also played a significant role for most people, generally being either the site 

where attendees discovered it, or their first port of call after having heard about it from a 

fƌieŶd. BǇ eŶaďliŶg useƌs to ͚like͛ oƌ ͚dislike͛ a Đlip, as ǁell as ďǇ displaǇiŶg its ǀieǁ ĐouŶt 
prominently below, certain videos are impliĐitlǇ ŵaƌked out as ďeiŶg the filŵ͛s ͚ďest͛ 
moments. Accordingly, this method of discovery effectively preempts a specific reading of 

the film by splitting it up into individual clips, and drawing attention to its textual 

incongruities and idiosyncrasies. As audience members variously described their YouTube 

use to ŵe, seǀeƌal ŵeŶtioŶed haǀiŶg ǁatĐhed soŵe of the ŵost ͚iŶfaŵous͛ ;AlaŶ; DaǁŶ, 
ďoth CaŵďƌidgeͿ, ͚fuŶŶiest͛ ;Boď, LoŶdoŶͿ oƌ ͚ďetteƌ ďits͛ ;Gaƌeth, CaŵďƌidgeͿ, aŶd iŶ the 
words of Roger (Cambridge), ͚ŵade ŵe aǁaƌe of hoǁ ďad it ǁas, aŶd gaǀe ŵe aŶ 
eǆpeĐtatioŶ of the ͞ĐatĐhphƌases͛͟. Paŵ ;LoŶdoŶͿ spoke iŶ siŵilaƌ teƌŵiŶologǇ, laďelliŶg it 
͚ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt͛ to heƌ eŶjoǇŵeŶt of the filŵ, aŶd addiŶg ͚I saǁ soŵe Đlips of it a lot of 
times before and almost knew them by heart so I could actually participate and understand 

iŶ ΀siĐ΁ all the jokes aŶd the ĐoŵŵeŶts people ǁeƌe ŵakiŶg iŶ the ĐiŶeŵa.͛ BǇ shaƌiŶg these 
clips with friends via e-mail and social networking sites, this mode of consumption also 

enables users to extend the joke to other people should they choose to do so, inviting them 

to take pleasuƌe fƌoŵ ;oƌ peƌhaps ŵaƌǀel atͿ the filŵ͛s ͚ďadŶess͛. 
 

In fact, by far one of the most important contextual factors of The Room͛s ƌeĐeptioŶ is that 
the ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ tag doŵiŶates its ĐƌitiĐal ƌeĐeptioŶ to the poiŶt of ďeiŶg all ďut 
inescapable.

14
 In her work on historical reception studies, Barbara Klinger argues in favour 

of a ͚totalised͛ appƌoaĐh to filŵ histoƌǇ, ǁƌitiŶg that ͚eǆhaustiǀeŶess, ǁhile iŵpossible to 

aĐhieǀe, is ŶeĐessaƌǇ as aŶ ideal goal͛ ;ϭϵϵϳ: ϭϬϴͿ. AĐĐoƌdiŶglǇ, ǁhile I ĐaŶŶot Đlaiŵ to haǀe 
read every word that has been written or reported about The Room, I have endeavoured to 

seek out as much as possible. My background research eventually extended to scores of 

articles, blog posts, interviews, and video reports, from not just the United States and the 

United Kingdom, but to Canada and Australia, which have also played host to theatrical 

screenings of the film. It does not appear to be a coincidence that the only sources I came 

across that did not talk aďout Wiseau͛s filŵ iŶ teƌŵs of ďeiŶg ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ ǁeƌe also the 
eaƌliest ƌefeƌeŶĐes I Đould fiŶd. The fiƌst ǁas “Đott FouŶdas͛ ƌeǀieǁ iŶ Variety, in which he 

noted the unusually negative audieŶĐe ƌeaĐtioŶ, aŶd ƌeŵaƌked upoŶ the filŵ͛s ͚oǀeƌall 
ludiĐƌousŶess͛ aŶd ͚eǆtƌeŵe uŶpleasaŶtŶess͛ ;ϮϬϬϯͿ. IŶteƌestiŶglǇ, Joel “teiŶ͛s aƌtiĐle iŶ the 
Los Angeles Times two years later was similarly scathing, despite also going into some detail 

about the ͚Đult͛ status aŶd paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ ďehaǀiouƌ that had ďeĐoŵe assoĐiated ǁith it 
(2005: M2). Neither of these articles gives any indication that its incompetence might also 

be considered entertaining, providing the reader with no reason to seek the film out.  
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Since its cult reputation escalated in the late 2000s, The Room has become virtually 

iŵpossiďle to disĐoǀeƌ outside of a ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ peƌspeĐtiǀe. This is Ŷot to suggest that, 
stripped of YouTube clips or background information, the comedy element of the film 

disappears. Dillon for instance heard about The Room through a friend who told him 

͚ŶothiŶg aďout it eǆĐept that it ǁas uŶŵissaďle͛, ǁhile Julie ;LoŶdoŶͿ also kŶeǁ ŶothiŶg 
ďefoƌe goiŶg iŶ, haǀiŶg atteŶded laƌgelǇ foƌ soĐial ƌeasoŶs: ͚Tǁo of ŵǇ friends are film buffs 

and if they suggest a film I go – I doŶ͛t ďotheƌ to ask aďout it as I like to ďe suƌpƌised.  “o I 
ŵistakeŶlǇ thought this ǁas a seƌious aƌtǇ filŵ͛. TelliŶglǇ hoǁeǀeƌ, Julie ƌealised heƌ 
͚ŵistake͛ as sooŶ as she got to the ĐiŶeŵa aŶd ͚eŶĐouŶteƌed the eǆĐited atŵospheƌe 
΀ǁhiĐh΁ ǁas ŵoƌe like a footďall ŵatĐh thaŶ a filŵ͛, eǀeŶtuallǇ ƌesultiŶg iŶ heƌ eǀeŶiŶg ďeiŶg 
͚the ŵost ΀she΁ had laughed at a filŵ iŶ a loŶg tiŵe͛. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, the audieŶĐe͛s atǇpiĐal 
behaviour instantly signaled incongruity and altered her expectations. 

 

DilloŶ had a slightlǇ diffeƌeŶt eǆpeƌieŶĐe, ͚ƌealised ǁhat the joke ǁas͛ afteƌ oŶlǇ a feǁ 
ŵiŶutes, aŶd ͚ƌeŵaiŶed spellďouŶd foƌ the ƌest of the ŵoǀie͛. While he Đlaiŵs that his 
fƌieŶd ͚kept a stƌaight faĐe͛ aŶd his ͚ŵoŵeŶt of eŶlighteŶŵeŶt Đaŵe iŶdepeŶdeŶtlǇ͛, he also 
added ͚I ƌeŵeŵďeƌ fiŶallǇ lookiŶg oǀeƌ to ΀ŵǇ fƌieŶd΁ aŶd he said soŵethiŶg like, ͞I kŶoǁ, 
ƌight?͛͟ IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, DilloŶ͛s ͚iŶdepeŶdeŶt͛ ƌeadiŶg still ƌeƋuiƌed hiŵ to seek 
reassurances from his friend, lest he doubt what he was seeing and thinking. His reaction of 

course may also have been pre-eŵpted oƌ eǆaggeƌated paƌtlǇ ďǇ the ͚uŶŵissaďle͛ laďel 
ascribed to the film by his friend. Either way, his reaction was only possible in a private 

viewing with a friend who was unusually determined not to influence him in any way. Most 

viewers, it seems, are not presented with this opportunity. 

