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Abstract: 

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

preferences – the i e ita le esult of i e agoe s i easi gl  seeki g out i e si e , 
pa ti ipato  a d e pe ie tial  fil  s ee i gs. The esearch 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 

PCC s g eatest ualit  as the a  i  hi h it e i ded the  of ho  i e as used to e, 
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 

ai st ea  i e as. We all fo  a e o side atio  of the i e si e a d e pe ie tial 
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, 

it s a g eat usi ess odel, 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 

fil  o su ptio . Fi st, ‘iggall elies o  a  o e l  ho oge ous defi itio  of the i e a 
e pe ie e , hi h he sees as ei g s o ous ith ultiple  i e as. His description of 

this ki d of i e a as a g eat usi ess odel  that is ot dead  a  sou d suppo ti e, ut 
it also very clearly invokes discourses of commercialism and obsolescence. By extension, 

the , diffe e t i e a e pe ie es  – like the events his company runs – are positioned as 

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

halle ged  a d i spi ed , he suggests that the e is also a diffe e e i  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 e  i e a e pe ie es a d audie e pleasu es a e fai l  t pi al th oughout 
discussions of event-led o  e pe ie tial  i e a – 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 

Se et Ci e a s i e si e  s ee i gs, hi h t pi all  i ol e ela o atel  desig ed sets 
and scores of actors. Yet, as Ali Plumb has noted in Empire magazine, this is by no means the 

o l  alte ati e  e pe ie e a aila le: 
 

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

… i te a ti e, audie e-involving, as-fun-as-three-bags-of Haribo moviegoing has 

a o e egula  ho e i  the fo  of the P i e Cha les Ci e a … i  Lo do s 
Leicester Square. (Plumb, 2014) 

 

It is this o e egula  i a atio  of e e t-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 

rece t eleases a d epe to  fil  s ee i gs. As Plu s a ti le poi ts out, ho e e , the 
i e a is a gua l  est k o  fo  hosti g i e ati  e e ts , i ludi g 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), Way e’s Wo ld (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 e o ed e e t  e ue a tuall  talk a out it as a  alte ati e  spa e hose p odu t 
differs from other cinemas. Consensus in the press seems to be that event-led cinema offers 

a disti t set of pleasu es f o  o e tio al  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 

audie es  oade  attitudes to a ds a i e a that is well known for hosting such events.  

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

Cha les as a  alte ati e  i e a, the  la gel  eje ted the appeal of its pa ti ipato  
e e ts i  fa ou  of the authe ti , o  e e  ostalgi  i e ati  e pe ie e the  o side ed 
it to e offe i g. The e as a st o g e phasis o  i ephilia, defi ed less  good taste  i  
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 

o e t  odes of spe tato ship a d fil  fa do . Ulti atel , e a gue that i e agoi g is 
always e pe ie tial, a d so the sea h fo  alte ati e  i e a e pe ie es see s to e 
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 

e e ts  as ei g diffe e t f o  o e o e tio al  i e agoi g, a d  hat 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- uestio : To hat e te t is it si ila  to o  
diffe e t f o  othe  i e as ou ha e atte ded?  This o di g as desig ed to e ou age 
audiences to reflect upon particularly interesting or noteworthy aspects of the cinema, 
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hopefully leading them to discuss its e e t  s ee i gs hile also allo i g fo  othe  issues 
to be raised. However, espo de ts  epeated e phasis o  the disti ti e  atu e of the 
PCC has led us to wonder whether our phrasing might have inadvertently influenced 

pa ti ipa ts  espo ses. As su h, hile this a ti le e plo es the i po ta e of disti tio  
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 audie es  e pe ie e of usi g the PCC e site , 
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. Howeve , usi g the P i e Cha les s o  aili g list as a e uit e t 
tool also ea s that ou  audie e sa ple a ot e see  as ep ese tati e of the i e a s 
audiences as a whole. These are self-sele ted e e s of the i e a s o  aili g 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 

i to a a o e  de og aphi  a ge tha  the e ue s audie es as a hole. Thus, e e  
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 

lea  sto  a out the PCC s audie es. ‘athe , the fi di gs e dis uss a d 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 cinema s 
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 

o u i atio  ith the i e a itself, usi g la guage su h as, ou gu s play interesting 

o ies  a d ish ou had a lift so I ould i ite less-a le f ie ds . While this o l  appea s 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.  

