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Abstract: 

It is tempting to view the rise of event-led cinema as a symptom of shifting audience 

preferences – the iŶeǀitaďle ƌesult of ĐiŶeŵagoeƌs iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ seekiŶg out ͚iŵŵeƌsiǀe͛, 
͚paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ͛ aŶd ͚eǆpeƌieŶtial͛ filŵ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs. The ƌesearch presented within this 

particular article aimed to explore the appeal of such screenings by focusing on audiences at 

the Prince Charles Cinema (PCC) in London – a venue that is widely known for hosting sing-

alongs, quote-alongs, and other participatory events. Our results, however, were surprising. 

Respondents to our questionnaire readily subscribed to a form of cinephilia that embraces a 

wide variety of tastes, but largely rejects participatory aspects of event-led cinema in favour 

of what they deemed to be a more authentic cinematic experience. Audiences repeatedly 

emphasised the superiority of the silent, reverential film screening, and many felt that the 

PCC͛s gƌeatest ƋualitǇ ǁas the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh it ƌeŵiŶded theŵ of hoǁ ĐiŶeŵas used to ďe, 
not what they might one day become. Ultimately, the article demonstrates that cinematic 

events are by no means the only option available to audiences who crave alternatives to 

͚ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ͛ ĐiŶeŵas. We Đall foƌ a ƌeĐoŶsideƌatioŶ of the iŵŵeƌsiǀe aŶd eǆpeƌieŶtial 
dimensions of traditional cinemagoing, and a greater emphasis on the viewing conditions 

that facilitate an affective bond between audience and film. To us, the search for alternative 

cinema experiences seems to be more about the desire for cinema to get better at what it 

already does, not for it to change into something entirely different. 

 

Keywords: film experience; event-led cinema; authenticity; participation; nostalgia; 

cinephilia 
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Introduction 

In September 2010, Secret Cinema founder Fabien Riggall explained the growing popularity 

of immersive film events in the following terms:
1
 

 

The more we become [physically] disconnected, with the Internet and social 

media, the more people want to share experiences. The multiplex is not dead, 

it͛s a gƌeat ďusiŶess ŵodel, but some people want a different cinema 

experience. They want to be challenged, they want to be inspired, they want a 

reason to connect. (quoted in Gant, 2010: 9) 

 

These words rely on some spurious claims about the Internet and social media (Rainie et al., 

2011), but they also hint at two problematic assumptions about the nature of contemporary 

filŵ ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ. Fiƌst, ‘iggall ƌelies oŶ aŶ oǀeƌlǇ hoŵogeŶous defiŶitioŶ of ͚the ĐiŶeŵa 
eǆpeƌieŶĐe͛, ǁhiĐh he sees as ďeiŶg sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith ŵultipleǆ ĐiŶeŵas. His description of 

this kiŶd of ĐiŶeŵa as ͚a gƌeat ďusiŶess ŵodel͛ that is ͚Ŷot dead͛ ŵaǇ souŶd suppoƌtiǀe, ďut 
it also very clearly invokes discourses of commercialism and obsolescence. By extension, 

theŶ, ͚diffeƌeŶt ĐiŶeŵa eǆpeƌieŶĐes͛ – like the events his company runs – are positioned as 

forward thinking and more artistically worthy. Second, by referring to people who like to be 

͚ĐhalleŶged͛ aŶd ͚iŶspiƌed͛, he suggests that theƌe is also a diffeƌeŶĐe iŶ the audiences who 

seek out these alternative cinema experiences. In his view, such people are in pursuit of 

something more intellectually stimulating than the implicitly throwaway experience of the 

multiplex.  

Talk of ͚Ŷeǁ͛ ĐiŶeŵa eǆpeƌieŶĐes aŶd audieŶĐe pleasuƌes aƌe faiƌlǇ tǇpiĐal thƌoughout 
discussions of event-led oƌ ͚eǆpeƌieŶtial͛ ĐiŶeŵa – that is, film screenings that are 

supplemented with live (and often interactive) events. Media coverage of this trend in the 

UK has invariably fixated on event-led cinema in its most exaggerated form, especially 

SeĐƌet CiŶeŵa͛s ͚iŵŵeƌsiǀe͛ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs, ǁhiĐh tǇpiĐallǇ iŶǀolǀe elaďoƌatelǇ desigŶed sets 
and scores of actors. Yet, as Ali Plumb has noted in Empire magazine, this is by no means the 

oŶlǇ ͚alteƌŶatiǀe͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐe aǀailaďle: 
 

While Secret Cinema attracts attention for its every-once-in-a-while grand plans 

… iŶteƌaĐtiǀe, audieŶĐe-involving, as-fun-as-three-bags-of Haribo moviegoing has 

a ŵoƌe ƌegulaƌ hoŵe iŶ the foƌŵ of the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles CiŶeŵa … iŶ LoŶdoŶ͛s 
Leicester Square. (Plumb, 2014) 

 

It is this ͚ŵoƌe ƌegulaƌ͛ iŶĐaƌŶatioŶ of eǀeŶt-led cinema that we aim to explore throughout 

this article, and so a sustained focus on the Prince Charles Cinema (PCC) seems appropriate. 

The venue is a two-screen independent cinema in central London that shows a range of 

receŶt ƌeleases aŶd ƌepeƌtoƌǇ filŵ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs. As Pluŵď͛s aƌtiĐle poiŶts out, hoǁeǀeƌ, the 
ĐiŶeŵa is aƌguaďlǇ ďest kŶoǁŶ foƌ hostiŶg ĐiŶeŵatiĐ ͚eǀeŶts͛, iŶĐludiŶg all-night movie 

marathons, themed screenings (e.g. the Labyrinth [1986] Masquerade Ball), Q&As with stars 
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and filmmakers, and sing-along and quote-along screenings of films like The Sound of Music 

(1965), WayŶe’s Woƌld (1992) and The Room (2003) (cf. McCulloch, 2011). Using the Prince 

Charles Cinema as a case study, this article questions the extent to which people who attend 

a ƌeŶoǁŶed ͚eǀeŶt͛ ǀeŶue aĐtuallǇ talk aďout it as aŶ ͚alteƌŶatiǀe͛ spaĐe ǁhose pƌoduĐt 
differs from other cinemas. Consensus in the press seems to be that event-led cinema offers 

a distiŶĐt set of pleasuƌes fƌoŵ ͚ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal͛ exhibition sites, but what forms do these 

pleasures take, and why is this difference perceived as valuable?  We are interested in 

unpacking the appeal of participatory event screenings, but also in understanding 

audieŶĐes͛ ďƌoadeƌ attitudes toǁaƌds a ĐiŶeŵa that is well known for hosting such events.  

Our findings surprised us. While respondents to our survey clearly saw the Prince 

Chaƌles as aŶ ͚alteƌŶatiǀe͛ ĐiŶeŵa, theǇ laƌgelǇ ƌejeĐted the appeal of its paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ 
eǀeŶts iŶ faǀouƌ of the ͚autheŶtiĐ͛, oƌ eǀeŶ ͚ŶostalgiĐ͛ ĐiŶeŵatiĐ eǆpeƌieŶĐe theǇ ĐoŶsideƌed 
it to ďe offeƌiŶg. Theƌe ǁas a stƌoŶg eŵphasis oŶ ĐiŶephilia, defiŶed less ďǇ ͚good taste͛ iŶ 
film, and more by the way in which films should be enjoyed. To many of them, it was 

important that the cinema, staff and audiences all shared an affection for movies and 

͚ĐoƌƌeĐt͛ ŵodes of speĐtatoƌship aŶd filŵ faŶdoŵ. UltiŵatelǇ, ǁe aƌgue that ĐiŶeŵagoiŶg is 
always eǆpeƌieŶtial, aŶd so the seaƌĐh foƌ ͚alteƌŶatiǀe͛ ĐiŶeŵa eǆpeƌieŶĐes seeŵs to ďe 
more about the desire for cinemas to get better at what they already do, not for them to 

change into something entirely different. 

 

Method 

This article relies upon survey data collected throughout the latter half of 2015 as part of a 

wider research project on the Prince Charles Cinema. The research is ongoing, and the 

survey that this article refers to has been used as a recruitment tool for semi-structured 

face-to-face, telephone and video messaging interviews, as well as a primary data source in 

itself. Respondents were also recruited through informal conversations conducted during 

on-site ethnographic fieldwork, but it should be noted that the findings this article explores 

are based solely upon questionnaire data.  

We wanted to find out two things: (1) to what extent do audiences see cinematic 

͚eǀeŶts͛ as ďeiŶg diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ ŵoƌe ͚ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal͛ ĐiŶeŵagoiŶg, aŶd ;ϮͿ ǁhat is the appeal 
of those events, if any? Specifically, then, our discussion herein focuses on responses to just 

three of the qualitative questions we asked: 

 

1. How would you describe the Prince Charles Cinema to someone who had never 

heard of it?  

2. What appeals to you MOST about the Prince Charles Cinema? 

3. What appeals to you LEAST about the Prince Charles Cinema? 

 

The first of these was accompanied by the sub-ƋuestioŶ: ͚To ǁhat eǆteŶt is it siŵilaƌ to oƌ 
diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ otheƌ ĐiŶeŵas Ǉou haǀe atteŶded?͛ This ǁoƌdiŶg ǁas desigŶed to eŶĐouƌage 
audiences to reflect upon particularly interesting or noteworthy aspects of the cinema, 
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hopefully leading them to discuss its ͚eǀeŶt͛ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs ǁhile also alloǁiŶg foƌ otheƌ issues 
to be raised. However, ƌespoŶdeŶts͛ ƌepeated eŵphasis oŶ the ͚distiŶĐtiǀe͛ Ŷatuƌe of the 
PCC has led us to wonder whether our phrasing might have inadvertently influenced 

paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ ƌespoŶses. As suĐh, ǁhile this aƌtiĐle eǆploƌes the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of ͚distiŶĐtioŶ͛ 
within our findings, it is with the caveat that this was something that we specifically asked 

respondents to comment upon.  

It is also important to clarify the methods used to procure our responses. After having 

sought permission to conduct our research at the cinema, the management kindly agreed to 

assist us with distributing our survey.
2
 They circulated it to their mailing list in conjunction 

with a survey of their own (exploring audieŶĐes͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐe of usiŶg the PCC ǁeďsiteͿ, 
which eventually led to us receiving 220 unique responses.

3
 Conducting a survey in this 

manner was practically beneficial, enabling us to elicit a high volume of survey responses in 

a short period of time. Howeveƌ, usiŶg the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles͛s oǁŶ ŵailiŶg list as a ƌeĐƌuitŵeŶt 
tool also ŵeaŶs that ouƌ audieŶĐe saŵple ĐaŶŶot ďe seeŶ as ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe of the ĐiŶeŵa͛s 
audiences as a whole. These are self-seleĐted ŵeŵďeƌs of the ĐiŶeŵa͛s oǁŶ ŵailiŶg list, 
which means (a) they are more likely to respond to survey questions in the first place (b) 

they are more likely to be positively predisposed to the cinema, and (c) they may also fall 

iŶto a Ŷaƌƌoǁeƌ deŵogƌaphiĐ ƌaŶge thaŶ the ǀeŶue͛s audieŶĐes as a ǁhole. Thus, eǀeŶ 
though we received a good number of responses to our survey, enabling us to identify some 

fascinating and consistent patterns across the dataset, our findings do not necessarily tell a 

Đleaƌ stoƌǇ aďout the PCC͛s audieŶĐes. ‘atheƌ, the fiŶdiŶgs ǁe disĐuss aŶd the arguments 

we make are representative only of the 220 responses we received, and should therefore be 

seen as tentative explorations into an emerging cinemagoing trend.  

Finally, the fact that our research questionnaire was circulated through the cinema͛s 
official mailing list prompted some participants to respond to our questions as though they 

were communicating directly with the cinema and its staff. Our survey was clearly 

differentiated from the website usability survey, with the names, affiliations and contact 

details of both authors/researchers prominently displayed before the questionnaire itself. 

However, despite this, several survey responses implicitly pointed towards direct 

ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ ǁith the ĐiŶeŵa itself, usiŶg laŶguage suĐh as, ͚Ǉou guǇs play interesting 

ŵoǀies͛ aŶd ͚ǁish Ǉou had a lift so I Đould iŶǀite less-aďle fƌieŶds͛. While this oŶlǇ appeaƌs to 
apply to a small number of participants, in methodological terms it is important to 

acknowledge that anyone who thought they were communicating with the cinema directly 

(rather than with an unaffiliated third party) might have tailored their responses 

accordingly.  