 

In the months that followed The Room͛s UK pƌeŵieƌe, The PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles aĐtuallǇ haŶded 
out plastiĐ spooŶs aŶd a ͚Vieǁeƌ͛s Guide͛ to eǀeƌǇ atteŶdee, pƌoǀidiŶg the uŶiŶitiated aŶd 
experienced attendees alike with the necessary materials and information to mimic the 

paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ ďehaǀiouƌ seeŶ iŶ the filŵ͛s AŵeƌiĐaŶ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs.15 A cinema employee told 

me that they stopped distƌiďutiŶg the ͚ƌule͛ sheets ďeĐause afteƌ ŵoŶths of haǀiŶg sĐƌeeŶed 
it, ͚eǀeƌǇďodǇ kŶoǁs ǁhat to do Ŷoǁ … aŶd ŵost people ďƌiŶg theiƌ oǁŶ spooŶs.͛ OŶe Đould 
be forgiven for thinking this is the case after a cursory glance at one of the Prince Charles 

screenings, but my research indicates that a significant proportion of the audience arrive at 

the cinema with only a very vague idea of how they are expected to behave.  

 

Most articles about The Room are thus guilty of taking for granted or simplifying the 

behaviour of its cinema audiences. Yes, there are rituals, some being more common than 

others, but what journalists fail to acknowledge all too often is that the performance of 

these rituals actually plays out as a (mostly) unconscious negotiation between the individual 

members of the audience. Media coverage and YouTube clips have worked to position 

ǀaƌious sĐeŶes, heĐkles, ĐhaŶts aŶd shouts as high poiŶts of the filŵ͛s theatƌiĐal sĐƌeeŶiŶgs, 
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but in order to account for the fact that no two screenings are alike, we must turn our 

attention to the specific behaviour of my two case study audiences. 

 

Laughing Stock: Participation, community, and the importance of laughter  

The idiosyncratic audience behaviour that has come to be associated with The Room has 

undoubtedlǇ plaǇed aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt ƌole iŶ its Đult ͚suĐĐess͛. Alŵost eǀeƌǇ aƌtiĐle that has ďeeŶ 
written about the film since 2005 has made a point of listing some of its perceived 

shortcomings, yet the concurrent focus on audiences throwing spoons or quoting along 

ŵeaŶs that its ƌeputatioŶ ĐaŶŶot ǁhollǇ ďe put doǁŶ to its aesthetiĐ ͚ďadŶess͛. Although 
much of the ritualised behaviour of its theatrical screenings relates directly to on-screen 

events, the extent to which that behaviour is required to correspond with the needs and 

views of individual attendees has so far been overlooked. 

 

As MaƌtiŶ Baƌkeƌ aŶd Kate Bƌooks haǀe aƌgued, ͚the ǀeƌǇ teƌŵ ͞audieŶĐe͟ is ŵisleadiŶg 
ďeĐause it hoŵogeŶises ǁhat is iŶ faĐt ǀeƌǇ diǀeƌse͛ ;ϭϵϵϴ: ϭϭͿ, aŶd this is pƌeĐiselǇ ǁhat 
has happened in relation to The Room͛s audieŶĐes. Faƌ fƌoŵ ďeiŶg a hoŵogeŶised, uŶified 
gƌoup of ĐiŶeŵagoeƌs ǁith estaďlished ͚ƌituals͛, the paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ ďehaǀiouƌ that takes plaĐe 
at The Room͛s theatƌiĐal sĐƌeeŶiŶgs is alǁaǇs the ƌesult of ŶegotiatioŶ aŶd Đompromise. 

Each time the film is screened in a cinema, individual attendees (almost always in small 

groups) effectively become part of a temporary community, one that exists only in that 

place and until the cinema has emptied. Nancy Baym has observed that, in addition to a 

phǇsiĐal oƌ ŵetaphoƌiĐal seŶse of shaƌed spaĐe, the ĐoŶĐept of ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ͚ĐaŶ also ďe 
found in the habitual and usually unconscious practices – routinised behaviours – that group 

ŵeŵďeƌs shaƌe͛ ;ϮϬϭϬ: ϳϳͿ. It is the estaďlishŵeŶt of these social norms (and their 

impliations) that will comprise the remainder of this paper, as I look in more detail at how 

the behaviour and attitudes of individuals contribute to the construction of a collective 

comedy experience. 

 

MǇ fiƌst ;͚faŶ͛-motivated) trip to the Prince Charles in had been an eye opener to say the 

least. AtteŶdees͛ ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶs to the oŶgoiŶg audieŶĐe dialogue ǁeƌe all ďut ĐoŶtiŶuous, 
and stretched far beyond the spoon throwing and quoting that I had previously read about, 

demonstrating an extremely detailed knowledge of the film. The spoon throwing in this case 

began before the film had even begun, in response to a spoon being spotted during an 

adǀeƌt foƌ Kellogg͛s CƌuŶĐhǇ Nut CoƌŶ Flakes. Caŵďƌidge oŶ the otheƌ haŶd ǁeƌe faƌ 
quieter, expressing themselves largely through laughter, while at the same time making 

soŵe effoƌt to paƌtiĐipate iŶ soŵe of the ƌituals that haǀe ĐoŶtƌiďuted to the filŵ͛s 
reputation. For the most part, Cambridge appeared fully aware that they were expected to 

behave a certain way, but lacked the familiarity with the film and its cult traditions to 

peƌfoƌŵ theŵ ͚aĐĐuƌatelǇ͛. The tǁo audieŶĐes thus Đaŵe aĐƌoss as ĐoŵpaƌatiǀelǇ ͚ǀeteƌaŶ͛ 
;LoŶdoŶͿ aŶd ͚ƌookie͛ ;CaŵďƌidgeͿ.16  
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As a response to the framed photographs of cutlery that can sometimes be seen in the 

background of scenes, the throwing of plastic spoons in many ways can be seen to 

exemplify the level of familiarity and attention to detail so often associated with these 

audiences. But what are we to make of the countless host cinemas that give out spoons to 

every attendee as they enter the auditorium? And what of the first time viewers who take 

spoons with them in anticipation, having read about it in a newspaper or online article, 

despite not knowing their significance? It is this kind of behaviour that I witnessed most 

prominently in Cambridge, where the audience intermittently threw spoons with 

(apparently) little sense of when or why this should be done. Their desire to be a part of a 

community, however temporarily, was clear, with many of their comments reflecting a 

desiƌe to do thiŶgs the ͚ĐoƌƌeĐt͛ ǁaǇ.  
 

One common ritual, for instance, is traditionally performed while Johnny sets up some 

audio eƋuipŵeŶt to seĐƌetlǇ ƌeĐoƌd eǀideŶĐe of Lisa͛s iŶfidelitǇ. DuƌiŶg this scene, sections 

of the audience often hum or sing the theme music from Mission: Impossible, in an ironic 

mocking of his attempt to use technology to assist his relationship problems. About half way 

through this sequence, which up until that point had been met with silence by the 

Caŵďƌidge audieŶĐe, I oǀeƌheaƌd a ĐoŵŵeŶt fƌoŵ the ƌoǁ ďehiŶd ŵe, ͚What is it ǁe͛ƌe 
ŵeaŶt to do heƌe? We͛ƌe supposed to siŶg soŵethiŶg… Oh ǁait, it͛s the Mission: Impossible 

soŶg isŶ͛t it? Hoǁ does it go though?͛ EǀeŶtuallǇ, the attendee remembered the correct 

melody, began to sing it, and others immediately laughed and joined in, suggesting that the 

filŵ͛s audieŶĐe paƌtiĐipatioŶ ƌelies oŶ oŶlǇ a sŵall Ŷuŵďeƌ of atteŶdees ďeiŶg ĐoŶfideŶt 
enough in their knowledge to encourage others to join in. As Kate (Cambridge) tellingly put 

it, ͚I thiŶk I aŵ pƌoďaďlǇ ŵoƌe ǁilliŶg to see the filŵ agaiŶ as it ǁas suĐh fuŶ! … espeĐiallǇ 
Ŷoǁ I kŶoǁ ǁhat I'ŵ ŵeaŶt to ďe shoutiŶg!!!͛  
 