 

E le ti  But Not Too Mu h : The Pri e Charles as Alter ative  Ci e a 

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 

o e tio al  i e agoi g e pe ie es. The P i e Cha les ep ese ts a  i t igui g ase 
study in that regard, precisely because its programming seems to cater towards such a wide 
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a ge of tastes; o e ould just as easil  defi e its p odu t as fa ilia  as the  ould 
u usual . I  this se tio , e de o st ate that although the audie e e e s e hea d 

from justified their opinions in very different ways, the notion of distinction (and in some 

ases u i ue ess  is a solutel  e t al to the a  i  hi h a  spoke a out the e ue 
and the films/events that take place there. We begin with a brief example from the national 

press to de o st ate just ho  e t al u i ue ess  is to the i e a s ide tit .  
I  a Ja ua   a ti le e titled I he e t Vi e: Wh  fleapits ake the pe fe t fil  

e ue , the Guardian s ‘ a  Gil e  su i tl  a ti ulated the disti tio  et ee  the P i e 
Charles and other cinemas:  

 

“ta d i  Lo do s Lei este  “ ua e, th o  a fistful of pop o  a d ou ill 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 des iptio  of the PCC is ota le o  a u e  of le els. The ph ase deli iousl  
u , fo  i sta e, i plies a e ue hose elati el  th ead a e i te io  is alued  its 

patrons, perhaps standing as evidence of a carefree authenticity. Equally curious is the line 

efe i g fo dl  to go e-fests unseen since top-loadi g VH“ e o de s alked the ea th , 
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 

a e ous  a d eo -f o ted , o ds that i pl  e pti ess a d a tifi ialit , espe ti el . 
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 

o e fo  a lu u  e pe ie e. He goes o  to speak a out the BFI “outh a k i  si ila  
terms, tempering his praise for its sple did s ee s a d e hausti e seaso s   ulti atel  
o ludi g that it is e  ulti-platfo , e  o po ate  i id . What is important here is 

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

hose f ee ee  a d g eas  pizza ith s ee i gs of go e-fests  a k it out as ei g eithe  
mainstream nor highbrow, and far less concerned with o e e o  the de a ds of good 
taste . The sloga  that ofte  ado s the uildi g s la ge a uee du i g the su e  
months – “od the su shi e, o e & sit i  the da k  – feels especially fitting, obscuring the 

i e a s o e ial i pe ati es th ough the playful rejection of established social norms.  
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Figure 1: The ai  e t a e a d a uee at the P i e Cha les Ci e a, Lo do  autho s i age .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 u i ue  a d diffe e t  appea  th oughout, as do o e o iousl  positi e adje ti es like 
ool , ui k , fu k  a d off eat . As Ja es Ma Do ell has a gued i  elatio  to 

A e i a  i depe de t fil s, te s su h as ui k  a  ha e a u e  of possi le alue-

laden meanings: 

 

Fo  a keti g pu poses, ui k  suggests a fil  to e a u i ue, a d the efo e 
desirable, product – though simultaneously not so unique as to discourage those 

ho ight e epelled  des iptio s su h as st a ge , o  a a t-ga de . Fo  
iti s, the o d o e ie tl  allo s the  to e p ess oth a fil s dista e f o  

o e assu ed o , a d its elatio ship ith a othe  set of aestheti  
conventions. Finall , as so e audie e esea h i to i die  fil  te tati el  
i plies, a te  like ui k  a  help p o ide fa s ith a se se of elo gi g to a 
pa ti ula  ki d of i te p eti e o u it , spe ifi all  o e that is at o  e o d 
the a gi s  Ma Do ell, : 1). 

 

We ight sa  that to des i e a i e a as ui k  is the efo e to suggest that the e is 
so ethi g att a ti el  u usual o  alte ati e  a out its ha a te  – 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 

o e ts a out the so e hat tatt  dé o  at the P i e Cha les. E hoi g Gil e s li e 
a out ei g deli iousl  u , fo  i sta e, o e person expressed their fondness for the 

fa t that it is ot as gloss  as the othe  i e as o  Lei este  “ ua e  P , hile 
a othe  des i ed it as a slightl  ui k , slightl  sleaz , slightl  heez , old fashioned 

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

a eso e a d fa ulous despite the aised e e o s of the o i g  P .5
 Notice the way 

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

i e a s appea a e, th ough to an evaluation of its overarching attitude towards movies 

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

i siste e that it ill o ti ue ei g a eso e a d fa ulous  i pl i g a o ple , de isio -

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

pla e the e, as ell as the people ho atte d. The efe e e to the aised e e o s of the 
o i g  is also fas i ati g, si e it ot o l  poi ts to a ds a  i agi ed audie e who would 

ese t the PCC s philosoph , ut also i plies that e e  the idea of that disapp o i g 
audience makes the cinema all the more valuable to him.  