 

͚EĐleĐtiĐ ;But Not Too MuĐhͿ͛: The PriŶĐe Charles as ͚AlterŶative͛ CiŶeŵa 

Broadly speaking, this article is concerned with questions of value in relation to event-led 

cinema, and the extent to which some film audiences may be seeking alternatives to more 

͚ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal͛ ĐiŶeŵagoiŶg eǆpeƌieŶĐes. The PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles ƌepƌeseŶts aŶ iŶtƌiguiŶg Đase 
study in that regard, precisely because its programming seems to cater towards such a wide 
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ƌaŶge of tastes; oŶe Đould just as easilǇ defiŶe its pƌoduĐt as ͚faŵiliaƌ͛ as theǇ Đould 
͚uŶusual͛. IŶ this seĐtioŶ, ǁe deŵoŶstƌate that although the audieŶĐe ŵeŵďeƌs ǁe heaƌd 
from justified their opinions in very different ways, the notion of distinction (and in some 

Đases ͚uŶiƋueŶess͛Ϳ is aďsolutelǇ ĐeŶtƌal to the ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh ŵaŶǇ spoke aďout the ǀeŶue 
and the films/events that take place there. We begin with a brief example from the national 

press to deŵoŶstƌate just hoǁ ĐeŶtƌal ͚uŶiƋueŶess͛ is to the ĐiŶeŵa͛s ideŶtitǇ.  
IŶ a JaŶuaƌǇ ϮϬϭϱ aƌtiĐle eŶtitled ͚IŶheƌeŶt ViĐe: WhǇ fleapits ŵake the peƌfeĐt filŵ 

ǀeŶue͛, the Guardian͛s ‘ǇaŶ GilďeǇ suĐĐiŶĐtlǇ aƌtiĐulated the distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ the PƌiŶĐe 
Charles and other cinemas:  

 

“taŶd iŶ LoŶdoŶ͛s LeiĐesteƌ “Ƌuaƌe, thƌoǁ a fistful of popĐoƌŶ aŶd Ǉou ǁill hit 
several cavernous Odeons and a neon-fronted Empire. Stroll a little further and 

the hip Curzon Soho will sell you yoghurt-flecked loganberries to nibble while you 

watch the latest Hou Hsiao-hsien. But [Paul Thomas] Anderson had chosen to 

unveil Inherent Vice at the deliciously crummy Prince Charles Cinema, where they 

serve free beer and greasy pizza with screenings of gore-fests unseen since top-

loading VHS recorders walked the earth. (Gilbey, 2015) 

 

This desĐƌiptioŶ of the PCC is Ŷotaďle oŶ a Ŷuŵďeƌ of leǀels. The phƌase ͚deliĐiouslǇ 
ĐƌuŵŵǇ͛, foƌ iŶstaŶĐe, iŵplies a ǀeŶue ǁhose ƌelatiǀelǇ thƌeadďaƌe iŶteƌioƌ is ǀalued ďǇ its 
patrons, perhaps standing as evidence of a carefree authenticity. Equally curious is the line 

ƌefeƌƌiŶg foŶdlǇ to ͚goƌe-fests unseen since top-loadiŶg VH“ ƌeĐoƌdeƌs ǁalked the eaƌth͛, 
hinting at a nostalgic yearning for cult/trash cinema and obsolete film technologies. Most 

striking, however, is the way in which Gilbey distances the Prince Charles from other 

cinemas in central London – not only from ubiquitous nationwide chains like Odeon, but 

also from respected independent cinemas like the Curzon Soho. For him, multiplexes are 

͚ĐaǀeƌŶous͛ aŶd ͚ŶeoŶ-fƌoŶted͛, ǁoƌds that iŵplǇ eŵptiŶess aŶd aƌtifiĐialitǇ, ƌespeĐtiǀelǇ. 
The Curzon, on the other hand, is positioned as a space that sells foreign-language art 

cinema and middle class snacks to discerning audiences – those who may be happy to pay 

ŵoƌe foƌ a ͚luǆuƌǇ͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐe. He goes oŶ to speak aďout the BFI “outhďaŶk iŶ siŵilaƌ 
terms, tempering his praise for its ͚spleŶdid sĐƌeeŶs aŶd eǆhaustiǀe seasoŶs͛ ďǇ ultiŵatelǇ 
ĐoŶĐludiŶg that it is ͚ǀeƌǇ ŵulti-platfoƌŵ, ǀeƌǇ Đoƌpoƌate͛ ;iďidͿ. What is important here is 

that rival multiplexes and independents are both positioned in stark opposition to the PCC, 

ǁhose ͚fƌee ďeeƌ aŶd gƌeasǇ pizza ǁith sĐƌeeŶiŶgs of goƌe-fests͛ ŵaƌk it out as ďeiŶg Ŷeitheƌ 
mainstream nor highbrow, and far less concerned with ĐoŵŵeƌĐe oƌ the deŵaŶds of ͚good 
taste͛. The slogaŶ that ofteŶ adoƌŶs the ďuildiŶg͛s laƌge ŵaƌƋuee duƌiŶg the suŵŵeƌ 
months – ͚“od the suŶshiŶe, Đoŵe & sit iŶ the daƌk͛ – feels especially fitting, obscuring the 

ĐiŶeŵa͛s ĐoŵŵeƌĐial iŵpeƌatiǀes thƌough the playful rejection of established social norms.  
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Figure 1: The ŵaiŶ eŶtƌaŶĐe aŶd ŵaƌƋuee at the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles CiŶeŵa, LoŶdoŶ ;authoƌ͛s iŵageͿ.4

 

 

Responses to our survey reveal similar patterns, with even very brief answers placing a clear 

emphasis on the differences between the Prince Charles and all other cinemas. Words such 

as ͚uŶiƋue͛ aŶd ͚diffeƌeŶt͛ appeaƌ thƌoughout, as do ŵoƌe oďǀiouslǇ positiǀe adjeĐtiǀes like 
͚Đool͛, ͚ƋuiƌkǇ͛, ͚fuŶkǇ͛ aŶd ͚offďeat͛. As Jaŵes MaĐDoǁell has aƌgued iŶ ƌelatioŶ to 
AŵeƌiĐaŶ iŶdepeŶdeŶt filŵs, teƌŵs suĐh as ͚ƋuiƌkǇ͛ ĐaŶ haǀe a Ŷuŵďeƌ of possiďle ǀalue-

laden meanings: 

 

Foƌ ŵaƌketiŶg puƌposes, ͚ƋuiƌkǇ͛ suggests a filŵ to ďe a uŶiƋue, aŶd theƌefoƌe 
desirable, product – though simultaneously not so unique as to discourage those 

ǁho ŵight ďe ƌepelled ďǇ desĐƌiptioŶs suĐh as ͚stƌaŶge͛, oƌ ͚aǀaŶt-gaƌde͛. Foƌ 
ĐƌitiĐs, the ǁoƌd ĐoŶǀeŶieŶtlǇ alloǁs theŵ to eǆpƌess ďoth a filŵ͛s distaŶĐe fƌoŵ 
oŶe assuŵed ͚Ŷoƌŵ͛, aŶd its ƌelatioŶship ǁith aŶotheƌ set of aesthetiĐ 
conventions. FinallǇ, as soŵe audieŶĐe ƌeseaƌĐh iŶto ͚iŶdie͛ filŵ teŶtatiǀelǇ 
iŵplies, a teƌŵ like ͚ƋuiƌkǇ͛ ŵaǇ help pƌoǀide faŶs ǁith ͚a seŶse of ďeloŶgiŶg to a 
paƌtiĐulaƌ kiŶd of iŶteƌpƌetiǀe ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͛, speĐifiĐallǇ oŶe that is ͚at oƌ ďeǇoŶd 
the ŵaƌgiŶs͛ ;MaĐDoǁell, ϮϬϭϬ: 1). 

 

We ŵight saǇ that to desĐƌiďe a ĐiŶeŵa as ͚ƋuiƌkǇ͛ is theƌefoƌe to suggest that theƌe is 
soŵethiŶg attƌaĐtiǀelǇ uŶusual oƌ ͚alteƌŶatiǀe͛ aďout its ĐhaƌaĐteƌ – whether in relation to 

its programming, attendees, staff, or even the building itself – that sets it apart from its 
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rivals. It certainly seems relevant that responses to our survey were peppered with positive 

ĐoŵŵeŶts aďout the soŵeǁhat tattǇ déĐoƌ at the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles. EĐhoiŶg GilďeǇ͛s liŶe 
aďout ďeiŶg ͚deliĐiouslǇ ĐƌuŵŵǇ͛, foƌ iŶstaŶĐe, oŶe person expressed their fondness for the 

faĐt that ͚it is Ŷot as ͞glossǇ͟ as the otheƌ ĐiŶeŵas oŶ LeiĐesteƌ “Ƌuaƌe͛ ;PϬϲϯͿ, ǁhile 
aŶotheƌ desĐƌiďed it as a ͚slightlǇ ƋuiƌkǇ, slightlǇ sleazǇ, slightlǇ ĐheezǇ, old fashioned 

independent cinema that, frankly, gives absolutely zero fucks and is going to continue being 

aǁesoŵe aŶd faďulous despite the ƌaised eǇeďƌoǁs of the ďoƌiŶg͛ ;PϬϵϰͿ.5
 Notice the way 

that this second response moves from what appears to be a physical description of the 

ĐiŶeŵa͛s appeaƌaŶĐe, thƌough to an evaluation of its overarching attitude towards movies 

and the moviegoing experience. Those final words are particularly revealing, with their 

iŶsisteŶĐe that it ǁill ͚ĐoŶtiŶue ďeiŶg aǁesoŵe aŶd faďulous͛ iŵplǇiŶg a Đoŵpleǆ, deĐisioŶ-

making entity – one with a distinct personality that permeates all of the activities that take 

plaĐe theƌe, as ǁell as the people ǁho atteŶd. The ƌefeƌeŶĐe to ͚the ƌaised eǇeďƌoǁs of the 
ďoƌiŶg͛ is also fasĐiŶatiŶg, siŶĐe it Ŷot oŶlǇ poiŶts toǁaƌds aŶ iŵagiŶed audieŶĐe who would 

ƌeseŶt the PCC͛s philosophǇ, ďut also iŵplies that eǀeŶ the idea of that disappƌoǀiŶg 
audience makes the cinema all the more valuable to him.  

Theƌe aƌe Đleaƌ iŶdiĐatoƌs of a Đult oƌ ͚paƌaĐiŶeŵatiĐ͛ ƌeĐeptioŶ stƌategǇ at ǁoƌk heƌe, 
in the sense that suĐh ĐoŵŵeŶts so ĐleaƌlǇ ͚eǆeŵplifǇ the pƌide its audieŶĐes take iŶ 
staŶdiŶg iŶ oppositioŶ to offiĐial Đultuƌe͛ ;Mathijs aŶd “eǆtoŶ, ϮϬϭϭ: ϯϲ; “ĐoŶĐe, ϭϵϵϱͿ. 
Indeed, while cult cinema is a somewhat amorphous category, most scholarly work on the 

subject stresses its contextual as well as its textual dimensions. Mathijs and Sexton, for 

iŶstaŶĐe, defiŶe Đult ĐiŶeŵa as ďeiŶg ͚ideŶtified ďǇ ƌeŵaƌkaďlǇ uŶusual audieŶĐe ƌeĐeptioŶs 
that stress the phenomenal component of the viewing experience, that upset traditional 

viewing strategies, that are situated at the margin of the mainstream, and that display 

reception tactics that have becomes a synonym for an attitude of minority resistance and 

ŶiĐhe ĐeleďƌatioŶ ǁithiŶ ŵass Đultuƌe͛ ;ϮϬϭϭ: ϴͿ. “eeŶ iŶ this ǁaǇ, PϬϵϰ͛s ĐoŵŵeŶt aďout 
͚the ƌaised eǇeďƌoǁs of the ďoƌiŶg͛ staŶds out as oǀeƌtlǇ oppositioŶal, eǆpƌessiŶg ďƌoad 
positivity towards the distinctiveness of the Prince Charles by pushing back against the 

iŵagiŶed gatekeepeƌs of ͚legitiŵate͛ Đultuƌe. The ĐiŶeŵa͛s appeal is therefore, for some 

people, very much tied to its identity as a site of cult appreciation. 

While some responses invoked this cult/mainstream dichotomy far more than others, 

one very clear pattern throughout our data was the notion of the PCC being ͚uŶiƋue͛:  
 

Unique style and great movies (P065) 

  

Different to any cinema I have been to in a good way (P020) 

 

Almost the exact opposite of all other cinemas that are available to me (P030) 

 

No other cinema near me has events like this (P211) 
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But what eǆaĐtlǇ do ǁoƌds like ͚uŶiƋue͛ oƌ ͚diffeƌeŶt͛ ŵeaŶ iŶ this ĐoŶteǆt? The oĐĐasioŶal 
ƌefeƌeŶĐes to ͚stǇle͛ aŶd ͚eǀeŶts͛ iŶ these eǆaŵples pƌoǀide soŵe Đlues, aŶd illustƌate that 
there is no single factor underpinning the sense of distinction that our audiences seem so 

ĐeƌtaiŶ aďout. Hoǁeǀeƌ, the atteŶtioŶ theǇ paid to the ĐiŶeŵa͛s diǀeƌse pƌogƌaŵŵiŶg is 
striking, especially since the venue caters towards so many different tastes. Its website, for 

instance, advertises numerous forthcoming seasons, which at the time of writing include: 

͚“tudio Ghiďli Foƌeǀeƌ͛; ͚UŶiĐoƌŶ Nights: A ĐeleďƌatioŶ of all thiŶgs LGBTIQUA͛; a seƌies of 
70mm presentations (including Gremlins [1984], 2001: A Space Odyssey [1968], and The 

Thing [ϭϵϴϮ]Ϳ; aŶd a Chƌistopheƌ NolaŶ ͚“eleĐtƌospeĐtiǀe͛. Note that, ǁith the possiďle 
eǆĐeptioŶ of aŶ eǆtƌeŵelǇ ďƌoad defiŶitioŶ of ͚Đult͛ ĐiŶeŵa, theƌe is Ŷo oďǀious geŶeƌiĐ 
connection between these titles. Moreover, themed seasons play alongside a selection of 

new releases, as well as a regular programme of ĐiŶeŵatiĐ ͚eǀeŶts͛, iŶĐludiŶg the ŵoŶthlǇ 
paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs of ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ Đult hit The Room (2003), and the sing-along 

version of animated hit film Frozen (2013), which plays at least twice every week during 

school holidays, and at regular intervals the rest of the year.  