Observers in the British and American media were quick to compare The Room with The 

Rocky Horror Picture Show (Jim Sharman, 1975), but solely in terms of its cult following as 

opposed to aŶǇ of theiƌ foƌŵal Ƌualities. “Đott Toďias foƌ eǆaŵple desĐƌiďes the filŵ as ͚the 
first true successor to the Rocky Horror thƌoŶe͛ (2009), while Clark Collis points out the 

siŵilaƌities iŶ ͚ƌoǁdǇ, stƌaŶge ďehaǀiouƌ͛ ;ϮϬϬϴaͿ. IŶdeed, audieŶĐes foƌ ďoth ŵoǀies 
habitually engage in a dialogue with their respective films, quote and sing along, and in 

some cases come dressed up as their favourite characters, or bring props to the cinema to 

use as paƌt of theiƌ ͚peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛. But theƌe is oŶe keǇ featuƌe of The Room͛s sĐƌeeŶiŶgs 
that is all too often overlooked, despite being by far the most common, most audible, and in 

fact the most defining feature of the audience behaviour I observed: laughter. 

 

As Brett Mills rightly points out, it is important to draw a distinction between the noise we 

ƌefeƌ to as ͚laughteƌ͛ aŶd the ĐoŵŵoŶ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of that Ŷoise, ǁith a gƌeat deal of 
research haviŶg shoǁŶ it to ƌepƌeseŶt ͚a faƌ ŵoƌe Đoŵpleǆ aŶd suďtle iŶteƌaĐtioŶ thaŶ 
siŵplǇ a ƌespoŶse to ĐoŵiĐ stiŵulus͛ ;ϮϬϬϱ: ϭϯͿ. He goes oŶ to aƌgue that the use of the 



Volume 8, Issue 2 

                                        November 2011 

 

Page 205 

 

laugh tƌaĐk iŶ the teleǀisioŶ sitĐoŵ ͚ĐaŶ ďe seeŶ to fuŶĐtioŶ less as a geŶeƌiĐ sigŶal aŶd ŵoƌe 

as demonstrating some kind of social unity in the audience that consumes it; it suggests that 

eǀeƌǇoŶe fiŶds this fuŶŶǇ͛ ;ϭϰͿ. CleaƌlǇ theƌe aƌe a Ŷuŵďeƌ of sigŶifiĐaŶt diffeƌeŶĐes 
between the use of a laugh track in a sitcom and the laughter of a cinema audience, not only 

in terms of where the laughter is coming from but the intention behind it, its relationship to 

the text, and how the sound of laughter subsequently positions its audience.  

 

Jacob Smith notes for instance that the live studio audience has often been contrasted with 

the laugh tƌaĐk as ͚aŶ iŶdeǆ of autheŶtiĐ pƌeseŶĐe͛; a pƌoďleŵatiĐ ĐoŵpaƌisoŶ ͚ďeĐause the 
ƌeaĐtioŶs of the studio audieŶĐe aƌe ƌaƌelǇ fƌee fƌoŵ ŵaŶipulatioŶ͛ ;ϮϬϬϱ: ϯϴͿ. BǇ eǆteŶsioŶ, 
however, this suggests that the laughter of a ĐiŶeŵa audieŶĐe is iŶheƌeŶtlǇ ŵoƌe ͚autheŶtiĐ͛ 
than either canned studio laughter or the recorded studio audience, which itself is a 

problematic implication. In his scientific study of laughter, Robert Provine writes that,  

͚WheŶ ǁe heaƌ laughteƌ ǁe tend to laugh in turn, producing a behavioural chain reaction 

that sweeps through a group, creating a crescendo of jocularity or ridicule. The contagious 

laughteƌ ƌespoŶse is iŵŵediate aŶd iŶǀoluŶtaƌǇ͛ ;ϮϬϬϬ: ϭϮϵͿ. IŶ the Đase of The Room then, 

it is likely that the laughter of a small minority (combined with the noticeably excitable 

atmosphere at all three screenings I have personally attended) would be enough to provoke 

others in the audience to laugh.  

 

One of the overriding arguments of this article is that, regardless of what Tommy Wiseau 

was hoping or attempting to achieve when making The Room, the participatory culture that 

has developed around it specifically works towards the production of a shared reading. 

Viewers are encouraged to spot and laugh at so many mistakes and idiosyncrasies that the 

͚so ďad it͛s good͛ ƌeadiŶg is Ŷot oŶlǇ pƌiǀileged, ďut also ƌeǁaƌded. At oŶe poiŶt duƌiŶg the 
Cambridge screening, two male attendees in front of me spent at least ten minutes 

intermittently laughing at what they assumed to be incompetent shot composition. 

GestuƌiŶg histƌioŶiĐallǇ toǁaƌds the sĐƌeeŶ, the tǁo ŵeŶ dƌeǁ atteŶtioŶ to the ĐhaƌaĐteƌs͛ 
unusually high positions within the frame. From my own knowledge of the film, I knew that 

this ͚ŵistake͛ ǁas iŶ faĐt the product of a misaligned projector, but other attendees nearby 

piĐked up oŶ the ŵeŶ͛s gestuƌiŶg, laughiŶg iŶ tuƌŶ. BeiŶg fiŶelǇ attuŶed to the ͚so ďad it͛s 
good͛ ŵiŶdset eŶaďled this seĐtioŶ of the audieŶĐe to seaŵlesslǇ ĐoŶflate teǆt aŶd ĐoŶteǆt, 
and in a way that benefited others as well as themselves.  

 

As one might expect, however, the attempt to spread jokes to others in the audience is not 

alǁaǇs suĐĐessful. As BillǇ ;CaŵďƌidgeͿ told ŵe, ͚The filŵ ǁas so ďad that it ǁas good, ďut 
people seemed too pƌepaƌed foƌ that, laughiŶg at paƌts that ǁeƌeŶ͛t aĐtuallǇ fuŶŶǇ, aŶd 
eǆĐessiǀe gƌoaŶiŶg at the seǆ sĐeŶes.͛ Daǀid ;LoŶdoŶͿ also oďjeĐted to the effoƌts of soŵe 
people to actively enforce a particular reading, even though it was one he ultimately agreed 

with, aƌguiŶg that ͚aŶǇthiŶg ĐaŶ souŶd ďad if Ǉou͛ƌe deteƌŵiŶed to ŵoĐk it͛, ďut ͚it ƌeallǇ is 
that ďad aŶd deseƌǀes the ŵoĐkiŶg.͛ These ĐoŵŵeŶts suggest aŶ uŶease aŵoŶg soŵe 
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ŵeŵďeƌs of the audieŶĐe, ǁho ƌeseŶted ͚ďeiŶg told ǁheŶ to laugh͛, a ĐoŵplaiŶt that 
audiences have frequently been attributed to the use of laugh tracks in television sitcom 

(See Kalviknes Bore, 2011). Mills argues that regardless of its perceived authenticity, 

however, the laugh track draws attention to the inclusive or exclusive role that comedy 

reception can play: 

 

By placing laughter at jokes, a comic moment is signalled as such even if an 

audieŶĐe ŵeŵďeƌ ǁatĐhiŶg the pƌogƌaŵŵe at hoŵe doesŶ͛t fiŶd it fuŶŶǇ. IŶ 
doiŶg so, the sitĐoŵ sigŶals a distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ that ǁhiĐh is aŶd isŶ͛t funny 

… IŶ this ǁaǇ, the sitĐoŵ atteŵpts to Đlose doǁŶ alteƌŶatiǀe ƌeadiŶgs of its 
ĐoŶteŶt, ďǇ suggestiŶg that if Ǉou͛ƌe Ŷot laughiŶg at oŶe of its jokes, theŶ 
Ǉou͛ƌe the oŶlǇ oŶe ;ϮϬϬϱ: ϱϭͿ. 