The e a e lea  i di ato s of a ult o  pa a i e ati  e eptio  st ateg  at o k he e, 
in the sense that su h o e ts so lea l  e e plif  the p ide its audie es take i  
sta di g i  oppositio  to offi ial ultu e  Mathijs a d “e to , : ; “ o e, . 
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 

i sta e, defi e ult i e a as ei g ide tified  e a ka l  u usual audie e e eptio s 
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 

i he ele atio  ithi  ass ultu e  : . “ee  i  this a , P s o e t a out 
the aised e e o s of the o i g  sta ds out as o e tl  oppositio al, e p essi g oad 

positivity towards the distinctiveness of the Prince Charles by pushing back against the 

i agi ed gatekeepe s of legiti ate  ultu e. The i e a s 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 u i ue :  
 

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 e a tl  do o ds like u i ue  o  diffe e t  ea  i  this o te t? The o asio al 
efe e es to st le  a d e e ts  i  these e a ples p o ide so e lues, a d illust ate that 

there is no single factor underpinning the sense of distinction that our audiences seem so 

e tai  a out. Ho e e , the atte tio  the  paid to the i e a s di e se p og a i g 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 Ghi li Fo e e ; U i o  Nights: A ele atio  of all thi gs LGBTIQUA ; a se ies of 
70mm presentations (including Gremlins [1984], 2001: A Space Odyssey [1968], and The 

Thing [ ] ; a d a Ch istophe  Nola  “ele t ospe ti e . Note that, ith the possi le 
e eptio  of a  e t e el  oad defi itio  of ult  i e a, the e is o o ious ge e i  
connection between these titles. Moreover, themed seasons play alongside a selection of 

new releases, as well as a regular programme of i e ati  e e ts , i ludi g the o thl  
pa ti ipato  s ee i gs of so ad it s good  ult 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.  

I  sho t, al ost e e  o ei a le ki d of fil  a  e fou d i  the PCC s s hedule – 

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 

i e a s ost appeali g selli g poi t – more than any other category that we eventually 

coded for.
6
 Interestingly, it was co o  fo  ou  espo de ts to e pli itl  tie the PCC s 

p og a i g to its u i ue  ide tit , as the follo i g e a ples de o st ate: 
 

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

trash (P070) 

 

It s totall  u i ue i  that the re also happy to show genre things with the same 

love as arthouse and documentaries. (P079) 

 

I thi k it s good to suppo t i e as like the P i e Cha les as hat the  offe  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 

lo o  atego ies of fil , ith e tio s of a thouse  i e a outi el  ju taposed ith 
efe e es to t ash  o  ge e thi gs . Although this a ti le ep ese ts our first attempt at 

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

o  ot these audie es ight e atego ised as ultu al o i o es  – 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, ho  a u i ue  i e a fu tio s i  the 
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o te t of its audie es  ide  patte s 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, hi h, at least i  ou  esea h, has e e ged as the i e a s si gle 
most appealing quality. The question, then, is about why this variety is valued so highly.  

While the e is so e i di atio  that the PCC s ide sele tio  of fil s is espe iall  
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 

i sta e, o e espo se des i ed the i e a as ui k , the  pi k diffe e t fil s to ost 
pla es  P , hile a othe  de la ed, I like that it is t e  fil s e ause that s so ethi g 

ou fi d i  ai st ea  i e as  P . Although the latte  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 

pe ei e the P i e Cha les s p odu t to e. 

Another evocative comment explained that the PCC is diffe e t e ause 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 

e e o e else is sho i g?  P . He e, the i e a is alued fo  its illi g ess to de iate 
f o  the o s  of its i als, oth i  te s of the people ho o k the e a d its disti ti e 
p og a i g. At the sa e ti e, ho e e , the ph ase e le ti  ut ot too u h  poi ts 
towards a desire for distinction to take on a familiar form. In other words, while the 

i e a s plea fo  passe s-  to sod the su shi e  is i  o e se se a pla ful i itatio  to 
eje t ai st ea  ultu e, o e a d sit i  the da k  akes it lea  that the idealised 

alternative is firmly entrenched in very traditional notions of the authentic cinema 

experience – at hi g a fil  i  a da k oo . Cu iousl , the , the P i e Cha les Ci e a s 
disti tl  alte ati e  ide tit  is so ehow also dependent on its ability to offer highly 

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

should fo e us to uestio  hat e thi k of as e pe ie tial  i e a. 
 

Are You Sitti g Co forta l ?: ‘ethi ki g E perie tial  Ci e a 

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

sho  that the e is, a d has al a s ee , o e to fil  o su ptio  tha  the at hi g of 
fil s  : . O e f e ue tl  ited e a ple is Douglas Go e s o k o  the su ess 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).  

Whe  e fi st ega  pla i g this esea h p oje t, te s like e pe ie tial , 
pa ti ipato  a d i e si e  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 

p a ti al  e aluati e ite ia, i ludi g the i e a s fa ilities, a e ities, ti ket p i es a d 
e e ship s he e. Thus, i  this se tio  e a gue that te s su h as e pe ie tial  a d 

i e si e  a e pote tiall  isleadi g, a d isk do pla i g the i po ta e of o e 
traditional and even seemingly trivial aspects of cinemagoing, all of which contribute 

significantly to the cinemagoing experience. 

 

 

Figure 2: Cu ed seati g i  the PCC s do stai s -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 a out ho  u h the  liked the seati g. The seats a e e  o fo ta le ith a g eat 
ie  P , ote o e, hile a othe  des i ed the  as the ost o fo ta le seats e e  

(P170). Others went into slightly more detail about why this should be important, stating, 

the hai s a e eall  good the a  the  ki da lea  a k is  o f  P , des i i g the 

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

date  P , o  speaki g fo dl  of the e ue s ui ks – su h as the u ed seati g  P . 