IŶ shoƌt, alŵost eǀeƌǇ ĐoŶĐeiǀaďle kiŶd of filŵ ĐaŶ ďe fouŶd iŶ the PCC͛s sĐhedule – 

from current releases through to silent movies and Classical Hollywood, and from widely 

known blockbusters to obscure trash and foreign-language art cinema. Almost exactly one 

third of our survey respondents (33%, n=73) cited this variety of films and events as the 

ĐiŶeŵa͛s ŵost appealiŶg selliŶg poiŶt – more than any other category that we eventually 

coded for.
6
 Interestingly, it was coŵŵoŶ foƌ ouƌ ƌespoŶdeŶts to eǆpliĐitlǇ tie the PCC͛s 

pƌogƌaŵŵiŶg to its ͚uŶiƋue͛ ideŶtitǇ, as the folloǁiŶg eǆaŵples deŵoŶstƌate: 
 

A unique cinema with possibly the widest selection of films, from arthouse to 

trash (P070) 

 

It͛s totallǇ uŶiƋue iŶ that theǇ͛re also happy to show genre things with the same 

love as arthouse and documentaries. (P079) 

 

I thiŶk it͛s good to suppoƌt ĐiŶeŵas like the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles as ǁhat theǇ offeƌ is 
unique in London. A bit of blockbuster, a bit of retro and a lot of quirky. (P175) 

 

Of particular significance is the way in which these comments straddle both highbrow and 

loǁďƌoǁ Đategoƌies of filŵ, ǁith ŵeŶtioŶs of ͚aƌthouse͛ ĐiŶeŵa ƌoutiŶelǇ juǆtaposed ǁith 
ƌefeƌeŶĐes to ͚tƌash͛ oƌ ͚geŶƌe thiŶgs͛. Although this aƌtiĐle ƌepƌeseŶts our first attempt at 

engaging with a very rich dataset, comments such as these do beg the question of whether 

oƌ Ŷot these audieŶĐes ŵight ďe Đategoƌised as ͚Đultuƌal oŵŶiǀoƌes͛ – high-status individuals 

who openly indulge in a wide range of low-status cultural activities (Peterson, 2005). More 

detailed ethnographic study would be required in order to answer this question with any 

certainty, but the possible relationship between diverse repertory programming and the 

diverse tastes of some of its audiences – that is, hoǁ a ͚uŶiƋue͛ ĐiŶeŵa fuŶĐtioŶs iŶ the 



Volume 13, Issue 1 

                                        May 2016 
 

Page 196 

 

ĐoŶteǆt of its audieŶĐes͛ ǁideƌ patteƌŶs of taste – would certainly be worth exploring 

further. For the time being, we can certainly say that the Prince Charles is highly valued for 

its diverse programming, ǁhiĐh, at least iŶ ouƌ ƌeseaƌĐh, has eŵeƌged as the ĐiŶeŵa͛s siŶgle 
most appealing quality. The question, then, is about why this variety is valued so highly.  

While theƌe is soŵe iŶdiĐatioŶ that the PCC͛s ǁide seleĐtioŶ of filŵs is espeĐiallǇ 
appealing to those with a very broad taste in cinema, there is far more evidence for diverse 

programming becoming a marker of distinction in its own right – not just its most attractive 

quality, but the central way in which the Prince Charles differs from other cinemas. For 

iŶstaŶĐe, oŶe ƌespoŶse desĐƌiďed the ĐiŶeŵa as ͚ƋuiƌkǇ, theǇ piĐk diffeƌeŶt filŵs to ŵost 
plaĐes͛ ;PϬϳϵͿ, ǁhile aŶotheƌ deĐlaƌed, ͚I like that it isŶ͛t Ŷeǁ filŵs ďeĐause that͛s soŵethiŶg 
Ǉou fiŶd iŶ ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ ĐiŶeŵas͛ ;PϬϳϱͿ. Although the latteƌ attendee is somewhat mistaken 

– the cinema regularly screens current and recent releases – what is important here is that 

their feelings towards the cinema are entirely grounded in their sense of how different they 

peƌĐeiǀe the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles͛s pƌoduĐt to ďe. 

Another evocative comment explained that the PCC is ͚diffeƌeŶt ďeĐause the staff 
have a passion for the films and it shows when you're dealing with them. The range of films 

is eclectic (but not too much), and who needs another cinema showing the same old crap 

eǀeƌǇoŶe else is shoǁiŶg?͛ ;PϬϬϱͿ. Heƌe, the ĐiŶeŵa is ǀalued foƌ its ǁilliŶgŶess to deǀiate 
fƌoŵ the ͚Ŷoƌŵs͛ of its ƌiǀals, ďoth iŶ teƌŵs of the people ǁho ǁoƌk theƌe aŶd its distiŶĐtiǀe 
pƌogƌaŵŵiŶg. At the saŵe tiŵe, hoǁeǀeƌ, the phƌase ͚eĐleĐtiĐ ;ďut Ŷot too ŵuĐhͿ͛ poiŶts 
towards a desire for distinction to take on a familiar form. In other words, while the 

ĐiŶeŵa͛s plea foƌ passeƌs-ďǇ to ͚sod the suŶshiŶe͛ is iŶ oŶe seŶse a plaǇful iŶǀitatioŶ to 
ƌejeĐt ͚ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ͛ Đultuƌe, ͚Đoŵe aŶd sit iŶ the daƌk͛ ŵakes it Đleaƌ that the idealised 
alternative is firmly entrenched in very traditional notions of the authentic cinema 

experience – ǁatĐhiŶg a filŵ iŶ a daƌk ƌooŵ. CuƌiouslǇ, theŶ, the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles CiŶeŵa͛s 
distiŶĐtlǇ ͚alteƌŶatiǀe͛ ideŶtitǇ is soŵehow also dependent on its ability to offer highly 

conventional film experiences. In the following section, we argue that this apparent paradox 

should foƌĐe us to ƋuestioŶ ǁhat ǁe thiŶk of as ͚eǆpeƌieŶtial͛ ĐiŶeŵa. 
 

Are You SittiŶg CoŵfortaďlǇ?: ‘ethiŶkiŶg ͚EǆperieŶtial͛ CiŶeŵa 

As Mark Jancovich and Lucy Faire note, existing research into film exhibition has repeatedly 

shoǁŶ that theƌe is, aŶd has alǁaǇs ďeeŶ, ͚ŵoƌe to filŵ ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ thaŶ the ǁatĐhiŶg of 
filŵs͛ ;ϮϬϬϯ: ϭϬͿ. OŶe fƌeƋueŶtlǇ Đited eǆaŵple is Douglas GoŵeƌǇ͛s ǁoƌk oŶ the suĐĐess of 
the Balaban & Katz chain of cinemas in the 1920s. He argues that, despite not having access 

to the most popular films, Balaban & Katz differentiated its product through five key factors: 

prime locations, ornate theatre buildings, exemplary service, high quality stage shows, and 

the pioneering use of air conditioning technology (Gomery, 1992: 43). Of course, our study 

of the Prince Charles is not only looking at a cinema from a different time and place, but it is 

also focused on a very different kind of cinema – one that would never claim to be offering a 

luxury experience. Yet, the broader point here is that the meanings and significances of 

moviegoing are often not defined by the movies themselves. Rather, to choose between 
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different cinemas is to choose between different types of experience (Jancovich and Faire, 

2003: 12; also cf. Snelson and Jancovich, 2011).  

WheŶ ǁe fiƌst ďegaŶ plaŶŶiŶg this ƌeseaƌĐh pƌojeĐt, teƌŵs like ͚eǆpeƌieŶtial͛, 
͚paƌtiĐipatoƌǇ͛ aŶd ͚iŵŵeƌsiǀe͛ cinemagoing were high on our agenda, as was a focus on the 

many sing-along and quote-along screenings that routinely take place at the Prince Charles. 

As such, these were the very terms we used regularly when attempting to recruit 

participants for this research, both formally (in the preamble to the online survey) and 

informally (when conversing with audiences and staff at the cinema itself). What we found 

in our survey responses, however, was an overwhelming emphasis on the value of far more 

͚pƌaĐtiĐal͛ eǀaluatiǀe Đƌiteƌia, iŶĐludiŶg the ĐiŶeŵa͛s faĐilities, aŵeŶities, tiĐket pƌiĐes aŶd 
ŵeŵďeƌship sĐheŵe. Thus, iŶ this seĐtioŶ ǁe aƌgue that teƌŵs suĐh as ͚eǆpeƌieŶtial͛ aŶd 
͚iŵŵeƌsiǀe͛ aƌe poteŶtiallǇ ŵisleadiŶg, aŶd ƌisk doǁŶplaǇiŶg the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of ŵoƌe 
traditional and even seemingly trivial aspects of cinemagoing, all of which contribute 

significantly to the cinemagoing experience. 

 

 

Figure 2: Cuƌǀed seatiŶg iŶ the PCC͛s doǁŶstaiƌs ;Ϯϴϱ-seat) auditorium (ThePCCLondon, 2013) 

 

For example, when we asked people to discuss the aspect(s) of the cinema that appealed to 

them the most, some did mention its event screenings, but a far greater number were keen 

to talk aďout hoǁ ŵuĐh theǇ liked the seatiŶg. ͚The seats aƌe ǀeƌǇ Đoŵfoƌtaďle ǁith a gƌeat 
ǀieǁ͛ ;PϭϵϮͿ, ǁƌote oŶe, ǁhile aŶotheƌ desĐƌiďed theŵ as ͚the ŵost Đoŵfoƌtaďle seats eǀeƌ͛ 
(P170). Others went into slightly more detail about why this should be important, stating, 

͚the Đhaiƌs aƌe ƌeallǇ good ;the ǁaǇ theǇ kiŶda leaŶ ďaĐk is ǀ ĐoŵfǇͿ͛ ;PϭϭϮͿ, desĐƌiďiŶg the 

ĐiŶeŵa as ͚perfect for a date because the arms [on the chairs] can go up (or down if a bad 

dateͿ͛ ;PϬϵϱͿ, oƌ speakiŶg foŶdlǇ of the ǀeŶue͛s ͚Ƌuiƌks – suĐh as the Đuƌǀed seatiŶg͛ ;PϭϵϱͿ. 
These comments may be brief, but they are far from insignificant, especially given that 

seatiŶg also featuƌes pƌoŵiŶeŶtlǇ iŶ ƌefeƌeŶĐes to audieŶĐes͛ least favourite aspect of the 
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PCC: 

 

In the main (downstairs) screen, the chairs are comfortable, but the way the 

seats are all on a decline can mean that watching long/multiple films can result 

in neck ache (P199) 

 

The downstairs screen. Anything over two hours begins to get quite 

uncomfortable, and the viewing angle is quite awkward. (P007) 

 

Weird funky seats in the lower theater that make for a strange viewing angle. 

(P029) 

 

Clearly there is a certain amount of disagreement over precisely how comfortable the 

ĐiŶeŵa͛s seatiŶg aƌƌaŶgeŵeŶts aƌe. Yet, the pƌepoŶdeƌaŶĐe of disĐussioŶ oŶ this topiĐ is a 
strong indicator of the importance placed on comfort by attendees. The implications here 

go faƌ ďeǇoŶd Đhaiƌs oƌ the ͚stƌaŶge͛ ǀieǁiŶg aŶgle; ǁhat is at stake heƌe is the eǆteŶt to 
ǁhiĐh the ĐiŶeŵa͛s aŵeŶities aŶd laǇout ĐaŶ faĐilitate, eŶhaŶĐe oƌ disƌupt the oǀeƌall 
cinema experience.  

We have already noted that the range of films on offer is an important point of 

distinction for PCC patrons, but interestingly, seating and pricing received almost as many 

positive mentions. Even in the comments above, we can see respondents linking the seating 

directly to the social experience of taking dates to the cinema, incorporating the curved 

Đhaiƌs iŶto a desĐƌiptioŶ of the ǀeŶue͛s ͚Ƌuiƌks͛, aŶd usiŶg adjeĐtiǀes suĐh as ͚ǁeiƌd fuŶkǇ͛ to 
desĐƌiďe seats, just as otheƌs used theŵ to desĐƌiďe the ĐiŶeŵa͛s atŵospheƌe, stǇle, oƌ 
programming. Our point here is that to think of event-led ĐiŶeŵa iŶ teƌŵs of ͚eǆpeƌieŶtial͛ 
oƌ ͚iŵŵeƌsiǀe͛ is to deŶǇ the iŵŵeƌsiǀe aŶd eǆpeƌieŶtial Ƌualities of ŵoƌe tƌaditioŶal 
cinemagoing practices; for many people, a comfortable cinema facilitates greater 

engagement with the film being shown. The Prince Charles audiences we heard from 

seeŵed faƌ ŵoƌe ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith the affeĐtiǀe ǀalue of doiŶg ĐiŶeŵa the ͚ƌight͛ ǁaǇ, Ŷot iŶ 
a ͚Ŷeǁ͛ ǁaǇ, aŶd theǇ ĐoŶsisteŶtlǇ ƌepeated this idea aĐƌoss a ǀaƌietǇ of osteŶsiďlǇ eǀeƌǇdaǇ 
criteria. 