 

In the same way, while individual attendees are of course free to laugh or not laugh as they 

please, the fervent participatory behaviour of The Room͛s audieŶĐes effeĐtiǀelǇ positioŶs 
anybody not taking part as an outsider. Natalie Haynes implicitly stresses the importance of 

fitting in at these screenings when she writes that, ͚If Ǉou ǁaŶt to go aloŶg, doŶ͛t foƌget to 
take plastiĐ spooŶs ǁith Ǉou. TheŶ, ǁheŶ the audieŶĐe shouts ͞“poooooŶ͟ aŶd ďegiŶs 
huƌliŶg ĐutleƌǇ at the sĐƌeeŶ, Ǉou ǁoŶ͛t feel left out͛ ;ϮϬϭϭͿ. Foƌ HaǇŶes theŶ, the 
experience of watching The Room in a cinema is less about the spectacle of badness offered 

ďǇ the filŵ, oƌ the speĐtaĐle of the audieŶĐe͛s ďehaǀiouƌ, ďut ŵoƌe aďout ĐoŶfoƌŵitǇ ;iŶ the 
non-pejorative sense).  

 

This idea was echoed by several of my respondents, who lauded the audience for creatiŶg ͚a 
seŶse of ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͛ ;JeŶŶifeƌ, LoŶdoŶͿ. AlaŶ ;CaŵďƌidgeͿ eǀeŶ ǁeŶt as faƌ as saǇiŶg ͚I thiŶk 
I feel better wasting my life in company watching this film than on my own at a computer. It 

was a bit like a support group: audience reactions helped us get thƌough it,͛ aŶd ͚the faĐt 
that otheƌs saǁ it ŵade it less ďad that I did.͛  
 

Conformity in this context then acts as a tool for encouraging and justifying tastes that may 

otheƌǁise ďe deeŵed illegitiŵate. This is ĐoŶsisteŶt ǁith Platoǁ et al.͛s ƌeseaƌĐh into the 

effects of social influence on laughter, which showed that, rather than being an automatic 

pƌoĐess, ͚people aĐtiǀelǇ atteŶd to who is laughing, and laugh a lot themselves only when 

they have heard fellow in-gƌoup ŵeŵďeƌs laughiŶg͛ ;ϮϬϬϱ: ϱϰϴ. Eŵphasis added). By 

collectively fostering a sense of community full of like-minded people, The Room͛s Bƌitish 
audiences improve the likelihood of each heckle or chant provoking laughter. Positive 

paƌtiĐipatioŶ ĐeŵeŶts aŶ atteŶdee͛s positioŶ ǁithiŶ that Đoŵŵunity, and increases the 

scope for future participation, creating a mutually beneficial cycle of social interaction based 

on comedy. 
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In light of these comments, we should not be surprised that the social appeal of the 

screenings becomes more pronounced as attendees return for repeat viewings. Eight out of 

my thirteen research subjects from the Cambridge screening, where textual familiarity was 

low, stated that the film itself was their primary motivation for being there, although six of 

these also expressed a desire to witness the audience behaviour they had read or been told 

about. In London however, attendees gave a far wider range of answers when asked to 

eǆplaiŶ ͚What ŵade ΀theŵ΁ ǁaŶt to ǁatĐh The Room at a ΀theatƌiĐal΁ sĐƌeeŶiŶg … as 
opposed to watching it iŶ a ŵoƌe pƌiǀate settiŶg?͛ The ŵost populaƌ ƌespoŶse aŵoŶg PƌiŶĐe 
Chaƌles ƌespoŶdeŶts ǁas the desiƌe to ǁitŶess the audieŶĐe͛s ďehaǀiouƌ aďoǀe aŶǇthiŶg 
else (ten out of twenty-oŶeͿ, ǁith fouƌ people stƌessiŶg soĐial ƌeasoŶs, suĐh as ͚aŶ easǇ ǁaǇ 
to iŶtƌoduĐe fƌieŶds to the filŵ͛ ;MiĐhaelͿ oƌ ͚I pƌefeƌ ǁatĐhiŶg filŵs iŶ the ĐiŶeŵa as 
opposed to pƌiǀatelǇ͛ ;EŵŵaͿ. Doug eǆteŶded his thoughts ƌegaƌdiŶg his theatƌiĐal 
experience to his consumption of the film more generally, stating, 

 

Sharing the clips online has been a really communal thing - finding different 

clips, sharing them, noticing different things each time you watch them and 

pointing stuff out to each other. The comments below the clips are some of the 

fuŶŶiest I͛ǀe seeŶ oŶ YouTuďe. “tuff just teŶds to ďe fuŶŶieƌ ǁheŶ theƌe͛s ΀siĐ΁ 
ŵoƌe people aƌouŶd to shaƌe it, Ǉou spaƌk eaĐh otheƌ off. It͛s Ƌuite ƌaƌe I thiŶk 
that someone would burst out laughing hysterically if they were sat in their flat 

on their own, so seeing the room en mass [sic] with fellow fans seemed the 

only way to enjoy it. 

 

What these comments hint at is the social function that The Room serves for many 

attendees, and some of the ways in which the temporary community established within the 

ĐiŶeŵa spaĐe ǁoƌks to eŶhaŶĐe eǀeƌǇďodǇ͛s eǆperience of the film. The fact that, practical 

considerations aside, so many people are keen to see it in a cinema as opposed to simply 

downloading or watching it on DVD, also means that the audience has a collective 

responsibility for the enjoyment of everybody there. 

 

CoŶtƌaƌǇ to the ŵedia͛s ǀieǁ of the filŵ͛s audieŶĐes, ŵaŶǇ of the people ǁho atteŶd these 
theatrical screenings do so with only a very vague sense of what to expect. Often attracted 

by the stories they have read or been told about the audience participation, newcomers to 

the film are effectively in a position where they must rely upon more knowledgeable 

attendees to provide some of their entertainment. Interestingly, this is also the case for the 

more experienced attendees, who know the film so well that most of their pleasure comes 

fƌoŵ heaƌiŶg Ŷeǁ heĐkles oƌ oďseƌǀiŶg otheƌ people͛s ƌeaĐtioŶs to ĐeƌtaiŶ sĐeŶes. 
Everybody, in other words, is potentially responsible for the enjoyment of everybody else. 