These comments may be brief, but they are far from insignificant, especially given that 

seati g also featu es p o i e tl  i  efe e es to audie es  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 

i e a s seati g a a ge e ts a e. Yet, the p epo de a e of dis ussio  o  this topi  is a 
strong indicator of the importance placed on comfort by attendees. The implications here 

go fa  e o d hai s o  the st a ge  ie i g a gle; hat is at stake he e is the e te t to 
hi h the i e a s a e ities a d la out a  fa ilitate, e ha e o  dis upt the o e all 

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 

hai s i to a des iptio  of the e ue s ui ks , a d usi g adje ti es su h as ei d fu k  to 
des i e seats, just as othe s used the  to des i e the i e a s at osphe e, st le, o  
programming. Our point here is that to think of event-led i e a i  te s of e pe ie tial  
o  i e si e  is to de  the i e si e a d e pe ie tial ualities of o e t aditio al 
cinemagoing practices; for many people, a comfortable cinema facilitates greater 

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

see ed fa  o e o e ed ith the affe ti e alue of doi g i e a the ight  a , ot i  
a e  a , a d the  o siste tl  epeated this idea a oss a a iet  of oste si l  e e da  
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, 

“e et Ci e a s ela o ate fil  e e ts ha e i easi gl  o e i  fo  iticism in the British 

press for being too expensive. The Guardian s e ie  of the o pa s s ee i gs of The 

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

idi ulous , o ludi g that the p ohi iti el  high p i e tag ade it into an event for 

supe fa s  o l  Lee, . Of ou se, this de ate is ele a t e o d e e t-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 

affo da ilit , ith o e ts su h as, a gai  P , da  ti kets a e CHEAP!  P , 
i sa el  heap  P , u h heape  tha  the BFI  P , fo  a e t al Lo do  i e a 

it s heap  P , good alue fo  o e  P ; P ; P , e t e el  good alue fo  
o e  P , a d fa tasti  alue  P . Agai , the e is  o ea s u i e sal 

agreement on this point, with pricing also featuring fairly prominently among answers to 

the uestio  a out the least appeali g  aspe t s  of the i e a. Fo  e a ple, o e 
espo de t told us that the  disliked The p i e, I k o  it's ot e pe si e fo  hat e get, 

but it can be hard to pe suade people that it's o th the o e  P . What sta ds 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 alue fo  o e  is a  i po ta t ite io  fo  e aluati g the i e agoi g 
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 a  e ha d to pe suade people  – 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 

ho  alued  ea h usto e  feels. As o e pe so  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 i e a s ethos. Quite si pl , easo a le ti ket p i es 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: 

 

It s got a lot o e hea t tha  ost i e as. It does t feel like it s t i g to eke 

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

p e iu  seat. I app e iate that. P  

 

It al a s feels like a t eat to go the e a d ou do t feel he ded like ou do at a 
multiplex. (P158) 

 

The  see  to ha e a eal pe so alit  a d e u   eal people, hi h is ot 
something I get from the Picturehouse Ci e as [a atio ide i depe de t  
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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 t ip to the P i e Cha les feels like  o pa ed to atte di g othe  i e as – but 

oti e that this disti tio  e e ges di e tl  f o  a st o g se se of the PCC as a  authe ti  
spa e. ‘efe e es to the i e a s pe so alit  a d hea t  e e o o pla e, as were 

li es su h as it feels like a eal pla e  P  a d it has a soul unlike the big American 

money grabbing companies … a d I like to suppo t i depe de t pla es that ha e soul  
(P173). These comments match closely with Sarah Banet-Weise s defi itio  of authe ti  
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 o e ial. […] 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 i authe ti , o e ial o ld alie ates us f o  so ial i teraction and 

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

 

Fo  the P i e Cha les, easo a le  p i es a e thus see  as the e te al a ifestatio  of a 
cinema with an authentic, cinema-lo i g i e  self . The i e a 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 formatio  of the i e a s eputatio , 
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 

te s su h as a u i ue ugget of i e ati  gold a idst a sea of pop o  ha ga s  P .  
What we hope to have demonstrated in this section is that the audiences we heard 

f o  d e  st o g li ks et ee  see i gl  i o  aspe ts of the i e a s ide tit  a d the 
affective experiences they felt able to ha e the e. As P  su i tl  oted, The reasonable 

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

spa e  P . We would therefore encourage future researchers of event-led cinema to 

avoid using terms such as e pe ie tial  o  i e si e , hi h i pli itl  positio  
o e tio al  i e agoi g as o -e pe ie tial  o  o -i e si e . Fil  iti  Ma k 

Kermode has very made similar arguments about the industry-wide push for 3D film 

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

 