Beyond debating how comfortable the cinema is, our questionnaire respondents were 

also keen to discuss its prices. It is telling that, despite being praised for their ambition, 

“eĐƌet CiŶeŵa͛s elaďoƌate filŵ eǀeŶts haǀe iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ Đoŵe iŶ foƌ Đƌiticism in the British 

press for being too expensive. The Guardian͛s ƌeǀieǁ of the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s sĐƌeeŶiŶgs of The 

Empire Strikes Back (1980) in 2015, for instance, described the £75 entrance fee as 

͚ƌidiĐulous͛, ĐoŶĐludiŶg that the pƌohiďitiǀelǇ high pƌiĐe tag ŵade it into an event for 

͚supeƌfaŶs͛ oŶlǇ ;Lee, ϮϬϭϱͿ. Of Đouƌse, this deďate is ƌeleǀaŶt ďeǇoŶd eǀeŶt-led cinema, 

and should be seen in the context of rising cinema ticket prices throughout the whole of the 

UK, which have seen many audiences priced out of attending regularly (Poulter, 2014; PA, 

2015).  
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The Prince Charles, by contrast, was consistently lauded by our respondents for its 

affoƌdaďilitǇ, ǁith ĐoŵŵeŶts suĐh as, ͚ďaƌgaiŶ͛ ;PϬϮϭͿ, ͚daǇ tiĐkets aƌe CHEAP!͛ ;PϬϲϵͿ, 
͚iŶsaŶelǇ Đheap͛ ;PϬϴϵͿ, ͚ŵuĐh Đheapeƌ thaŶ the BFI͛ ;PϮϬϬͿ, ͚foƌ a ĐeŶtƌal LoŶdoŶ ĐiŶeŵa 
it͛s Đheap͛ ;PϮϭϱͿ, ͚good ǀalue foƌ ŵoŶeǇ͛ ;PϬϭϲ; Pϭϵϯ; PϬϯϲͿ, ͚eǆtƌeŵelǇ good ǀalue foƌ 
ŵoŶeǇ͛ ;PϭϱϮͿ, aŶd ͚faŶtastiĐ ǀalue͛ ;PϬϭϱͿ. AgaiŶ, theƌe is ďǇ Ŷo ŵeaŶs uŶiǀeƌsal 
agreement on this point, with pricing also featuring fairly prominently among answers to 

the ƋuestioŶ aďout the ͚least appealiŶg͛ aspeĐt;sͿ of the ĐiŶeŵa. Foƌ eǆaŵple, oŶe 
ƌespoŶdeŶt told us that theǇ disliked ͚The pƌiĐe, I kŶoǁ it's Ŷot eǆpeŶsiǀe foƌ ǁhat ǁe get, 
but it can be hard to peƌsuade people that it's ǁoƌth the ŵoŶeǇ͛ ;PϬϯϴͿ. What staŶds out 
about this comment, though, is that it delineates two different ways in which ticket prices 

feed into the cinema experience. The first – clearly corroborated by the positive comments 

above – is that ͚ǀalue foƌ ŵoŶeǇ͛ is aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt ĐƌiteƌioŶ foƌ eǀaluatiŶg the ĐiŶeŵagoiŶg 
experience. The second, however, is the relationship between price and the social 

dimension of cinemagoing. Clearly, this person wants to share the PCC with friends, but 

their precise wording – ͚it ĐaŶ ďe haƌd to peƌsuade people͛ – implies that they have vivid 

memories of trying and failing to entice friends to come with them. Part of the issue, for 

some respondents, is that members receive significant discounts, whereas prices for non-

members (which most new visitors would be) can be far higher. Membership thus becomes 

a key mechanism of distinction, whereby the price one is required to pay is seen to indicate 

hoǁ ͚ǀalued͛ eaĐh Đustoŵeƌ feels. As oŶe peƌsoŶ put it:  

 

The ticket prices (for members) are now the cheapest in London. As someone 

with limited funds (unemployed, in fact), I value cheap tickets, and am more than 

twice as likely to attend a £5 screening as a £10 one (let alone the £15+ 

becoming common in central London). (P188) 

 

It should not come as a surprise to find audiences who prefer to pay lower prices than 

higher ones, but what is surprising is the way in which low prices are seen to be symptoms 

of the ĐiŶeŵa͛s ethos. Quite siŵplǇ, ƌeasoŶaďle tiĐket pƌiĐes are seen as the by-product of 

something larger – a sign that the Prince Charles sees its patrons as more than just a source 

of income, as the following comments illustrate: 

 

It͛s got a lot ŵoƌe heaƌt thaŶ ŵost ĐiŶeŵas. It doesŶ͛t feel like it͛s tƌǇiŶg to eke 

more money out of you by upgrading your popcorn size or paying more for a 

͞pƌeŵiuŵ͟ seat. I appƌeĐiate that. ;PϭϲϴͿ 
 

It alǁaǇs feels like a tƌeat to go theƌe aŶd Ǉou doŶ͛t feel heƌded like Ǉou do at a 
multiplex. (P158) 

 

TheǇ seeŵ to haǀe a ƌeal ͞peƌsoŶalitǇ͟ aŶd ďe ƌuŶ ďǇ ƌeal people, ǁhiĐh is Ŷot 
something I get from the Picturehouse CiŶeŵas [a ŶatioŶǁide ͚iŶdepeŶdeŶt͛ 
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chain], though I love them too. (P061)
7
 

 

Each of these respondents focuses on the distinctive aspects of the cinema experience – 

what a tƌip to the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles ͚feels like͛ Đoŵpaƌed to atteŶdiŶg otheƌ ĐiŶeŵas – but 

ŶotiĐe that this distiŶĐtioŶ eŵeƌges diƌeĐtlǇ fƌoŵ a stƌoŶg seŶse of the PCC as aŶ ͚autheŶtiĐ͛ 
spaĐe. ‘efeƌeŶĐes to the ĐiŶeŵa͛s ͚peƌsoŶalitǇ͛ aŶd ͚heaƌt͛ ǁeƌe ĐoŵŵoŶplaĐe, as were 

liŶes suĐh as ͚it feels like a ƌeal plaĐe͛ ;PϮϭϯͿ aŶd ͚it has a soul unlike the big American 

money grabbing companies … aŶd I like to suppoƌt iŶdepeŶdeŶt plaĐes that haǀe soul͛ 
(P173). These comments match closely with Sarah Banet-Weiseƌ͛s defiŶitioŶ of ͚autheŶtiĐ͛ 
spaces, which she describes as being  

 

positioned and understood as outside the crass realm of the market. What is 

understood (and experienced) as authentic is considered such precisely because 

it is perceived as not ĐoŵŵeƌĐial. […] This arrangement is mirrored within 

individuals: the authentic resides in the inner self [whereas] the outer self is 

merely an expression, a performance, and is often corrupted by material things. 

[…] The iŶautheŶtiĐ, ĐoŵŵeƌĐial ǁoƌld alieŶates us fƌoŵ soĐial iŶteraction and 

constructs such interactions as spurious and dehumanising. (2012: 10-11) 

 

Foƌ the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles, ͚ƌeasoŶaďle͛ pƌiĐes aƌe thus seeŶ as the eǆteƌŶal ŵaŶifestatioŶ of a 
cinema with an authentic, cinema-loǀiŶg ͚iŶŶeƌ self͛. The ĐiŶeŵa that is perceived to be 

offering its audiences affordable opportunities to enjoy an eclectic range of films must, 

surely, have more interest in sharing those films than it does in making money. Its prices are 

by no means the only factor contributing towards the formatioŶ of the ĐiŶeŵa͛s ƌeputatioŶ, 
but it certainly seems to be one of the most significant. The PCC absolutely must be seen to 

be pushing back against notions of the commercial in order for audiences to describe in 

teƌŵs suĐh as ͚a uŶiƋue Ŷugget of ĐiŶeŵatiĐ gold aŵidst a sea of popĐoƌŶ haŶgaƌs͛ ;PϭϲϮͿ.  
What we hope to have demonstrated in this section is that the audiences we heard 

fƌoŵ dƌeǁ stƌoŶg liŶks ďetǁeeŶ seeŵiŶglǇ ŵiŶoƌ aspeĐts of the ĐiŶeŵa͛s ideŶtitǇ aŶd the 
affective experiences they felt able to haǀe theƌe. As PϭϬϮ suĐĐiŶĐtlǇ Ŷoted, ͚The reasonable 

price makes it possible for me to attend a lot and actually make a connection with the 

spaĐe͛ ;PϭϬϮͿ. We would therefore encourage future researchers of event-led cinema to 

avoid using terms such as ͚eǆpeƌieŶtial͛ oƌ ͚iŵŵeƌsiǀe͛, ǁhiĐh iŵpliĐitlǇ positioŶ 
͚ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal͛ ĐiŶeŵagoiŶg as ͚ŶoŶ-eǆpeƌieŶtial͛ oƌ ͚ŶoŶ-iŵŵeƌsiǀe͛. Filŵ ĐƌitiĐ Maƌk 
Kermode has very made similar arguments about the industry-wide push for 3D film 

releases in the wake of Avatar͛s (2009) success. As he puts it: 

 

͞Iŵŵeƌsiǀe͟ is the ǁoƌd ŵost ƌegulaƌlǇ ƌolled out to ĐouŶteƌ the Đlaiŵ that ϯD is 
all about pointy-pointy flimflam and to suggest that the format pulls you into the 

picture rather than simply waving things out of the screen at you, like the flying 

pickaxes of My Bloody Valentine. It͛s a good aƌguŵeŶt, sadlǇ uŶdeƌŵiŶed ďǇ the 
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fact that a) almost no one saw Dial M [For Murder] in 3D, yet few complained 

that the ϮD ǀeƌsioŶ ǁas iŶ aŶǇ ǁaǇ ͞ŶoŶ-iŵŵeƌsiǀe͟; aŶd ďͿ HitĐhĐoĐk Ŷeǀeƌ 
went near 3D again. (2010) 

 

Keƌŵode ĐoŶĐludes ďǇ deĐlaƌiŶg that ͚ϯD has Ŷeǀeƌ ďeeŶ the futuƌe of ĐiŶeŵa. It is, ǁas, 
aŶd alǁaǇs ǁill ďe the past͛ ;iďidͿ. We aƌe Ŷot goiŶg Ƌuite so faƌ as to disŵiss the Đlaiŵs that 
companies like Secret Cinema, or the participatory event screenings at places like the Prince 

Charles, may have an important role to play in the development of cinemas and shifts in 

cinemagoing practices. What we are saying, however, and what we explore in more depth 

throughout the following section, is that the audiences who completed our questionnaire 

were far more invested in what cinemagoing used to be than in what it may become. 

 

͚A Step BaĐk iŶ Tiŵe͛: Nostalgia aŶd the Value of AŶaĐhroŶisŵ 

Again and again throughout the responses we received, audiences talked about the Prince 

Chaƌles as ͚old sĐhool͛ oƌ ͚ƌetƌo͛, aŶd ƌefeƌƌed to its ͚old fashioŶed atŵospheƌe͛ ;PϭϱϬͿ. 
Significantly, these adjectives only ever seemed to be used as terms of endearment, even in 

Đases ǁheƌe the atteŶdees͛ oǀeƌall peƌception of the cinema was relatively downbeat. 

WheŶ asked to desĐƌiďe the ĐiŶeŵa, foƌ eǆaŵple, PϬϲϲ ǁƌote oŶlǇ that it ͚teŶds to shoǁ 
films that are out of date so is a chance to catch up with films missed the first time. It used 

to ďe ďetteƌ͛. Note that the phƌase ͚out of date͛ does Ŷot appeaƌ to ďe a ĐƌitiĐisŵ heƌe, 
instead highlighting yet another positive point of distinction between the programming at 

the PCC and that of other cinemas. Several other respondents offered corroborating 

statements, including ͚I ƌeallǇ appƌeĐiate the eǆteŶded ƌeleases of paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ populaƌ 
ƌeĐeŶt filŵs͛ ;PϬϵϭͿ, aŶd ͚I like ďeiŶg aďle to ĐatĐh filŵs that aƌe Ŷot Ƌuite ƌeĐeŶt ƌeleases: 
i.e. Ŷot ͞ĐlassiĐ͟ ƌep sĐƌeeŶiŶgs, ďut filŵs that ǁeƌe ƌeleased ŵoƌe thaŶ siǆ ŵoŶths ago and 

aƌe uŶaǀailaďle elseǁheƌe iŶ LoŶdoŶ͛ ;PϭϱϭͿ. EaĐh of these ĐoŵŵeŶts uses diffeƌeŶt 
ǁoƌdiŶg to desĐƌiďe the oƌigiŶal ƌelease date of the filŵs iŶ ƋuestioŶ ;͚filŵs that aƌe out of 
date͛, ͚ƌeĐeŶt filŵs͛ aŶd ͚Ŷot Ƌuite ƌeĐeŶt ƌeleases͛Ϳ, Ǉet eaĐh is esseŶtially referring to the 

same quality: the PCC consistently screens movies that most other cinemas have dispensed 

with. In a sense, then, the venue is valued by sections of its audiences for its ability and 

willingness to keep the cinematic past alive, even if that past is a relatively recent one. Film 

history is embraced, rather than discarded. 