David (London) indicated as much in his interview, in which he said that he deliberately 

participated with a little more enthusiasm when attending with friends he had introduced to 

the film, anxious that they enjoyed a film that he had recommended they see. 
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In the London screening that I attended for research purposes, I witnessed a more explicit 

demonstration of where the responsibility for enjoyment lies during these screenings. A 

number of successive projector failures occurred less than ten minutes into the film at the 

Prince Charles, resulting in an extended period of waiting with no film. After some people 

began to act restlessly, several audience members took it upon themselves to entertain 

others. Among the most popular examples, judging by the amount of laughter it generated, 

was the use of a ƋuotatioŶ fƌoŵ lateƌ iŶ the filŵ to ƌefeƌ to the oŶgoiŶg delaǇ, JohŶŶǇ͛s ͚IŶ a 
feǁ ŵiŶutes, ďitĐh!͛ A ŵale toǁaƌds the fƌoŶt of the auditoƌiuŵ eǀeŶ ďegaŶ plaǇiŶg a digital 
copy of the film on his iPhone, holding it aloft for the benefit of those behind him. In both of 

these cases, the attendee was rewarded with laughter from surrounding patrons, indicating 

a system whereby fan cultural capital (see Fiske, 2008) can be earned based on their level of 

participation. As one Cambridge attendee near to me whispered to his friend, after shuffling 

to the fƌoŶt of the sĐƌeeŶ to ƌetƌieǀe huge piles of plastiĐ ĐutleƌǇ, ͚If spooŶs aƌe ĐuƌƌeŶĐǇ, I͛ŵ 
a fuĐkiŶg ŵillioŶaiƌe!͛  
 

Symbolising both the attention to filmic detail and the somewhat eccentric participation of 

its audieŶĐes, this atteŶdee͛s spooŶ ŵetaphoƌ is a ƌatheƌ Ŷeat ǁaǇ of thiŶkiŶg aďout hoǁ 
fan cultural capital is earned in this context. Those who take spoons into the cinema 

contribute in several ways. Performing the spoon-throwing ritual at the appropriate times 

not only entertains others in the audience (only one of my thirty-four research participants 

ƌespoŶded ŶegatiǀelǇͿ, ďut it also helps ͚ƌookie͛ atteŶdees to leaƌŶ the ƌitual foƌ theŵselǀes. 
Secondly, while spoons are generally aimed towards the cinema screen, few will make it far 

enough, instead falling on or near other attendees and providing them with the opportunity 

to participate by throwing spoons for themselves.  

 

Finally, however, spoon throwing also represents the potential for knowledge to be 

misappropriated, since the desire to take part frequently seems to supersede the details or 

significance of doing so. Nathan Hunt has argued that in-depth knowledge of a particular 

teǆt ĐaŶ ďe used as ͚a foƌŵ of Đultuƌal Đapital ǁith faŶdoŵ͛, ǁoƌkiŶg to ͚defiŶe aŶd poliĐe 
the ďoƌdeƌs of faŶdoŵ͛ ǁhile at the saŵe tiŵe ͚pƌoduĐiŶg, ŵaiŶtaiŶiŶg aŶd ŶegotiatiŶg 
hieƌaƌĐhies ǁithiŶ faŶdoŵ͛ ;ϮϬϬϯ: ϭϴϳͿ. While this ŵaǇ ďe tƌue to soŵe eǆteŶt iŶ the 
context of The Room, this is not as simple as demonstrating that you have more knowledge 

thaŶ otheƌs aƌouŶd Ǉou. As NaŶĐǇ BaǇŵ poiŶts out, ͚Ŷoƌŵatiǀe staŶdaƌds alǁaǇs iŵpliĐate 
poǁeƌ stƌuĐtuƌes͛ ;ϮϬϭϬ: ϴϬͿ, ǁith poǁeƌ iŶ this Đase ƌelatiŶg to the audieŶĐe͛s ĐolleĐtiǀe 
experience of the film.  

 

OŶe of Caŵďƌidge͛s feŵale attendees found this out to her detriment, when she shouted 

out, ͚I put ŵǇ ĐaŶĐeƌ upoŶ Ǉou!͛ The liŶe is tƌaditioŶallǇ shouted iŶ ƌespoŶse to oŶe of the 
ĐhaƌaĐteƌs, Claudette ;Lisa͛s ŵotheƌͿ, touĐhiŶg heƌ daughteƌ oŶ the Ŷose, aŶd ƌefeƌs to a 
later scene in which she nonchalantly announces that she has breast cancer, a potentially 
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major subplot which is casually dismissed by her daughter and never mentioned again. It is a 

well-established audience ritual that I had previously heard at the Prince Charles Cinema, 

and appears in several YouTube clips of theatrical screenings. Performed in the midst of the 

͚ƌookie͛ Caŵďƌidge audieŶĐe, hoǁeǀeƌ, ǁheƌe the giƌl ǁas appaƌeŶtlǇ the oŶlǇ peƌsoŶ 
present who knew the ritual, her line fell flat, receiving no laughs or acknowledgement of 

any kind. Despite there being several other opportunities throughout the film to shout the 

line again, she neglected to do so, demonstrating the importance of laughter as an indicator 

of fan cultural capital, but also drawing attention to the potential embarrassment of failing 

to ŵake people laugh. “ileŶĐe ;oƌ shushiŶg, ǁhiĐh ofteŶ oĐĐuƌs ďefoƌe ĐeƌtaiŶ ͚faǀouƌite͛ 
scenes) has the power to mark out particular comments or behaviour as taboo, providing a 

clear indication that they did not add to the comedy experience being sought by the group.  

 

As a more extreme example, a number of my London respondents made reference to one 

particularly vocal attendee (hereafter PVA), a young male who was clearly very keen to 

flaunt his knowledge of the film. Almost all of his early comments, which were frequent 

from the beginning, were met with enthusiastic laughter, but the persistence of his 

commentary provoked a great deal of anger as time went on. Expletives were directed at 

him at least four times, with otheƌ ŵeŵďeƌs of the audieŶĐe shoutiŶg, ͚We doŶ͛t Ŷeed a 
fuĐkiŶg ŶaƌƌatioŶ!͛ oƌ ŵoƌe poiŶtedlǇ telliŶg hiŵ to ͚“hut the fuĐk up!͛ Although MiĐhael 
desĐƌiďed hiŵ as ͚oŶ foƌŵ all Ŷight͛, he appeaƌed to ďe the ŵaŶ͛s oŶlǇ defeŶdeƌ, ǁith all the 
other respondeŶts ǁho ŵeŶtioŶed hiŵ doiŶg so ďeĐause theǇ fouŶd hiŵ ͚iŶĐƌediďlǇ 
aŶŶoǇiŶg͛ ;BƌiaŶͿ, aŶd ďeĐause he seeŵed ͚like he had all his heĐkles aŶd shouts pƌe-

pƌepaƌed͛ ;DougͿ. Boď felt as though PVA ͚ǁas ŵoƌe aďout hoǁ ŵaŶǇ laughs ΀he΁ Đould get 
rather than the filŵ itself͛, aŶd Claƌke ǁas paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ disappƌoǀiŶg, gƌoupiŶg hiŵ ǁith ǁhat 
he desĐƌiďed as ͚puƌists ΀ǁho΁ ǁill ǁaǀe theiƌ ĐoĐks aďout foƌ houƌs oǀeƌ ǁho ĐaŶ Ƌuote the 
ŵost͛. Although he eŶjoǇed the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ǁatĐhiŶg the filŵ ǁith aŶ audieŶĐe, Claƌke 

went on to say that: 

 

The fans are more dedicated than I realised. Some are just incredibly irritating 

and seem desperate to prove they are the biggest fan by picking out things in 

the film that no one else has noticed, or giving a running commentary 

thƌoughout. I doŶ͛t see ǁhǇ this is ŶeĐessaƌǇ, as faƌ as I͛ŵ aǁaƌe, theƌe is Ŷo 
badge that can be posted or stamp of approval garnered for devotion to Mr 

Wiseau. Unless he starts a cult. Then those guys are first to the punch bowl. 