I e si e  is the o d ost egula l  olled out to ou te  the lai  that D 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. It s a good a gu e t, sadl  u de i ed  the 
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fact that a) almost no one saw Dial M [For Murder] in 3D, yet few complained 

that the D e sio  as i  a  a  o -i e si e ; a d  Hit h o k e e  
went near 3D again. (2010) 

 

Ke ode o ludes  de la i g that D has e e  ee  the futu e of i e a. It is, as, 
a d al a s ill e the past  i id . We a e ot goi g uite so fa  as to dis iss the lai s 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 Ba k i  Ti e : Nostalgia a d the Value of A a hro is  

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

Cha les as old s hool  o  et o , a d efe ed to its old fashio ed at osphe e  P . 
Significantly, these adjectives only ever seemed to be used as terms of endearment, even in 

ases he e the atte dees  o e all pe ception of the cinema was relatively downbeat. 

Whe  asked to des i e the i e a, fo  e a ple, P  ote o l  that it te ds to sho  
films that are out of date so is a chance to catch up with films missed the first time. It used 

to e ette . Note that the ph ase out of date  does ot appea  to e a iti is  he e, 
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 eall  app e iate the e te ded eleases of pa ti ula l  popula  
e e t fil s  P , a d I like ei g a le to at h fil s that a e ot uite e e t eleases: 

i.e. ot lassi  ep s ee i gs, ut fil s that e e eleased o e tha  si  o ths ago and 

a e u a aila le else he e i  Lo do  P . Ea h of these o e ts uses diffe e t 
o di g to des i e the o igi al elease date of the fil s i  uestio  fil s that a e out of 

date , e e t fil s  a d ot uite e e t eleases , et ea h is esse tially 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. 

Fu the o e, e e  though P s de la atio  that the i e a used to e ette  
appea s to i di ate a oadl  egati e opi io , it also i plies that the i e a s ea ing 

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

a o e t the  ade else he e i  the su e  i  ou  Is the e a thi g else ou ould like 
to add…?  o , hi h ead, I e e e  the PCC f o  a  a k, . It used to do first 

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

o  too a  gi i k  e e ts; I do 't ha e the least i te est i  a  of these.  Audie es 
ho eje ted the i e a s e e t  s ee i gs e e o o pla e, and we return to this 

issue in more detail below. For now, though, these comments are noteworthy simply for the 
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espo de t s esista e to the o , oupled ith a ostalgi  ea i g fo  the a  thi gs 
used to e . While the  a  ha e ee  o e egati e 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 

espo de ts  des iptio s of the PCC e pli itl  d e  attention to its anachronistic qualities, 

as the following examples all indicate: 

 

It s diffe e t [f o  othe  i e as]. A it like goi g a k i  ti e. (P145) 

 

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

entertainment megaplexes. In sho t a p ope  i e a. (P94)  

 

It s still et o hi h 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 

authe ti  i e agoi g e pe ie e of a dista t ut o spe ifi  e a tha  it does ith the 
interactive and immersive e e ts that so e o e tato s ha e du ed the futu e of 
i e a  Plu , ; Wag e , . At this ju tu e, it is o th etu i g to ‘ a  Gil e s 

a o e e tio ed des iptio  of the PCC as a pla e that s ee s go e-fests unseen since top-

loading VHS e o de s alked the ea th  . I  pa ti ula , oti e that Gil e  li ks 
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 

Cha les s de isio  to eak a ks a d etai  its  p oje tio  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 

spe ial a d eeds to ot e t a pled o   the i ease of digital. It s g eat the e 
are still a few places that can show films as they are supposed to be seen. This is 
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p o a l  the ai  easo  I still put up ith all of the [PCC s] faults I e 
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 

hoi es appea  to e i po ta t, as audie es efe  to the P i e Cha les  Dedi atio  to 
 P , Co it e t to  P , its Co it e t to … keepi g  ali e  

P , o  de la i g, You do t do D, plus ou a e keepi g 5mm screenings – tha k ou  
P . Co it e t , dedi atio  a d keepi g  all suggest a o s ious, p i ipled de isio  

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 

see s to alue  so highl  is the efo e a  i pli it disa o al of i al e hi ito s  
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: 

 

I  e  i te ested i  past te h ologies a d ho  thi gs e e sho  a k i  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 

Cha les as ei g like a step a k i  ti e  – motivated by a nostalgic desire to recapture the 

authentic viewing experience asso iated ith the fil s o igi al audie es f. Cu iso , 
. “i ila l , u e ous espo ses i di ated that the appeal of the i e a s epe to  

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 

o ies  P ; the  sho  classic movies from your childhood that you can't see anywhere 

else  P  – 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 

ho  that s good e ause I as too oung to see it at the cinema the first time 

round.  (P102) 

 

It s a epe to  i e a that sho  old lassi  o ies as ell as e e t o es - 

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 
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a used of ei g ahisto i al, it is the p odu t of a  affe ti e e gage e t ith the p ese t 
that produces a sense of loss. Whether that loss is real or perceived is not the point. The 

poi t is that e fi d so ethi g la ki g i  ou  u e t o ditio s  : . “o, he  
audie es at the P i e Cha les efe  to the i e a s a ilit  to figu ati el  t a spo t the  
back in time, this is not necessarily about gaining access to previously inaccessible films. 