Fuƌtheƌŵoƌe, eǀeŶ though PϬϲϲ͛s deĐlaƌatioŶ that the ĐiŶeŵa ͚used to ďe ďetteƌ͛ 
appeaƌs to iŶdiĐate a ďƌoadlǇ Ŷegatiǀe opiŶioŶ, it also iŵplies that the ĐiŶeŵa͛s ŵeaŶing 

and value is very much linked to their own nostalgic memories. This is further evidenced by 

a ĐoŵŵeŶt theǇ ŵade elseǁheƌe iŶ the suƌǀeǇ ;iŶ ouƌ ͚Is theƌe aŶǇthiŶg else Ǉou ǁould like 
to add…?͛ ďoǆͿ, ǁhiĐh ƌead, ͚I ƌeŵeŵďeƌ the PCC fƌoŵ ǁaǇ ďaĐk, ϭϵϳϵ. It used to do first 

showings and then changed to a budget rep cinema, both of which were good. There are 

Ŷoǁ too ŵaŶǇ giŵŵiĐkǇ eǀeŶts; I doŶ't haǀe the least iŶteƌest iŶ aŶǇ of these.͛ AudieŶĐes 
ǁho ƌejeĐted the ĐiŶeŵa͛s ͚eǀeŶt͛ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs ǁeƌe ĐoŵŵoŶplaĐe, and we return to this 

issue in more detail below. For now, though, these comments are noteworthy simply for the 
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ƌespoŶdeŶt͛s ƌesistaŶĐe to the ͚Ŷoǁ͛, Đoupled ǁith a ŶostalgiĐ ǇeaƌŶiŶg foƌ the ǁaǇ thiŶgs 
͚used to ďe͛. While theǇ ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ ŵoƌe Ŷegatiǀe about the cinema than most of the 

responses we received, the way in which they couched their feelings about the Prince 

Charles in references to the past was by no means an anomaly. In fact, numerous 

ƌespoŶdeŶts͛ desĐƌiptioŶs of the PCC eǆpliĐitlǇ dƌeǁ attention to its anachronistic qualities, 

as the following examples all indicate: 

 

It͛s diffeƌeŶt [fƌoŵ otheƌ ĐiŶeŵas]. A ďit like goiŶg ďaĐk iŶ tiŵe. (P145) 

 

A step back in time to when Cinemas were Cinemas and not audiovisual 

entertainment megaplexes. In shoƌt a ͞pƌopeƌ͟ ĐiŶeŵa. (P94)  

 

It͛s still ƌetƌo ǁhiĐh is its U“P. (P100) 

 

The PCC to me feels like a truly traditional cinema experience with a very 

intimate setting. It reminds me of when I was small and cinemas only had about 

two screens and you had to be quite selective when you went and what you saw. 

(P123) 

 

For many attendees, then, visiting the Prince Charles has more in common with the 

͚autheŶtiĐ͛ ĐiŶeŵagoiŶg eǆpeƌieŶĐe of a distaŶt ;ďut ŶoŶspeĐifiĐͿ eƌa thaŶ it does ǁith the 
interactive and immersive eǀeŶts that soŵe ĐoŵŵeŶtatoƌs haǀe duďďed ͚the futuƌe of 
ĐiŶeŵa͛ ;Pluŵď, ϮϬϭϰ; WagŶeƌ, ϮϬϭϱͿ. At this juŶĐtuƌe, it is ǁoƌth ƌetuƌŶiŶg to ‘ǇaŶ GilďeǇ͛s 
aďoǀeŵeŶtioŶed desĐƌiptioŶ of the PCC as a plaĐe that sĐƌeeŶs ͚goƌe-fests unseen since top-

loading VHS ƌeĐoƌdeƌs ǁalked the eaƌth͛ ;ϮϬϭϱͿ. IŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ, ŶotiĐe that GilďeǇ liŶks 
forgotten films to outmoded film formats. This seems especially relevant given the profound 

changes that digital culture has had on the film industry in recent years (Tryon, 2013), and 

most notably, the transition from celluloid to digital film as the preferred production, 

distribution and exhibition format (Rapfogel, 2012; Crisp, 2015).
8
 In this context, the Prince 

Chaƌles͛s deĐisioŶ to ďƌeak ƌaŶks aŶd ƌetaiŶ its ϯϱŵŵ pƌojeĐtioŶ facilities has become a 

clear point of distinction for some of its attendees, several of whom singled this out in 

relation to our question about the most appealing as aspects of the cinema: 

 

What makes [the PCC] even more exciting is that [the films] are being projected 

on the big screen in 35mm. In a time where digital projection is rapidly taking 

over, seeing a film in 35mm is such a different and more enjoyable experience. 

(P081) 

 

The film projectors and occasional programming of films on film. Film is very 

speĐial aŶd Ŷeeds to Ŷot ďe tƌaŵpled oŶ ďǇ the iŶĐƌease of digital. It͛s gƌeat theƌe 
are still a few places that can show films as they are supposed to be seen. This is 
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pƌoďaďlǇ the ŵaiŶ ƌeasoŶ I still put up ǁith all of the [PCC͛s] faults I͛ǀe 
mentioned. (P110) 

 

These comments speak passionately about the perceived qualities of 35mm projection, but 

they also display a strong awareness of film being in the midst of a historically significant 

moment of transition (cf. Sperb, 2014). Even among more succinct responses, language 

ĐhoiĐes appeaƌ to ďe iŵpoƌtaŶt, as audieŶĐes ƌefeƌ to the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles͛ ͚DediĐatioŶ to 
ϯϱŵŵ͛ ;PϬϵϵͿ, ͚CoŵŵitŵeŶt to ϯϱŵŵ͛ ;PϭϴϴͿ, its ͚CoŵŵitŵeŶt to … keepiŶg ϯϱŵŵ aliǀe͛ 
;PϬϴϴͿ, oƌ deĐlaƌiŶg, ͚You doŶ͛t do ϯD, plus Ǉou aƌe keepiŶg ϯ5mm screenings – thaŶk Ǉou͛ 
;PϭϵϱͿ. ͚CoŵŵitŵeŶt͛, ͚dediĐatioŶ͛ aŶd ͚keepiŶg͛ all suggest a ĐoŶsĐious, pƌiŶĐipled deĐisioŶ 
to persist with an increasingly unpopular format, while the reference to 3D appears to be a 

rejection of a more contemporary exhibition trend. The fact that this cluster of responses 

seeŵs to ǀalue ϯϱŵŵ so highlǇ is theƌefoƌe aŶ iŵpliĐit disaǀoǁal of ƌiǀal eǆhiďitoƌs͛ 
perceived hastiness or misguidedness in abandoning it. There seems to be far more going on 

here than simply an obligation towards an established media format per se, as the following 

comment reveals: 

 

I͛ŵ ǀeƌǇ iŶteƌested iŶ past teĐhŶologies aŶd hoǁ thiŶgs ǁeƌe shoǁŶ ďaĐk iŶ the 
day, so to see these movies in 35mm, often first time viewings, makes it for me 

as close as possible to seeing it on its original release. (P007) 

 

Thus, the reverence for celluloid appears to go hand in hand with descriptions of the Prince 

Chaƌles as ďeiŶg like ͚a step ďaĐk iŶ tiŵe͛ – motivated by a nostalgic desire to recapture the 

authentic viewing experience assoĐiated ǁith the filŵ͛s oƌigiŶal audieŶĐes ;Đf. CuďďisoŶ, 
ϮϬϬϱͿ. “iŵilaƌlǇ, Ŷuŵeƌous ƌespoŶses iŶdiĐated that the appeal of the ĐiŶeŵa͛s ƌepeƌtoƌǇ 
programming is partly rooted in the opportunity it presents for embracing nostalgia, 

although there are nuances within this. While some commenters made specific nods to the 

recovery of their own past – ͚the obvious reliving my youth aspect of seeing the older 

ŵoǀies͛ ;PϭϳϳͿ; ͚theǇ shoǁ classic movies from your childhood that you can't see anywhere 

else͛ ;PϬϲϳͿ – we also heard from several who acknowledged that reclaiming the past is not 

always about returning to real, prior experiences: 

 

I normally mention [to other people] the fact I saw 28 Days Later for a £1 and 

hoǁ that͛s good ďeĐause I ǁas too Ǉoung to see it at the cinema the first time 

round.  (P102) 

 

It͛s a ƌepeƌtoƌǇ ĐiŶeŵa that shoǁ old ĐlassiĐ ŵoǀies ;as ǁell as ƌeĐeŶt oŶesͿ- 
movies you may never have had the chance to see in the cinema because you 

were too young. (P068)  

 

As Michael Dwyer has argued, while nostalgia has often been discussed pejoratively and 



Volume 13, Issue 1 

                                        May 2016 
 

Page 204 

 

aĐĐused of ďeiŶg ahistoƌiĐal, it is ͚the pƌoduĐt of aŶ affeĐtiǀe eŶgageŵeŶt ǁith the pƌeseŶt 
that produces a sense of loss. Whether that loss is real or perceived is not the point. The 

poiŶt is that ǁe fiŶd soŵethiŶg laĐkiŶg iŶ ouƌ ĐuƌƌeŶt ĐoŶditioŶs͛ ;ϮϬϭϱ: ϭϬͿ. “o, ǁheŶ 
audieŶĐes at the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles ƌefeƌ to the ĐiŶeŵa͛s aďilitǇ to figuƌatiǀelǇ tƌaŶspoƌt theŵ 
back in time, this is not necessarily about gaining access to previously inaccessible films. 

Afteƌ all, as JeffƌeǇ “ĐoŶĐe Ŷotes, ͚theƌe haǀe Ŷeǀeƌ ďeeŶ ŵoƌe oppoƌtuŶities to saŵple the 
eŶtiƌetǇ of filŵ histoƌǇ […] BetǁeeŶ Netfliǆ, ďit toƌƌeŶt, TCM, aŶd iŶteƌŶatioŶal AŵazoŶ, aŶǇ 
reasonably motivated person can probably track down almost any extant title in the world 

iŶ less thaŶ a feǁ ǁeeks͛ ;Ƌuoted iŶ Bƌiggs et al., ϮϬϬϴ: ϰϴͿ. ‘atheƌ, the Ŷostalgia that soŵe 
audiences feel the PCC nurtures so well is more about gaining access to particular kinds of 

cinematic experience that are perceived as increasingly rare. We can see this even more 

clearly when we consider the large number of comments we received that lauded the PCC 

foƌ shoǁiŶg filŵs that oŶe ŵaǇ haǀe ͚ŵissed͛. Yes, seǀeƌal of these ĐoŵŵeŶts aďout 
͚ŵissed͛ ŵoǀies ǁeƌe iŶdeed ƌefeƌring to releases that were years, or even decades old, but 

far more people spoke about a less distant past: 

 

A great place to catch a film you may have missed at the box office before the 

DVD release. (P33) 

 

Great films (classics or good current films 2 months after, so good to catch up on 

the good film you may have missed). (P183) 

 

Both of these comments are, in fact, referring to recent releases. Thus, what is interesting 

aďout the ƌepeated use of phƌases like ͚the filŵs Ǉou ŵaǇ haǀe ŵissed͛ is that it is applied so 

looselǇ to filŵs of all ages. Missed filŵs do seeŵ to ďe assoĐiated ǁith ƋualitǇ ;͚Gƌeat filŵs͛, 
͚ĐlassiĐs͛, etĐ.Ϳ, as ǁell as ǁith peƌsoŶal taste, as iŶ ͚the filŵs I ǁaŶt to see, ǁhetheƌ theǇ'ƌe 
trashy, revered, recently missed in the cinema, oƌ ϴϬ Ǉeaƌs old!͛ ;PϭϬϭͿ. NotiĐe that, 
throughout all of these comments, the idea of ǁatĐhiŶg ͚old͛ filŵs oŶ teleǀisioŶ, DVD oƌ 
online is conspicuously absent, barely even registering as a possibility. For these people, 

there is a strong sense that films should be seen in the cinema, regardless of when they 

were first released, or whether the person in question has seen the film before or not. We 

will return to this issue below in relation to cinephilia. For audiences who do appear to place 

more importance on nostalgia, however, it is interesting just how nonspecific those 

references tend to be, as with this final example: 

 

[The PCC is a] place you can go and watch a movie like a grown up (in so much as 

people theƌe aƌeŶ͛t iŶteŶt oŶ tƌǇiŶg to ƌuiŶ it foƌ eǀeryone else) and enjoy the 

cinema experience like a child. (P131) 

 

This response indicates no particular investment in the choice of film itself, and instead is far 

more concerned with the way in which the film is experienced. There is a clear emphasis on 
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behaǀiŶg ͚appƌopƌiatelǇ͛, aŶd the distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ hoǁ people of diffeƌeŶt ages ŵight 
eŶgage ǁith a filŵ is fasĐiŶatiŶg: ͚WatĐh … like a gƌoǁŶ up, eŶjoǇ … like a Đhild͛. The fiƌst 
half of the comment seems to refer to social etiquette and the importance of conducting 

oneself respectfully, but the second half unashamedly buys into something more difficult to 

gƌasp. ͚EŶjoǇ the ĐiŶeŵa eǆpeƌieŶĐe like a Đhild͛ does Ŷot appeaƌ to haǀe aŶǇthiŶg to do 
ǁith the ĐoŵŵeŶteƌ͛s own childhood, nor to the behaviour of children in general, but rather 

to the (romanticised) affective experience of watching a movie. This distinction between 

what cinema audiences do and what they feel becomes especially discernible in responses 

that foĐus oŶ the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles͛ eǀeŶt pƌogƌaŵŵing, which was far less popular than we 

expected. 