 

As noted above, the audience behaviour on display differs significantly between each 

screening of The Room, implying that, at least in theory, there is scope to say or shout 

almost anything. The example of PVA however, clearly seen as unfavourable despite his 

detailed knowledge of the film, draws attention to the fine line that exists between the 

acquisition and loss of fan cultural capital. In his analysis of watching Star Wars in a group, 

Will Brooker concludes that: 
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The game [i.e. the unspoken pursuit of collective enjoyment] depends on all 

the players being on a level as good amateurs; a newcomer who could recite 

every single word from the screenplay, and did so, would be regarded like a 

pƌofessioŶal soĐĐeƌ plaǇeƌ steaŵiŶg oŶto a kids͛ pitĐh aŶd ƌaĐkiŶg up tǁeŶtǇ 
goals in the first five minutes. There is a delicate balance between displaying 

skills of iŵitatioŶ aŶd teǆtual kŶoǁledge, aŶd shoǁiŶg off. ΀…΁ To Ƌuote 
continuously, however accurately, would seem boorish and arrogant (2002: 

59). 

 

I have already demonstrated that The Room͛s audieŶĐes do Ŷot ƌelǇ oŶ ͚all plaǇeƌs ďeiŶg oŶ 
a leǀel as good aŵateuƌs͛, siŶĐe tǁeŶtǇ-three of my thirty-four respondents had never even 

seeŶ the filŵ ďefoƌe atteŶdiŶg a theatƌiĐal sĐƌeeŶiŶg. Bƌookeƌ͛s thoughts heƌe Ŷeǀeƌtheless 
go some way to explaining the negative reaction to PVA, whose behaviour was eventually 

interpreted as self-centred and intrusive, rather than something that benefited others in the 

audience.  

 

PVA represents something of an anomaly however, because one of the interesting aspects 

of these screenings in terms of group dynamics is the anonymity provided by the darkness 

of the cinema auditorium. Fan cultural capital can certainly be acquired, but it can only ever 

be temporary. As soon as the lights dim and the film begins to play, aŶ atteŶdees͛ oŶlǇ 
recognisable feature is his or her voice, combined with their vague position in the audience. 

No matter how much a person may participate, their capital will reset to zero as soon as the 

lights come up, the light ironically rendering them indistinguishable from the other patrons 

exiting the cinema. Similarly, there is nothing to prevent somebody from attending and 

sitting in total silence for the duration of the movie, behaviour that might seem strange in 

the context of a small group viewing. The fact that attendees do participate, however, and 

to suĐh aŶ eǆteŶt, is a testaŵeŶt to the gƌoup͛s suĐĐess iŶ deliǀeƌiŶg pleasuƌe. The oŶlǇ ǁaǇ 
that reputation acquired during the screening can be taken outside of the cinema is via the 

group of friends that attendees arrive with. Potentially, the cinema can act as a platform for 

one member of a group to demonstrate their ability to spread laughter outside of their 

friendship circle, but even by attending at all, attendees instantly acquire some fan cultural 

Đapital. BǇ pƌoǀidiŶg eǆposuƌe to ǁhat is esseŶtiallǇ a pƌaĐtiĐal deŵoŶstƌatioŶ of the ͚so ďad 
it͛s good͛ ƌeadiŶg pƌotoĐol, suĐh sĐƌeeŶiŶgs offeƌ ͚faŶs͛ the oppoƌtuŶitǇ to iŵpƌoǀe theiƌ 
own ability to spread the comedy experience to others.  

 

It seemed to me during the London screening that the criticism received by PVA may also 

have been a response to his unnatural keenness to flaunt his educational capital. One heckle 

for example specifically mentioned Sigmund Freud, and he also referenced at least three 

different William Shakespeare plays, the most subtle of which (a quote from Julius Caesar 

aďout ďetƌaǇalͿ he folloǁed ǁith a loud deĐlaƌatioŶ of, ͚That ǁas a “hakespeaƌe ƌefeƌeŶĐe, 
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ďǇ the ǁaǇ!͛ BǇ ĐouĐhiŶg his iŶteƌpƌetiǀe ĐoŵpeteŶĐǇ iŶ teƌŵs of more culturally 

͚legitiŵate͛ teǆts oƌ authoƌs, he appeaƌed oǀeƌlǇ keeŶ to eleǀate hiŵself aďoǀe the teǆt, aŶd 
by extension the rest of the audience. Moreover, the frequency of his heckles served to 

break the anonymity provided by the darkness of the cinema, with his voice acting as a 

reference point in identifying him to others. Individualised in a context that values the group 

as a whole, PVA gradually became something of a pariah, whose comments received 

considerably less laughter after he had been figuratively ostracised.  

 

Conclusion 

Despite frequently being used as the starting point for media discussions of The Room, 

participatory audience behaviour has invariably been discussed as a fascinating but largely 

iŶĐideŶtal pƌoduĐt of the filŵ͛s ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ Ƌualities. What the ƌeseaƌĐh pƌeseŶted iŶ 
this aƌtiĐle deŵoŶstƌates, hoǁeǀeƌ, is that the pleasuƌes of ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ aƌe oŶlǇ paƌtlǇ 
depeŶdeŶt upoŶ teǆtual ͚ďadŶess͛.17 Through their atypical cinema behaviour, audiences 

collectively encourage each other to adopt a very particular reading protocol – one that 

ideŶtifies ͚ďadŶess͛ speĐifiĐallǇ iŶ oƌdeƌ to loĐate huŵouƌ iŶ it. It is, to use Jaŵes MaĐDoǁell 
aŶd Jaŵes )ďoƌoǁski͛s ǁoƌds, ͚a foƌŵ of iŶteƌpƌetatiǀe ĐoŵpeteŶĐe ǁhiĐh ǀalues 
iŶĐoŵpeteŶĐe͛ ;Ϯ011).  

 

It is worth pointing out that the experience of seeing The Room in the cinema (as opposed 

to ǁatĐhiŶg a DVD, piƌated ĐopǇ, aloŶe oƌ iŶ sŵall gƌoupsͿ has ďeeŶ pƌiǀileged ďǇ ͚faŶs͛, 
most media reports, and indeed by this study. Markus Wohlfeil and Susan Whelan have 

made a similar argument in relation to fandom more generally, which in their view has 

histoƌiĐallǇ ďeeŶ guiltǇ of igŶoƌiŶg the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of iŶdiǀiduals iŶ faǀouƌ of ͚the soĐial 
dynamics and symbolic relationships that consumers experience with other fans within their 

ƌespeĐtiǀe ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ suďĐultuƌes͛ ;ϮϬϭϭͿ. As ŵǇ ƌeseaƌĐh suggests, hoǁeǀeƌ, although 
not everybody who takes pleasure from The Room͛s ͚ďadŶess͛ speaks positiǀelǇ aďout the 
experience of its theatrical screenings, the behaviouƌ of the filŵ͛s audieŶĐes iŶ that ĐoŶteǆt 
is indicative of its appeal more generally. This is, after all, a cult phenomenon that spread 

beyond the cinema primarily because attendees began to place so much value on extending 

the comedy experience to new audiences and new contexts.  

 

As a Đultuƌal ĐategoƌǇ, theŶ, ͚“o ďad it͛s good͛ ;oƌ “OBIG, to use “eŵleǇ͛s aďďƌeǀiatioŶ 
[2009: 8]) appears to be represent something of an intersection between comedy and the 

cult text, both of which are difficult to define purely in terms of traditional generic markers. 

IŶ this Đase it is the audieŶĐes that seƌǀe as ĐoŵedǇ ŵediatoƌs, dƌaǁiŶg atteŶtioŶ to ͚fuŶŶǇ͛ 
moments, as well as dictating the appropriate response(s). The temporary communities that 

emerge within the temporal and spatial confines of the theatrical screening place 

considerable value on the production of laughter, and punish those who are deemed to be 

contributing negatively, either through explicit (i.e. vocal) denigration or through silence. 

The effect of this behaviour is similar to that of a laugh track in a sitcom, providing visual 
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and aural cues that work together to define what the comedy experience should be, as well 

as establishing notions of inclusivity and exclusivity. 