Afte  all, as Jeff e  “ o e otes, the e ha e e e  ee  o e oppo tu ities to sa ple the 
e ti et  of fil  histo  […] Bet ee  Netfli , it to e t, TCM, a d i te atio al A azo , a  
reasonably motivated person can probably track down almost any extant title in the world 

i  less tha  a fe  eeks  uoted i  B iggs et al., : . ‘athe , the ostalgia that so e 
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 

fo  sho i g fil s that o e a  ha e issed . Yes, se e al of these o e ts a out 
issed  o ies e e i deed efe ring 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 

a out the epeated use of ph ases like the fil s ou a  ha e issed  is that it is applied so 

loosel  to fil s of all ages. Missed fil s do see  to e asso iated ith ualit  G eat fil s , 
lassi s , et . , as ell as ith pe so al taste, as i  the fil s I a t to see, hethe  the ' e 

trashy, revered, recently missed in the cinema, o   ea s old!  P . Noti e that, 
throughout all of these comments, the idea of at hi g old  fil s o  tele isio , DVD o  
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 the e a e t i te t o  t i g to ui  it fo  e eryone 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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beha i g app op iatel , a d the disti tio  et ee  ho  people of diffe e t ages ight 
e gage ith a fil  is fas i ati g: Wat h … like a g o  up, e jo  … like a hild . The fi st 
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 

g asp. E jo  the i e a e pe ie e like a hild  does ot appea  to ha e a thi g to do 
ith the o e te s 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 fo us o  the P i e Cha les  e e t p og a ing, which was far less popular than we 

expected. 

 

That rui s the ovie for e : Oppositio  to Eve ts a d Parti ipatio  

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 e ue s e e ts e e fa  less of a e t al d a  fo  su e  espo de ts 
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 

positi e se se, a fu the   e e si pl  eut al state e ts alo g the li es of it has gai ed 
a eputatio  fo  e e t  s ee i gs i ol i g audie e pa ti ipatio  P , a d t o 
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 

i e a s ost unappealing quality. Acrimony towards sing-alongs and quote-alongs was 

ofte  o u i ated uite lu tl  th ough o e ts like “i galo g usi al stuff. I hate it  
P  o  I ill e e  atte d “i g o  uote-alo gs  P . 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 ut I’  splitti g hai s  P , e phasis added . Audie es 
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 a e ot suggesti g that people eithe  lo ed  o  hated  PCC e e ts; the e a e 
certainly interesting nuances to their negativity, with a number of people describing 

participatory screenings in te s su h as: B illia t idea, … ut ot fo  e  P ; Sing-

alo gs do t eall  appeal to e, ut I app e iate that othe s lo e the  P ; Ca t see 
myself at a quote-alo g, ut that s just pe so al taste  P ; a d I  ot i te ested i  
many of the e e t s ee i gs, ut I  glad the  happe  (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 u h p efe   
film- ie i g to e uiet + o l  hea  the fil , ot a od  else  P . In other words, 

u e ous people sa  the e e t  fo at of the s ee i g as a th eat to the sa tit  of the 

cinematic atmosphere. Ci e agoi g as f e ue tl  des i ed as a u i uel  i e si e 
e pe ie e  that audie e pa ti ipatio  te ds to o lite ate  P . Nota l , u like 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 

o e ed that this so t of ie i g e i o e t ight ui  the fil , a d that e e t-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]o   fi st ti e at hi g the , I  ot su e I a t the audie e to si g o  
uote it. I d like to see it fi st i  a o al  a  a d the  take pa t i  the 

sing/quote along. (P183) 

 

Concern over certain screenings transgressing the o al  a d p ope  a  to e jo  fil s 
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 

ool the  a e  laughi g at a thi g diffe e t . I suspe t the sho i gs 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 

pa ti ipatio  e e ts att a t a diffe e t o d, o e looki g fo  a fu  so ial 
experience rather than a purely cinematic one. (P188) 

 

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

it s usuall  a uestio  of the follo i g. Do I a t to see this at the i e a, 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) 

a d at h at ho e i  pea e?  (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 fu  
social e pe ie e  e sus the pu el  i e ati  – but the latter is clearly positioned as the 

ight  o e. “e o dl , ou  espo de ts o siste tl  told us that the si gle g eatest th eat to 
the i e a e pe ie e is that the o g  audie es ight atte d a d eha e adl  – 

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 

P i e Cha les s eputatio , oth i  te s of how the cinema promotes itself and its 

e eptio  i  the atio al a d egio al p ess. As ‘i ha d M Cullo h s esea h i to 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 

audie e i te a tio  is dee ed e essi e  M Cullo h, : -11). In the following 

se tio , ho e e , e de o st ate that the PCC audie es  ie s o  i e a eti uette a e 
actually more of an expression of how one should feel about film than arbitrary rules about 

how they should behave.   