 

͚That ruiŶs the ŵovie for ŵe͛: OppositioŶ to EveŶts aŶd PartiĐipatioŶ 

While the original impetus behind this research was to consider the nature and appeal of 

event-led cinema at the Prince Charles Cinema, the preliminary findings of our survey have 

highlighted that the ǀeŶue͛s eǀeŶts ǁeƌe faƌ less of a ĐeŶtƌal dƌaǁ foƌ suƌǀeǇ ƌespoŶdeŶts 
than we had originally anticipated. This was particularly remarkable considering the fact 

that our data set was drawn exclusively from members of the mailing list – people who one 

might reasonably expect to be more knowledgeable and more enthusiastic about the events 

held there.  

Indeed, the Prince Charles clearly foregrounds the status of the events within their 

promotional materials (e.g. printed events schedules, as well as an editorial emphasis on 

their website and in subscriber emails), and this was picked up by our respondents, 73 of 

whom mentioned events when asked to describe the cinema. While 42 of these did so in a 

positiǀe seŶse, a fuƌtheƌ Ϯϵ ǁeƌe siŵplǇ Ŷeutƌal stateŵeŶts aloŶg the liŶes of ͚it has gaiŶed 
a ƌeputatioŶ foƌ ͞eǀeŶt͟ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs iŶǀolǀiŶg audieŶĐe paƌtiĐipatioŶ͛ ;PϭϴϴͿ, aŶd tǁo 
referred to events in explicitly negative terms. Furthermore, when asked to comment upon 

the most appealing aspects of the PCC, the numbers drop, with only 34 participants citing 

events as holding particular appeal for them. Even more pertinently, 27 respondents 

described certain types of events – especially sing-alongs and quote-alongs – as the 

ĐiŶeŵa͛s ŵost unappealing quality. Acrimony towards sing-alongs and quote-alongs was 

ofteŶ ĐoŵŵuŶiĐated Ƌuite ďluŶtlǇ thƌough ĐoŵŵeŶts like ͚“iŶgaloŶg ŵusiĐal stuff. I hate it͛ 
;PϭϮϮͿ oƌ ͚I ǁill Ŷeǀeƌ atteŶd “iŶg oƌ Ƌuote-aloŶgs͛ ;PϬϱϰͿ. The firm, unambiguous tone of 

these comments stood out as unusual in the context of other answers we received to the 

same question, the majority of which (52%, n=115) were either left blank or littered with 

caveats. The following comment is fairly typical: ͚My one selfish wish would be that they 

only show rep[ertory] cinema but I understand why they have to show the recent stuff too. 

The popcorn could be better ďut I’ŵ splittiŶg haiƌs͛ ;PϬϲϴ, eŵphasis addedͿ. AudieŶĐes 
were often quick to offer justifications and/or excuses for their own complaints, which is a 

testament to the high regard most of them seem to hold towards the cinema as a whole. 

Importantly, though, this tempering of criticism seemed to disappear when it came to 

discussing events, with respondents seeming to be far more certain about their aversion.  
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We aƌe Ŷot suggestiŶg that people eitheƌ ͚loǀed͛ oƌ ͚hated͛ PCC eǀeŶts; theƌe aƌe 
certainly interesting nuances to their negativity, with a number of people describing 

participatory screenings in teƌŵs suĐh as: ͚BƌilliaŶt idea, … ďut Ŷot foƌ ŵe͛ ;PϭϲϯͿ; ͚Sing-

aloŶgs doŶ͛t ƌeallǇ appeal to ŵe, ďut I appƌeĐiate that otheƌs loǀe theŵ͛ ;PϭϵϯͿ; ͚CaŶ͛t see 
myself at a quote-aloŶg, ďut that͛s just peƌsoŶal taste͛ ;PϭϵϰͿ; aŶd ͚I͛ŵ Ŷot iŶteƌested iŶ 
many of the eǀeŶt sĐƌeeŶiŶgs, ďut I͛ŵ glad theǇ happeŶ͛ (P215). These responses suggest 

that the idea of event-led cinema is attractive to some extent, but the actual practice of 

attending such screenings may well remain unappealing. Moreover, it is significant that 

concerns over event-led cinema operated in relation to such a narrow definition of 

cinematic events; respondents almost exclusively reserved their negativity for sing-along 

and quote-along screenings, whereas other events like double bills, guest speakers and all-

night marathons were rarely mentioned.
9
  

Crucially, audiences consistently objected to the fact that interactive screenings 

actively encouraged participation during the screening itself, whereas references to other 

participatory activities around the screening (e.g. Q&As, fancy dress competitions, staying 

overnight in the cinema, etc.) were generally praised or simply not mentioned. The concern 

here seems to be that these forms of audience participation might be disruptive, and would 

ruin an otherwise enjoyable film screening. As one respondent explained, ͚I ŵuĐh pƌefeƌ ŵǇ 
film-ǀieǁiŶg to ďe Ƌuiet + oŶlǇ heaƌ the filŵ, Ŷot aŶǇďodǇ else͛ ;PϭϲϯͿ. In other words, 

Ŷuŵeƌous people saǁ the ͚eǀeŶt͛ foƌŵat of the sĐƌeeŶiŶg as a thƌeat to the saŶĐtitǇ of the 

cinematic atmosphere. CiŶeŵagoiŶg ǁas fƌeƋueŶtlǇ desĐƌiďed as a uŶiƋuelǇ ͚iŵŵeƌsiǀe 
eǆpeƌieŶĐe͛ that ͚audieŶĐe paƌtiĐipatioŶ teŶds to oďliteƌate͛ ;PϬϵϭͿ. NotaďlǇ, uŶlike the 
tempered criticism mentioned above, people who expressed this viewpoint were also far 

less likely to acknowledge that their opinion was simply a matter of personal preference. 

Instead, their comments implied that the norm of silent and somewhat reverential film 

spectatorship was the only way to enjoy a film screening. Even those audience members 

who were curious and somewhat tentatively interested in such events were nevertheless 

ĐoŶĐeƌŶed that this soƌt of ǀieǁiŶg eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt ŵight ͚ƌuiŶ͛ the filŵ, aŶd that eǀeŶt-led 

screenings therefore ran contrary to how films were supposed to be seen: 

 

I like films and want to enjoy them as they were meant to be enjoyed so i hate 

any audience participation things like sing-along and quote-along. That ruins the 

movie for me. If i wanted some idiot to speak the lines over the actors i could do 

that myself at home. (P149) 

 

[F]oƌ ŵǇ fiƌst tiŵe ǁatĐhiŶg theŵ, I͛ŵ Ŷot suƌe I ǁaŶt the audieŶĐe to siŶg oƌ 
Ƌuote it. I͛d like to see it fiƌst iŶ a ͞Ŷoƌŵal͟ ǁaǇ aŶd theŶ take paƌt iŶ the 
sing/quote along. (P183) 

 

Concern over certain screenings transgressing the ͚Ŷoƌŵal͛ aŶd ͚pƌopeƌ͛ ǁaǇ to eŶjoǇ filŵs 
within cinematic space was often accompanied with a specific vitriol towards the audiences 
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for such screenings, who were marked as major contributors to the ruination of the 

cinematic experience. For instance:  

 

[I dislike] the audience of people who really want everyone to know how achingly 

Đool theǇ aƌe ďǇ laughiŶg at aŶǇthiŶg ͞diffeƌeŶt͟. I suspeĐt the shoǁiŶgs of The 

Room and the quote alongs foster a culture that makes people think they can 

make a showing about themselves. (P026) 

 

I prefer a quiet, reverent audience to a rowdy one. I think the audience 

paƌtiĐipatioŶ eǀeŶts attƌaĐt a diffeƌeŶt Đƌoǁd, oŶe lookiŶg foƌ a ͞fuŶ͟ soĐial 
experience rather than a purely cinematic one. (P188) 

 

They programme some really great stuff (and on 35mm sometimes!) but for me 

it͛s usuallǇ a ƋuestioŶ of the folloǁiŶg. ͞Do I ǁaŶt to see this at the ĐiŶeŵa, the 
way it should be seen but probably have it ruined by talking, shouting and 

subsequent frustration OR track it down on a physical format (often not possible) 

aŶd ǁatĐh at hoŵe iŶ peaĐe?͟ (P110) 

 

Between them, these three comments are illustrative of our two central arguments in this 

section. Firstly, audiences readily invoked two possible ways of watching a film – the ͚͞fuŶ͟ 
social eǆpeƌieŶĐe͛ ǀeƌsus the ͚puƌelǇ ĐiŶeŵatiĐ͛ – but the latter is clearly positioned as the 

͚ƌight͛ oŶe. “eĐoŶdlǇ, ouƌ ƌespoŶdeŶts ĐoŶsisteŶtlǇ told us that the siŶgle gƌeatest thƌeat to 
the ĐiŶeŵa eǆpeƌieŶĐe is that the ͚ǁƌoŶg͛ audieŶĐes ŵight atteŶd aŶd ďehaǀe ͚ďadlǇ͛ – 

laughing or talking during the film and breaking the reverential silence. Again, all of this is in 

spite of the fact that participatory event-led screenings are one of the cornerstones of the 

PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles͛s ƌeputatioŶ, ďoth iŶ teƌŵs of how the cinema promotes itself and its 

ƌeĐeptioŶ iŶ the ŶatioŶal aŶd ƌegioŶal pƌess. As ‘iĐhaƌd MĐCulloĐh͛s ƌeseaƌĐh iŶto The Room 

has shown, even audiences who attend unequivocally participatory events will still have a 

strong sense of etiquette, and are more than capable of becoming frustrated when 

audieŶĐe iŶteƌaĐtioŶ is deeŵed ͚eǆĐessiǀe͛ ;MĐCulloĐh, ϮϬϭϭ: ϮϬϴ-11). In the following 

seĐtioŶ, hoǁeǀeƌ, ǁe deŵoŶstƌate that the PCC audieŶĐes͛ ǀieǁs oŶ ĐiŶeŵa etiƋuette aƌe 
actually more of an expression of how one should feel about film than arbitrary rules about 

how they should behave.   

 

͚There͛s NothiŶg Like It͛: CiŶephilia aŶd the Big SĐreeŶ EǆperieŶĐe  
As we have seen, the idea that films should be experienced in a certain way was a recurrent 

theme throughout our questionnaire data, and the PCC seems to be highly valued for its 

aďilitǇ to ͚Đaptuƌe the esseŶĐe of ĐiŶeŵa-goiŶg͛ ;PϭϴϲͿ. In other words, not only do some 

respondents clearly seem to see cinema patronage as having certain proper codes and 

conventions, but they also see the Prince Charles as a cinema that embodies the ethos of 

those experiential norms. By far one of the most consistently repeated of these norms was 
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the superiority of the cinematic experience. The importance that our respondents placed on 

͚the ďig sĐƌeeŶ͛ is espeĐiallǇ iŶteƌestiŶg iŶ ƌelatioŶ to ǁideƌ disĐussioŶs aďout the ͚ǁitheƌiŶg 
aǁaǇ of ĐiŶeŵa Đultuƌe͛ aŶd the ĐoŶĐuƌƌeŶt ƌise of ͚hoŵe ĐiŶeŵa͛ ;TƌǇoŶ, ϮϬϬϵ: ϰͿ. IŶ 
Beyond the Multiplex, Barbara Klinger describes this conflict in detail, identifying what she 

sees as: 

 

a kind of schizophrenic identity for cinema, derived from its shifting material 

bases and exhibition contexts: it exists both as a theatrical medium projected on 

Đelluloid aŶd as a ŶoŶtheatƌiĐal ŵediuŵ pƌeseŶted […] iŶ a video format on 

television. [T]his double identity assumes an immediate comparative aesthetic 

and experiential value. The big-screen performance is marked as authentic, as 

representing bona fide cinema. By contrast, video is characterized not only as 

inauthentic and ersatz but also as a regrettable triumph of convenience over art 

that disturbs the communion between viewer and film and interferes with 

judgments of quality. (2006: 2) 

 

KliŶgeƌ goes oŶ to aƌgue that this ͚ǀalue-ladeŶ diĐhotoŵǇ͛ ďetǁeeŶ ĐiŶeŵa and home video 

is soŵethiŶg of a fallaĐǇ, aŶd ĐoŶǀiŶĐiŶglǇ deŵoŶstƌates that ͚Ŷeǁ͛ teĐhŶologies like ǀideo 
and DVD are as significant for film reception and cinephilia as they are for distribution (ibid). 