 

Although few attendees at these scƌeeŶiŶgs displaǇ aŶǇ aŶǆietǇ aďout theiƌ ͚eŶjoǇŵeŶt͛ of 
soŵethiŶg theǇ ĐoŶsideƌ to ďe ͚ďad͛, the pedagogiĐal iŵpeƌatiǀe that iŵpliĐitlǇ ƌuŶs thƌough 
the filŵ͛s ͚faŶ͛ disĐouƌse suggests aŶ uƌge to spƌead ǁoƌd to as ŵaŶǇ people as possiďle. 
This appears to be part of an unconscious process of legitimation, since as Christine 

;CaŵďƌidgeͿ puts it, ͚if Ǉou thiŶk soŵethiŶg is ƌeallǇ ďadlǇ aĐted oƌ shot, Ǉou still seek 
recognition from other people in the audience that it is actually really bad, rather than you 

just thiŶkiŶg it͛s ďad͛. As suĐh, audieŶĐe ďehaǀiouƌ that is ĐoŵedǇ-motivated, such as 

heckling, riffing (see McWilliams and Richardson, 2011), cosplay, or the use of props, serves 

several important functions within the theatrical (or even small group) context:  

 

1. Potentially provides entertainment in its own right; a joke that subverts, embellishes, or 

in some way alters the original text.  

2. IŵpaĐts upoŶ the faŶ Đultuƌal Đapital of the ͚peƌfoƌŵeƌ͛, eitheƌ positiǀelǇ oƌ ŶegatiǀelǇ. 
In a theatrical context, this capital exists only as long as the film is playing, but by 

reinforcing the behaviour through laughter (or rejecting it through silence), that 

attendee is encouraged towards (or dissuaded from) the pursuit of similar behaviour in 

the future.  

3. Affirms the interpretive competence of other viewers by appearing to remove some of 

the teǆt͛s aŵďiguities.  
 

This fiŶal poiŶt is ĐƌuĐial to the eŶjoǇŵeŶt of ͚so ďad it͛s good͛, siŶĐe it is a ĐategoƌǇ that ďǇ 
definition involves stepping outside of what we perceive to be the intention of an author or 

text. While The Room͛s theatƌiĐal sĐƌeeŶiŶgs ŵaǇ ǁell offeƌ atteŶdees a soŵeǁhat atǇpiĐal 
cinema experience, then, they are simply an extreme manifestation of the pleasures 

associated with other texts in the SOBIG category. Recommending the film to a friend and 

eŶĐouƌagiŶg theŵ to fiŶd huŵouƌ iŶ its ͚ďadŶess͛ ǁould appaƌeŶtlǇ pƌoǀide siŵilaƌ 
gƌatifiĐatioŶ, justifǇiŶg oŶe͛s oǁŶ tastes aŶd iŶteƌpƌetiǀe ĐoŵpeteŶĐe. JoŶathaŶ GƌaǇ aƌgues 
that comedy is particularly adept at flatteƌiŶg ͚ouƌ ĐoŵpeteŶĐe ǁith the ǁoƌld aŶd ouƌ 
ĐƌitiĐal uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of it͛ ;ϮϬϬϲ: ϭϬϲͿ, ďut iŶ the Đase of The Room (and SOBIG more 

generally), this appeal is considerably heightened because viewers are required to construct 

the comedy for themselves, from the barest of raw materials.  

 

The popularity of The Room can be said to have emerged from various cult traditions,18 but 

it is also iŵpoƌtaŶt to aĐkŶoǁledge the faĐt that its ͚faŶs͛ ;at least those ǁho paƌtiĐipated iŶ 
this study) demonstrate a slightly different sensibility to cult fandom. While some 

ƌespoŶdeŶts spoke of the filŵ ;aŶd the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of ǁatĐhiŶg it iŶ the ĐiŶeŵaͿ as ͚uŶiƋue͛, 
there seemed to be little anxiety about its increasing popularity. Cult film magazines have 

often promoted the inaccessibility of particular texts as one of the pleasures of the cult 



Volume 8, Issue 2 

                                        November 2011 

 

Page 213 

 

scene (Jancovich, 2002: 319-ϮϬͿ, ďut the ͚faŶs͛ that I spoke to aďout The Room were far 

ŵoƌe likelǇ to laŵeŶt its Đultuƌal aŶd/oƌ ŵateƌial elusiǀeŶess thaŶ Đeleďƌate it. ͚FaŶs͛ deƌiǀe 
great pleasure from their ironic/comic reading of the film, but these readings must 

subsequently be justified and legitimated by the reactions of others. In some respects, then, 

͚so ďad it͛s good͛ appƌeĐiatioŶ is oŶlǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith Đultuƌal Đapital to the eǆtent that it 

ĐaŶ ďe used to eŶhaŶĐe oŶe͛s soĐial Đapital. Wheƌe Đult faŶs distiŶguish theŵselǀes iŶ paƌt 
ďǇ distaŶĐiŶg theŵselǀes fƌoŵ the ͚ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ͛ ;JaŶĐoǀiĐh, ϮϬϬϮͿ, “OBIG ͚faŶs͛ teŶd to 
mobilise their tastes primarily as a way of building their pre-existing social networks.  

 

Biographical Note:  

Richard McCulloch is an Associate Tutor and PhD candidate in the School of Film and Television 
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Notes 

                                                           
1 Wiseau has in recent years become notoriously secretive about his past, his personal life, and the 

financial aspects of The Room͛s pƌoduĐtioŶ, ďut he adŵitted the figuƌe of siǆ ŵillioŶ U“ dollaƌs iŶ a 
2007 interview with LAist. See Shatkin, 2007. 
2 The larger of the two screens at the Prince Charles Cinema seats 285 people. The screening that I 

refer to here was virtually full to capacity, although attendance was slightly lower in December 2010 

when I returned for research purposes (and further exaggerated by the projector breaking down on 

several occasions, which caused some people to leave early). 
3 I iŶĐlude the ǁoƌd ͚faŶdoŵ͛ heƌe ;aŶd ͚faŶs͛ thƌoughout the essaǇͿ iŶ iŶǀeƌted Đoŵŵas puƌelǇ to 
draw attention to the seemingly contradictory practice of taking pleasure in something that one 

genuinely consideƌs to ďe ͚ďad͛. Use of the ǁoƌd ͚faŶ͛ ;i.e. ǁithout iŶǀeƌted ĐoŵŵasͿ also suggests a 
certain level of reverence for the film, which many attendees at these screenings did not 

demonstrate. Existing definitions of fans, anti-fans, and non-fans (see, for example, Gray, 2003) are 
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certainly difficult to apply to The Room͛s audieŶĐes ;aŶd “OBIG ͚faŶs͛ ŵoƌe geŶeƌallǇͿ, suggestiŶg 
that further work on this topic may well be needed. 
4 For an interesting essay that does do this, see Hunter, 2005, in which the author offers an analysis 

of the critically derided Showgirls ;Paul VeƌhoeǀeŶ, ϭϵϵϱͿ fƌoŵ the peƌspeĐtiǀe of a ͚faŶ-ďoǇ͛. 
5 Sincerest thanks must go to everyone that took part in my research, without whom this article 

would not have been possible, and especially Dillon for introducing me to The Room in the first 

place. I am also grateful to the staff at the Prince Charles Cinema, and to the students in charge of 

Chƌist͛s Filŵs, foƌ ďeiŶg so aĐĐoŵŵodatiŶg aŶd alloǁiŶg ŵe to appƌoaĐh theiƌ Đustoŵeƌs.  
6 Unfortunately (but perfectly understandably), the Prince Charles Cinema was unable to share 

details of how many tickets were sold at either of the screenings I attended there. The figure of 10-