 

There s Nothi g Like It : Ci ephilia a d the Big S ree  E perie e  
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 

a ilit  to aptu e the esse e of i e a-goi g  P . 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 ig s ee  is espe iall  i te esti g i  elatio  to ide  dis ussio s a out the ithe i g 
a a  of i e a ultu e  a d the o u e t ise of ho e i e a  T o , : . I  
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 

elluloid a d as a o theat i al ediu  p ese ted […] i  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) 

 

Kli ge  goes o  to a gue that this alue-lade  di hoto  et ee  i e a and home video 

is so ethi g of a falla , a d o i i gl  de o st ates that e  te h ologies like ideo 
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 pla e to go to see lassi s o  the ig s ee  a d ot just ou  TV  P , o  oted that 
watching old fil s o  the ig s ee  [is] al a s i fi itel  ette  tha  a  s all s ee  
(P184). At this stage in our research, it is unclear whether these responses are literal 

state e ts a out the size of the s ee  o  eto i  efe e es to the i e a e pe ie e  
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 

outi e  ie i g o te t of o e s o  ho e.  
What is espe iall  i te esti g a out the PCC s audiences is the way in which their 

efe e es to the ig s ee  a e i a ia l  o i ed ith ods to pa ti ula  kinds of film, 

as seen in the following descriptions of the cinema: 

 

A ha e  of good a d ult i e a, if the e s a fil  ou e d i g to see o  the big 

s ee , ha es a e the e sho i g 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 si ila ities i  o di g he e a e st iki g;  efe i g to fil s the  a e d i g to see  o  
that the  ha e al a s a ted to see , these espo de ts gestu e to a ds hugel  affe ti e 
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 

st o g feeli gs fo . Fo  e a ple, audie es told us that the  alued ei g a le to see  
fa ou ite fil s o  the ig s ee  P , e plai ed that the  like to ha e see  a ything I 

eall  like o  the ig s ee  e e  if I o  it a d ha e see  it a  ti es  P , a d ote 
wistfully about, “eei g old o  a e fil s that I e e  got a ha e to see o  the ig s ee  

ith the feel of at hi g it i  a i e a. The e s othi g like it  P . Ph ases su h as my 

fa ou ite fil s  a d a thi g I eall  like  e e o o , i di ati g a te de  to p io itise 
pe so al taste o e  oade  sta da ds of good taste . We a  see this te de  e e  o e 
clearly in comments that spoke highl  of ei g a le to e isit lassi  fil s Yes! I do 
include The Goonies and [The] Monster Squad i  the des iptio  o  the ig s ee  P . 
This pe so  appea s to e d a i g a disti tio  et ee  a o i al otio s of good  fil  
and their own preference for 1980s family adventure movies. The clarification of their own 

defi itio  of lassi  i plies that ost people ould ot othe ise ha e i luded the t o 
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 

legiti a  of o e high o  o edia s, e e  he  the  pe so all  did t like the . Fo  
insta e, the  ould f e ue tl  e plo  e ti al etapho s su h as goi g o e   head  o  

e o d e  to des i e politi al o  i telle tual o ed , a d F ied a  i te p ets su h 
state e ts as sig als of defe e e to good taste  a d to audie es ith highe  le els 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 sayi g It s eall  the fil  
lo e s ha e  ut ot i  a s o  a , a d P  ad i ed the fa t that it does t a t all 
pretentious like some independent cinemas, just as likely to see a Frozen sing along there as 

ell as the a k atalogue of Wes A de so .  What these responses suggest is that the 

defi itio  of i ephilia  ei g o ked th ough is highl  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 

i e sio , this see s to e a out a desi e to e e te tai ed, e gaged, a d to o e t as 
closely as possible with the characters and stories on screen.  

This ope  tole a e fo  the othe  people s tastes a  e see  i  the epeated 
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. 

 A o di g to P , fo  e a ple, the PCC is a i e a fo  people ho lo e i e a, f o  
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lassi  fil s to guilt  pleasu e o ies a d e e thi g i  et ee .  Through an emphasis on 

the lo e  of fil  a d a  app e iation 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 diffe e t tastes ut if ou lo e fil  ou e goi g to lo e it . 
Des i ed  P  as a i e a u   & fo  fil -lovers; high- or low- o , 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, hat is also sig ifi a t is that the PCC is see  to e u   people ho lo e film 

showing fil s fo  people ho lo e fil s  (P167). Camaraderie is not just with the audience, 

but also with the cinema itself.  

Importantly, then, he  audie es ake lai s su h as a movie should be 

e pe ie ed o  the ig s ee  P , this is ot solely a question of seeing films in the 

ight  a ; the e is a so ial side to this too, as the follo i g o e ts de o st ate:  
 

[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. 