Yet, our research indicates that, for some audiences at least, the cinema experience very 

much retains its cinephilic value. Several comments explicitly lauded the Prince Charles as 

͚the plaĐe to go to see ĐlassiĐs oŶ the ďig sĐƌeeŶ aŶd Ŷot just Ǉouƌ TV͛ ;PϰϯͿ, oƌ Ŷoted that 
watching ͚old filŵs oŶ the ďig sĐƌeeŶ [is] alǁaǇs iŶfiŶitelǇ ďetteƌ thaŶ aŶǇ sŵall sĐƌeeŶ͛ 
(P184). At this stage in our research, it is unclear whether these responses are literal 

stateŵeŶts aďout the size of the sĐƌeeŶ oƌ ŵetoŶǇŵiĐ ƌefeƌeŶĐes to the ͚ĐiŶeŵa eǆpeƌieŶĐe͛ 
more broadly. What we can say, however, is that these comments explicitly distinguish 

between the quality of the experience offered by the movie theatre compared to the more 

͚ƌoutiŶe͛ ǀieǁiŶg ĐoŶteǆt of oŶe͛s oǁŶ hoŵe.  
What is espeĐiallǇ iŶteƌestiŶg aďout the PCC͛s audiences is the way in which their 

ƌefeƌeŶĐes to the ͚ďig sĐƌeeŶ͛ aƌe iŶǀaƌiaďlǇ ĐoŵďiŶed ǁith Ŷods to paƌtiĐulaƌ kinds of film, 

as seen in the following descriptions of the cinema: 

 

A haǀeŶ of good aŶd Đult ĐiŶeŵa, if theƌe͛s a filŵ Ǉou͛ƌe dǇiŶg to see oŶ the big 

sĐƌeeŶ, ĐhaŶĐes aƌe theǇ͛ƌe shoǁiŶg it. (P13) 

 

A great cinema experience to see the films you always wanted to see on the big 

screen. (P142) 

 

It creates amazing opportunities on a daily basis to see live on a big screen films 

that you had always wanted to be able to see on a cinema screen. (P182) 
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The siŵilaƌities iŶ ǁoƌdiŶg heƌe aƌe stƌikiŶg; ďǇ ƌefeƌƌiŶg to filŵs theǇ aƌe ͚dǇiŶg to see͛ oƌ 
that theǇ haǀe ͚alǁaǇs ǁaŶted to see͛, these ƌespoŶdeŶts gestuƌe toǁaƌds hugelǇ affeĐtiǀe 
and long-standing emotional attachments to the films in question, and position the cinema 

as the authentic context in which to view them. Our question about the most appealing 

aspect(s) of the PCC returned a particularly high number of references to the primacy of the 

cinema experience, and, tellingly, often in relation to films they had already developed 

stƌoŶg feeliŶgs foƌ. Foƌ eǆaŵple, audieŶĐes told us that theǇ ǀalued ͚ďeiŶg aďle to see ŵǇ 
faǀouƌite filŵs oŶ the ďig sĐƌeeŶ͛ ;PϭϱϵͿ, eǆplaiŶed that theǇ ͚like to haǀe seeŶ aŶything I 

ƌeallǇ like oŶ the ďig sĐƌeeŶ eǀeŶ if I oǁŶ it aŶd haǀe seeŶ it ŵaŶǇ tiŵes͛ ;PϭϰϵͿ, aŶd ǁƌote 
wistfully about, ͚“eeiŶg old oƌ ƌaƌe filŵs that I Ŷeǀeƌ got a ĐhaŶĐe to see oŶ the ďig sĐƌeeŶ 
ǁith the feel of ǁatĐhiŶg it iŶ a ĐiŶeŵa. Theƌe͛s ŶothiŶg like it͛ ;PϭϰϮͿ. Phƌases suĐh as ͚my 

faǀouƌite filŵs͛ aŶd ͚aŶǇthiŶg I ƌeallǇ like͛ ǁeƌe ĐoŵŵoŶ, iŶdiĐatiŶg a teŶdeŶĐǇ to pƌioƌitise 
peƌsoŶal taste oǀeƌ ďƌoadeƌ staŶdaƌds of ͚good taste͛. We ĐaŶ see this teŶdeŶĐǇ eǀeŶ ŵoƌe 
clearly in comments that spoke highlǇ of ďeiŶg aďle ͚to ƌeǀisit ͞ĐlassiĐ͟ filŵs ;Yes! I do 
include The Goonies and [The] Monster Squad iŶ the desĐƌiptioŶͿ oŶ the ďig sĐƌeeŶ͛ ;PϭϳϵͿ. 
This peƌsoŶ appeaƌs to ďe dƌaǁiŶg a distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ ĐaŶoŶiĐal ŶotioŶs of ͚good͛ filŵ 
and their own preference for 1980s family adventure movies. The clarification of their own 

defiŶitioŶ of ͚ĐlassiĐ͛ iŵplies that ŵost people ǁould Ŷot otheƌǁise haǀe iŶĐluded the tǁo 
films they chose to mention – something they seem proud of rather than apologetic. 

In his empirical study of British comedy audiences, Sam Friedman (2014) notes that his 

respondents who were low in cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984) tended to concede the 

͚legitiŵaĐǇ͛ of ŵoƌe ͚highďƌoǁ͛ ĐoŵediaŶs, eǀeŶ ǁheŶ theǇ peƌsoŶallǇ didŶ͛t like theŵ. Foƌ 
instaŶĐe, theǇ ǁould fƌeƋueŶtlǇ eŵploǇ ǀeƌtiĐal ŵetaphoƌs suĐh as ͚goiŶg oǀeƌ ŵǇ head͛ oƌ 
͚ďeǇoŶd ŵe͛ to desĐƌiďe politiĐal oƌ iŶtelleĐtual ĐoŵedǇ, aŶd FƌiedŵaŶ iŶteƌpƌets suĐh 
stateŵeŶts as sigŶals of defeƌeŶĐe to ͚good taste͛ aŶd to audieŶĐes ǁith higheƌ leǀels of 

cultural capital (Friedman, 2014: 83). The audiences we heard from at the Prince Charles, 

however, routinely invoked the notion of good taste only to then dismiss it as unimportant 

or even unattractive. P216, for instance, described the cinema by sayiŶg ͚It͛s ƌeallǇ the filŵ 
loǀeƌ͛s haǀeŶ ďut Ŷot iŶ a sŶoďďǇ ǁaǇ͛, aŶd PϬϯϵ adŵiƌed the faĐt that it ͚doesŶ͛t aĐt all 
pretentious like some independent cinemas, just as likely to see a Frozen sing along there as 

ǁell as the ďaĐk Đatalogue of Wes AŶdeƌsoŶ.͛ What these responses suggest is that the 

defiŶitioŶ of ͚ĐiŶephilia͛ ďeiŶg ǁoƌked thƌough is highlǇ inclusive in relation to the films 

themselves – there is very little evidence of fixed notions of cinematic canon, or discussions 

over film as art. Instead, we see emphatic and discerning statements about the way one 

should experience and feel about film. If audiences can be said to be on a quest for 

͚iŵŵeƌsioŶ͛, this seeŵs to ďe aďout a desiƌe to ďe eŶteƌtaiŶed, eŶgaged, aŶd to ĐoŶŶeĐt as 
closely as possible with the characters and stories on screen.  

This opeŶ toleƌaŶĐe foƌ the otheƌ people͛s tastes ĐaŶ ďe seeŶ iŶ the ƌepeated 
acknowledgements and celebrations regarding the range of programming offered by the 

cinema, which allows for cult, classic and new films to be enjoyed all under the same roof. 

 AĐĐoƌdiŶg to PϬϳϭ, foƌ eǆaŵple, the PCC is ͚a ĐiŶeŵa foƌ people ǁho loǀe ĐiŶeŵa, fƌoŵ 
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ĐlassiĐ filŵs to guiltǇ pleasuƌe ŵoǀies aŶd eǀeƌǇthiŶg iŶ ďetǁeeŶ.͛ Through an emphasis on 

the ͚loǀe͛ of filŵ aŶd aŶ appƌeĐiation for the variety on offer at the PCC, such comments 

point to an imagined audience, connected by a form of cinephilia defined more by 

cinemagoing practices than preferences for a particular type of film. As P049 suggests, ͚it 
caters to people with lots of diffeƌeŶt tastes ďut if Ǉou loǀe filŵ Ǉou͛ƌe goiŶg to loǀe it͛. 
DesĐƌiďed ďǇ PϭϳϬ as ͚a ĐiŶeŵa ƌuŶ ďǇ & foƌ filŵ-lovers; high- or low-ďƌoǁ͛, the Prince 

Charles is neither seen to be as elitist as an arthouse cinema nor as unspecialised as a 

mainstream multiplex. Overall, the expressions of love and emphases on having an affective 

relationship with the cinema and film in general proved to be significant within our survey. 

But, ǁhat is also sigŶifiĐaŶt is that the PCC is seeŶ to ďe ͚ƌuŶ ďǇ people ǁho loǀe film 

showing filŵs foƌ people ǁho loǀe filŵs͛ (P167). Camaraderie is not just with the audience, 

but also with the cinema itself.  

Importantly, then, ǁheŶ audieŶĐes ŵake Đlaiŵs suĐh as ͚a movie should be 

eǆpeƌieŶĐed oŶ the ďig sĐƌeeŶ͛ ;PϮϮϬͿ, this is Ŷot solely a question of seeing films in the 

͚ƌight͛ ǁaǇ; theƌe is a soĐial side to this too, as the folloǁiŶg ĐoŵŵeŶts deŵoŶstƌate:  
 

[I like] the fun and diverse programming, the dedication to 35mm, the informal 

atmosphere, the fact that it is clearly staffed and run by people who love films. 

It͛s a gƌeat plaĐe to ďƌiŶg fƌieŶds to shaƌe ŵǇ faǀouƌite filŵs ǁith theŵ. ;PϵϵͿ 
 

The atmosphere creates the experience and the PCC feels like you͛re with 

friends. Apart from the obvious reliving my youth aspect of seeing the older 

movies, it also allows me the chance to introduce others to them in the format 

they should be seen (e.g. My partner had never seen The Blues Brothers and 

getting to see it on the big screen with friends cemented it as one of her new 

favourites). (P179)  

 

Here, there is a clear emphasis on sharing beloved films with friends and loved ones. At first 

glaŶĐe, Pϭϳϵ͛s ƌefeƌeŶĐe to seeiŶg ŵoǀies ͚iŶ the foƌŵat theǇ should ďe seeŶ͛ Đould ďe 
interpreted as another reference to 35mm projection, but the explanation makes it clear 

that ͚foƌŵat͛ iŶ this ĐoŶteǆt has ŵoƌe to do ǁith the ĐoŵďiŶatioŶ of the ͚atŵospheƌe͛, ͚the 
ďig sĐƌeeŶ͛ aŶd ͚fƌieŶds͛. IŶ faĐt, seǀeƌal ƌespoŶses ǁeŶt as faƌ as ĐoŵpaƌiŶg a tƌip to the 
PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles ǁith a ǀisit to a Đlose fƌieŶd͛s house. 

 

A cinema with a personality and a sense of humour! I like that there is a personal 

touch to the experience which is completely non-existent in other cinemas. It 

feels ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh like Ǉou͛ƌe seeiŶg a filŵ at a ŵate͛s house who has a big screen 

and not a business that takes itself too seriously. (P075) 

 

An independent cinema in the heart of London which manages to still remain 

fƌieŶdlǇ, fuŶ, ƌeasoŶaďlǇ pƌiĐed aŶd ƌetaiŶ it͛s oǁŶ iŶdiǀidual stǇle aŶd ethos. It͛s 
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like goiŶg to the ĐiŶeŵa at Ǉouƌ ŵate͛s house - if your mate owns a house big 

enough to hold 2 cinema screens. (P041) 

 

IŶ additioŶ to the ͚ŵate͛s house͛ aŶd ͚ďig sĐƌeeŶ͛ ƌefeƌeŶĐes, ďoth of these ĐoŵŵeŶts 
eŵphasise the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of iŶdiǀidualitǇ, faiƌ pƌiĐiŶg, aŶd a pƌioƌitisatioŶ of ͚fuŶ͛ oǀeƌ 
͚seƌiousŶess͛. What is paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ iŶteƌestiŶg, hoǁeǀeƌ, is that this ĐoŶĐeptioŶ of the ideal 
viewing experience combines traditional ideas about the value and distinctiveness of the 

ĐiŶeŵa spaĐe ǁith aŶ aĐkŶoǁledgeŵeŶt of the faŵiliaƌitǇ aŶd Đoŵfoƌt of ͚hoŵe ĐiŶeŵa͛. It 
is crucial that we do not conflate sociality with participation, since the abovementioned 

emphasis on etiquette tells us that attending with friends and partners may be more about 

a shared affective experience than, say, being able to talk to each other during the film. 