20% is thus a conservative estimate based on the capacity of the auditorium and the approximate 

number of empty seats. I am confident that the Cambridge sample represents closer to 20% of the 

total audience, since attendance figures were far more manageable, enabling me to speak to almost 

everybody there.  
7 The names of all respondents have been changed to preserve anonymity. 
8 CeƌtaiŶlǇ oŶe iŵpoƌtaŶt aspeĐt of ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ that this studǇ does Ŷot eǆpliĐitlǇ addƌess is the 
extent to which social class is linked to the ironic/comic reading protocol. Existing scholarship has 

frequently noted the tendency for fans of cult media to be predominantly middle class and well 

educated (see for example, Jancovich, 2002; Sconce, 2003). Similarly, the majority of participants in 

my research appeared to be high in educational capital, with university students being particularly 

well represented across my research, and several respondents demonstrating a detailed knowledge 

of cult films. However, given the fact that one of my two case study audiences was entirely made up 

of university students (the historically middle/upper class institution of Cambridge University, no 

less), I consider the makeup of my sample to be too biased to argue anything conclusive. I suggest 

that a more extensive sample of SOBIG fans would need to be taken before this idea can be taken 

further. I do not think it is a coincidence, however, that media articles discussing The Room and 

SOBIG taste more generally are, in Britain at least, exclusively found in broadsheet newspapers with 

primarily middle-class readerships. The Guardian/Observer, The Daily Telegraph, The Times and The 

Independent have all covered the subject since 2008, whereas if there have been any such articles 

appearing in the tabloid press, I have not yet come across them. 
9 The celebrities who have publically declared their affection for The Room – including Kristen Bell, 

Alec Baldwin and Edgar Wright, as well as those mentioned above – are notable for their strong ties 

to (critically acclaimed) comedy above all else. The long and multifarious career of Alec Baldwin is 

the only exception here, but the late 2000s saw him win a series of awards (including two Emmys, 

thƌee GoldeŶ Gloďes, aŶd siǆ “ĐƌeeŶ AĐtoƌ͛s Guild aǁaƌdsͿ foƌ his peƌfoƌŵaŶĐes as JaĐk DoŶaghǇ iŶ 
the sitcom 30 Rock (NBC, 2006-). 
10 For a good example of this in practice, see Hunter, 2005. 
11 This interview with Wiseau appears as a bonus feature on the Region 1 DVD of The Room. 
12 I leaƌŶed of the ŵoǀe to foƌtŶightlǇ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs thƌough ĐoƌƌespoŶdeŶĐe ǁith the ĐiŶeŵa͛s head of 
marketing (e-mail to the author, 7 June 2011). At the time of writing, however, the change had yet 

to be implemented, and screenings were still being held once per month. 
13 Again, I stress that the numbers I am working with here are fairly small, and so cannot be said to 

repƌeseŶt the audieŶĐe as a ǁhole. BƌuĐe AustiŶ͛s statistiĐal aŶalǇsis of The Rocky Horror Picture 

Show audieŶĐes does hoǁeǀeƌ suggest a siŵilaƌ statistiĐal likelihood, ǁith ͚ǀeteƌaŶ͛ aŶd ͚ƌegulaƌ͛ 
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viewers being far more likely to be male than female, reflecting trends in cult film audiences more 

generally.  
14 See Jonathan Gray (2010) for more on the effect(s) of critical paratextuality. Building on work by 

Martin Barker, Jane Arthurs, and Ramaswami Harindranth, Gray demonstrates the extent to which 

critical paratexts can significantly influence the reception of a cultural text, prefiguring how 

viewers/readers/listeners prepare to consume it. He also uses the example of Friday Night Lights 

(NBC, 2006-ϭϭͿ to shoǁ hoǁ pƌess ƌeǀieǁs ĐaŶ effeĐtiǀelǇ ͚Đo-Đƌeate͛ a text, or position it within a 

particular value hierarchy (Ibid, pp.166-73). 
15 The ͚Vieǁeƌ͛s Guide͛ that ǁas haŶded out is pƌaĐtiĐallǇ ideŶtiĐal to the oŶe puďlished oŶ 
AVClub.com, only with some decorative customisations relating to the Prince Charles Cinema. See 

House of Qwesi (2008). 
16 Note that ďǇ ĐategoƌisiŶg the tǁo audieŶĐes as ͚ǀeteƌaŶ͛ aŶd ͚ƌookie͛, I aŵ ƌefeƌƌiŶg to the oǀeƌall 
behaviour of the group, ignoring (in those moments) the fact that both audiences were comprised of 

͚faŶs͛ ǁho diffeƌed ǁildly in their knowledge and experience of the film. Matt Hills points out some 

of the pƌoďleŵs assoĐiated ǁith atteŵptiŶg to plaĐe faŶs ͚aloŶg a speĐtƌuŵ of iŶĐƌeased 
iŶǀolǀeŵeŶt͛, aƌguiŶg that distiŶĐtioŶs ďetǁeeŶ, foƌ eǆaŵple, the ͚faŶ͛ aŶd the ͚folloǁeƌ͛ are often 

far too fluid to fit neatly into such definitions (2002, x). 
17 This differs slightly from the stance adopted by Christopher Washburne and Maiken Derno in their 

studǇ of ͚Bad MusiĐ͛, ǁhiĐh, theǇ aƌgue, is ͚fiƌst aŶd foƌeŵost a soĐial ĐoŶstƌuĐt͛ ;Ϯ004: 2). Instead, 

while my focus in this essay is on SOBIG as a social construct, I align myself more with Matt Hills, 

ǁho sees Đult oďjeĐts as ͚Ŷeitheƌ teǆtuallǇ pƌogƌaŵŵaďle Ŷoƌ eŶtiƌelǇ teǆtuallǇ aƌďitƌaƌǇ͛, 
paƌadoǆiĐallǇ ďeiŶg ͚both ͞fouŶd͟ … and ͞Đƌeated͟ … ďǇ the ǀieǁeƌ.͛ ;ϮϬϬϮ: ϭϯϭ; oƌigiŶal eŵphasisͿ. 
Also see MacDowell and Zborowski, 2011. 
18 The ironic or comic appropriation of cultural texts is arguably more of an established tradition in 

the United States than in the United Kingdom. As long ago as the late-1970s, American book 

collections began to be released with titles such as The Fifty Worst Films Ever Made (Medved, 

Dreyfuss and Medved, 1978), The Golden Turkey Awards (Medved and Medved, 1980), and Bad 

Movies We Love (Margulies and Rebello, 1993), while 1981 marked the inaugural Golden Raspberry 

;oƌ ͚‘azzie͛Ϳ aǁaƌds ĐeƌeŵoŶǇ ;see WilsoŶ, ϮϬϬϱͿ. Most ŶotaďlǇ, ϭϵϴϴ saǁ the ďegiŶŶiŶg of the Đult 
television show Mystery Science Theater 3000 (1988-ϵϵͿ, ǁhiĐh sought to iŶfuse ͚ďad͛ ŵoǀies ǁith 
comedy ďǇ featuƌiŶg ĐhaƌaĐteƌs that piĐked holes iŶ the Ŷaƌƌatiǀes aŶd ͚ƌiffed͛ oǀeƌ the dialogue. As 
well as screenings of The Room, ƌeĐeŶt Bƌitish eǆaŵples iŶĐlude ‘oďiŶ IŶĐe͛s ͚Bad Book Cluď͛ staŶd-

up comedy tour and accompanying book (Ince, 2010), as well as ͚Bad Filŵ Cluď͛ eǀeŶts takiŶg plaĐe 
at the Prince Charles Cinema and the Barbican Arts Centre (both in London). 