It s a g eat pla e to i g f ie ds to sha e  fa ou ite fil s ith the . P  

 

The atmosphere creates the experience and the PCC feels like you re 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 

gla e, P s efe e e to seei g o ies i  the fo at the  should e see  ould e 
interpreted as another reference to 35mm projection, but the explanation makes it clear 

that fo at  i  this o te t has o e to do ith the o i atio  of the at osphe e , the 
ig s ee  a d f ie ds . I  fa t, se e al espo ses e t as fa  as o pa i g a t ip to the 

P i e Cha les ith a isit to a lose f ie d s 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 e  u h like ou e seei g a fil  at a ate s 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 

f ie dl , fu , easo a l  p i ed a d etai  it s o  i di idual st le a d ethos. It s 
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like goi g to the i e a at ou  ate s house - if your mate owns a house big 

enough to hold 2 cinema screens. (P041) 

 

I  additio  to the ate s house  a d ig s ee  efe e es, oth of these o e ts 
e phasise the i po ta e of i di idualit , fai  p i i g, a d a p io itisatio  of fu  o e  
se ious ess . What is pa ti ula l  i te esti g, ho e e , is that this o eptio  of the ideal 

viewing experience combines traditional ideas about the value and distinctiveness of the 

i e a spa e ith a  a k o ledge e t of the fa ilia it  a d o fo t of ho e i e a . 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 ei g est suited to fil  fa s  P  a d fil  uffs  P . Co tai ed ithi  
so e of these espo ses as a  i pli it suggestio  that if ou adhe ed to a o e t , 
p efe ed  o  i deed authe ti  e sio  of fil  fa do  the  this as a solutel  the i e a 

for you. As o e pe so  put it, If ou e a real fil  fa  it s a jo  to isit  P , e phasis 
added), hile P  stated, I k o  that if I go ith the right friends I will be guaranteed a 

good ight  e phasis added , see i gl  a k o ledgi g that the  a e age ts of thei  o  
enjoyment to some e te t. I  othe  o ds, the p ope  a  to e pe ie e a fil  is 
si ulta eousl  li ked to the o u al effo ts of the ight  audie es, as ell 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 uite k o i g  audie e, hi h i  tu  ga e the o e all e pe ie e a  
u de l i g se se of a a ade ie  P . 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 pe fe t e i o e t to 
watch movies with a good respectful audience that you know loves movies like you do  

(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 

fo  eha iou  ithi  a i e a. To the , a good i e a is a espe tful  o e i  hi h 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 ea s to e pe ie e  a fil . Yet, th oughout 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 

Ci e a s pat o s that e hea d f o , event-led participatory screenings seemed peculiarly 

at odds with the kind of cinema-goi g e pe ie e that the  o side ed to e the o e t  

o e. Despite the i e a s e phasis o  e e ts a d pa ti ipatio , its audie es 
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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 fil  ei g o  the PCC s p og a e 
(often accompanied by a rejection of a specific film canon), there was an overriding sense 

that p ope  fil  fa s ould sha e odes of i e ati  p a ti e if ot e essa il  p efe e es 
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 ha e a gued that te s su h as i e si e  o  e pe ie tial  – 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 – p ope  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 

utuall  e lusi e. Afte  all, o e pe so s oppositio  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 

u ious, fo  i sta e, that the P i e Cha les s si g-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 

o e as uli e  uote-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, ostu e pa t  s ee i gs, the ed a atho  e e ts, o  Q&A s? A  atte pt 
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 i di idual atte dees  life course. For what reasons might certain 

fil  e e ts e o e o e o  less att a ti e at a pa ti ula  poi t i  so eo e s life? Ho  do 
su h e e ts fit i  ith audie es  ide  patte s of taste, eha iou , ultu al o su ption 

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 

u de  othe  i u sta es, pe haps e e  seei g pa ti ipatio  as hu o ous, 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 

esea hi g as the egg [is] hat hi g  : , a d it ill e fas i ati g to see ho  
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
 “e et Ci e a is a B itish o pa  that spe ialises i  i e si e  i e a e e ts. P e ious 

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 se et  i  the 
o pa s a e efe s to the fa t that, f o  its egi i gs i   up u til , audie es e e 

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 

 ith so ad it s good  a tial a ts fil  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 efe e ed poi ts of appeal e e: the i e a s repertory programming (29%, n=63); 

distinction i.e. alue defi ed i  elatio  to othe  i e as  %, = ; the uality’ of films shown – 

oth i  te s of esta lished taste disti tio s g eat o ies , lassi s  a d pe so al p efe e e 
 fa ou ite o ies  %, = ; 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 

Ta a ti o. Colle ti el , this esista e led to a  ag ee e t et ee  i dust  leade s  a d East a  
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) 

e e a e, a d te ded to e est i ted to elati el  p a ti al  o side atio s, su h as the e s ot 
enough time between films during dou le ills & a atho s  P . 