The optimal viewing environment therefore requires considerable unity between 

audience members, and in that sense, it is significant that respondents frequently described 

the PCC as ďeiŶg ďest suited to ͚filŵ faŶs͛ ;PϬϯϯͿ aŶd ͚filŵ ďuffs͛ ;PϭϳϴͿ. CoŶtaiŶed ǁithiŶ 
soŵe of these ƌespoŶses ǁas aŶ iŵpliĐit suggestioŶ that if Ǉou adheƌed to a ͚ĐoƌƌeĐt͛, 
͚pƌefeƌƌed͛ oƌ iŶdeed ͚autheŶtiĐ͛ ǀeƌsioŶ of filŵ faŶdoŵ theŶ this ǁas aďsolutelǇ the ĐiŶeŵa 
for you. As oŶe peƌsoŶ put it, ͚If Ǉou͛ƌe a real filŵ faŶ it͛s a joǇ to ǀisit͛ ;Pϭϵϵ, eŵphasis 
added), ǁhile PϬϯϲ stated, ͚I kŶoǁ that if I go ǁith the right friends I will be guaranteed a 

good Ŷight͛ ;eŵphasis addedͿ, seeŵiŶglǇ aĐkŶoǁledgiŶg that theǇ aƌe ageŶts of theiƌ oǁŶ 
enjoyment to some eǆteŶt. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, the ͚pƌopeƌ͛ ǁaǇ to eǆpeƌieŶĐe a filŵ is 
siŵultaŶeouslǇ liŶked to the ĐoŵŵuŶal effoƌts of the ͚ƌight͛ audieŶĐes, as ǁell as a 
decidedly fannish attitude towards cinema more generally. For some, the sense of a 

collective of individuals brought together by their love of film was valued for the way in 

which it produced a ͚Ƌuite kŶoǁiŶg͛ audieŶĐe, ǁhiĐh iŶ tuƌŶ gaǀe the oǀeƌall eǆpeƌieŶĐe ͚aŶ 
uŶdeƌlǇiŶg seŶse of Đaŵaƌadeƌie͛ ;PϬϬϰͿ. It was important to several people that the PCC 

attracted an audience who shared their values, cinemagoing tastes and conventions of 

behaviour. Ultimately, at its best, the Prince Charles is seen as ͚The peƌfeĐt eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt to 
watch movies with a good respectful audience that you know loves movies like you do͛ 
(P114). Thus, in spite of the prominent role that film events play in its marketing, for many 

of the mailing list members, participation is surprisingly anathema to their own preferences 

foƌ ďehaǀiouƌ ǁithiŶ a ĐiŶeŵa. To theŵ, a good ĐiŶeŵa is a ͚ƌespeĐtful͛ oŶe iŶ ǁhiĐh the 
absence of visible or audible participation is what signifies true cinephilia. 

 

Conclusion 

The rise of event-led cinema has undoubtedly resulted in a widening of the concept of what 

it ŵeaŶs to ͚eǆpeƌieŶĐe͛ a filŵ. Yet, thƌoughout this article, we have demonstrated that 

debates surrounding companies like Secret Cinema may well have exaggerated the extent to 

which audiences are embracing these changes. Interestingly, for many of the Prince Charles 

CiŶeŵa͛s patƌoŶs that ǁe heaƌd fƌoŵ, event-led participatory screenings seemed peculiarly 

at odds with the kind of cinema-goiŶg eǆpeƌieŶĐe that theǇ ĐoŶsideƌed to ďe the ͚ĐoƌƌeĐt͛ 
oŶe. Despite the ĐiŶeŵa͛s eŵphasis oŶ eǀeŶts aŶd paƌtiĐipatioŶ, its audieŶĐes 
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demonstrated a preference for a more traditional, reverential, even nostalgic cinematic 

experience. Audiences or events that became (or were imagined to be) too rowdy were 

perceived to significantly disrupt or even ruin the experience of film viewing. While there 

was an openness to a wide variety of different types of filŵ ďeiŶg oŶ the PCC͛s pƌogƌaŵŵe 
(often accompanied by a rejection of a specific film canon), there was an overriding sense 

that ͚pƌopeƌ͛ filŵ faŶs ǁould shaƌe Đodes of ĐiŶeŵatiĐ pƌaĐtiĐe if Ŷot ŶeĐessaƌilǇ pƌefeƌeŶĐes 
for the same films. For these respondents, then, cinephilia is less about the screening of 

particular films and more about experiencing them in the right way.  

We haǀe aƌgued that teƌŵs suĐh as ͚iŵŵeƌsiǀe͛ oƌ ͚eǆpeƌieŶtial͛ – both so often used 

in relation to event-led cinema – are problematic as well as misleading. Not only do they 

imply a hierarchical relationship between event-led and more conventional cinema, but 

they also deny the experiential qualities of conventional cinemagoing, in which audiences 

are by no means less immersed or more passive. Indeed, most of the responses we received 

pointed towards a strong, affective bond between audiences and the cinema, which they 

perceive as the embodiment of a rare form of cinematic authenticity. For these mailing list 

members, the Prince Charles represents a place that is run by people like them and for 

people like them – ͚pƌopeƌ͛ film fans who are committed to the value of preserving the 

authentic cinemagoing experience. It is worth reiterating that, while the respondents to our 

questionnaire very explicitly prioritised reverential silence over audience participation, we 

are by no means suggesting that these two modes of spectatorship should be thought of as 

ŵutuallǇ eǆĐlusiǀe. Afteƌ all, oŶe peƌsoŶ͛s oppositioŶ to “ing-a-long-a Frozen would not 

necessarily mean that they deemed all sing-alongs to be equally unpalatable. 

We have only really begun to scratch the surface of this topic, but even within our 

relatively small-scale study, we have observed enormous complexity and nuance in the way 

that film audiences assign particular values to event-led cinema. So, where might future 

researchers go from here? As we move forward with this project ourselves, we will be 

aiming to explore how the abovementioned audience attitudes towards particular kinds of 

cinema experience correlate with the quantitative and demographic data we collected. It is 

Đuƌious, foƌ iŶstaŶĐe, that the PƌiŶĐe Chaƌles͛s siŶg-along programming revolves so heavily 

around movies like Dirty Dancing (1987), The Sound of Music (1965), Grease (1978) and 

Frozen (2013), all of which are strongly associated with female audiences. But does this 

mean that sing-alongs are primarily a female pursuit – perhaps the flipside of the potentially 

ŵoƌe ͚ŵasĐuliŶe͛ Ƌuote-along (Klinger, 2008)? It seems to us that, rather than trying to 

discuss the appeal of event-led versus non-event-led cinema, the more pressing issue here is 

to distinguish between different kinds of event-led cinema. How do sing-alongs differ from 

quote-alongs, Đostuŵe paƌtǇ sĐƌeeŶiŶgs, theŵed ŵaƌathoŶ eǀeŶts, oƌ Q&A͛s? AŶǇ atteŵpt 
to study the appeal of event-led cinema, as though it were a singular, coherent form of 

cinematic experience, would to some extent be methodologically flawed from the outset. 

Future research would therefore benefit from unpacking the differences and similarities 

between these different forms, and questioning the extent to which audiences perceive 

them to be overlapping with (or diverging from) each other.  
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There is also much more to be said on the relationship between the perceived value 

of an event and the context in which it takes place. This is not just a question of spatial or 

temporal factors like the choice of venue, the weather, or the time of day, but also about 

how the event relates to iŶdiǀidual atteŶdees͛ life course. For what reasons might certain 

filŵ eǀeŶts ďeĐoŵe ŵoƌe oƌ less attƌaĐtiǀe at a paƌtiĐulaƌ poiŶt iŶ soŵeoŶe͛s life? Hoǁ do 
suĐh eǀeŶts fit iŶ ǁith audieŶĐes͛ ǁideƌ patteƌŶs of taste, ďehaǀiouƌ, Đultuƌal ĐoŶsuŵption 

and/or social relationships? And how is it that some audiences can loathe talking or any 

other form of distraction during screenings, only to then deem such behaviour acceptable 

uŶdeƌ otheƌ ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes, peƌhaps eǀeŶ seeiŶg ͚paƌtiĐipatioŶ͛ as huŵoƌous, liberating, or 

even their central reason for attending (cf. McCulloch, 2011: 197-8)?  

Part of the difficulty in answering these questions lies in the relative newness of 

event-led cinema. Like Martin Barker in his study of livecasting, we are to some extent 

͚ƌeseaƌĐhiŶg as the egg [is] hatĐhiŶg͛ ;ϮϬϭϯ: ϴϵͿ, aŶd it ǁill ďe fasĐiŶatiŶg to see hoǁ 
audiences develop new expectations, preferences and behaviours as these events continue 

to evolve. Even if interactive events eventually turn out to be a passing fad, their increased 

prominence provides us researchers with an ideal opportunity to return to some very 

fundamental questions about why people go to (or stay away from) the cinema, and about 

the future of film consumption in a digital world. 
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Notes: 

                                                           
1
 “eĐƌet CiŶeŵa is a Bƌitish ĐoŵpaŶǇ that speĐialises iŶ ͚iŵŵeƌsiǀe͛ ĐiŶeŵa eǀeŶts. Pƌeǀious 

examples include inviting customers to become 1940s prisoners in a former school for a screening of 

The Shawshank Redemption (1994), the recreation of fictional 1950s town of Hill Valley for a series 

of Back to the Future (1985) screenings, and most recently at the time of writing, elaborately 

constructed intergalactic sets from The Empire Strikes Back (1980). The word ͚seĐƌet͛ iŶ the 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s Ŷaŵe ƌefeƌs to the faĐt that, fƌoŵ its ďegiŶŶiŶgs iŶ ϮϬϬϳ up uŶtil ϮϬϭϰ, audieŶĐes ǁeƌe 
required to buy tickets in advance without knowing either the film that would be shown or the 

location of the screening. See Snetiker, 2014. 
2
 Both authors would like to express their sincere gratitude to all the staff and management at the 

Prince Charles Cinema for their assistance with this research, but especially to Gregory Lynn, Simon 

Thomas and Paul Vickery. Of course, we are also extremely grateful to all of our 220 respondents for 

agreeing to share their views with us. Without them, there would be no data to present.  
3
 Of these 220 respondents, 56% identified as male (n=124), 42% female (n=92), and 2% neither 

male nor female (including non-respondents). Respondents fell into the following age categories: 

under 20, 4% (n=9); age 20-29, 32% (n=71); age 30-39, 41% (n=91); age 40-49, 13% (n=29); age 50-

59, 5% (n=11); and age 60-69, 4% (n=9). Within this article, all survey participants have been referred 

to by number only (e.g. P144 or P076) so as to preserve their anonymity.  
4
 Visible posters are advertising a wide range of films, including The Texas Chainsaw Massacre 

(1974), a season of Alfred Hitchcock films, a double bill of crowdfunded action parody Kung Fury 

;ϮϬϭϱͿ ǁith ͚so ďad it͛s good͛ ŵaƌtial aƌts filŵ Miami Connection (1987), and contemporary releases 

of Dear White People (2014) and critically acclaimed documentary The Look of Silence (2014). 
5
 Quotations taken from our survey responses have generally been reproduced verbatim. In a small 

number of cases, however, we have taken the decision to correct obvious mistakes as a courtesy to 

those who took the time to participate in our research. 
6
 Remember that the questions being asked here were all open ended and qualitative, designed so 

that audiences could tell us what they considered to be important. Our codes therefore emerged out 

of a process of analytic coding and hermeneutic interpretation (Kozinets, 2010: 118-35). Other 

commonly ƌefeƌeŶĐed poiŶts of appeal ǁeƌe: the ĐiŶeŵa͛s repertory programming (29%, n=63); 

distinction ;i.e. ǀalue defiŶed iŶ ƌelatioŶ to otheƌ ĐiŶeŵasͿ ;Ϯϲ%, Ŷ=ϱϳͿ; the ͚Ƌuality’ of films shown – 

ďoth iŶ teƌŵs of estaďlished taste distiŶĐtioŶs ;͚gƌeat ŵoǀies͛, ͚ĐlassiĐs͛Ϳ aŶd peƌsoŶal pƌefeƌeŶĐe 
;͚ŵǇ faǀouƌite ŵoǀies͛Ϳ ;Ϯϰ%, Ŷ=ϱϮͿ; price and/or membership scheme (26%, n=56). All percentages 

have been rounded to the nearest whole number. 
7
 The Picturehouse chain – one of the only nationwide chains to routinely screen arthouse, foreign-

language and independent film – was purchased by multiplex chain Cineworld in 2012. See Boult, 

2012. 
8
 The sharp decline of celluloid as a filmmaking format has been resisted, including a successful 

campaign by prominent directors such as Christopher Nolan, J.J. Abrams, Judd Apatow and Quentin 

TaƌaŶtiŶo. ColleĐtiǀelǇ, this ƌesistaŶĐe led to aŶ agƌeeŵeŶt ďetǁeeŶ ͚iŶdustƌǇ leadeƌs͛ aŶd EastŵaŶ 
Kodak, who in 2014 announced that they would be continuing their production of celluloid film. See 

Hamedy, 2014.  
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9
 Criticisms of other, less participatory events (i.e. anything other than sing-alongs or quote-alongs) 

ǁeƌe ƌaƌe, aŶd teŶded to ďe ƌestƌiĐted to ƌelatiǀelǇ ͚pƌaĐtiĐal͛ ĐoŶsideƌatioŶs, suĐh as ͚theƌe͛s Ŷot 
enough time between films during douďle ďills & ŵaƌathoŶs͛ ;PϬϳϰͿ. 


