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watching in the Theater,
Hiding in the Bathroom

Amelie Hastie

About three years ago I saw the German film 
Das Experiment for the first time. On Thursday 
mornings, during this period, I attended film 
screenings with the local press; normally I did not 
know what was playing (sometimes I didn’t know 
if anything was playing at all) until I arrived at the 
theater. All I knew was that I was going to the 
movies. But “going to the movies” meant something 
different in this particular context. By the time 
I saw Das Experiment I had been going to these 
screenings for about a year, but for the first several 
months (and still, to some extent) I felt that I could 
not experience film the way I normally do when 
watching movies. Mainly I felt uncomfortable 
reacting emotionally during, or even following, 
the screening. Most of the other viewers, or so I 
thought at the time, were journalists. When they 
arrived, their first order of business—along with 
getting free popcorn and coffee or tea or soda 
water—was to pick up a press kit and to ask how 
long the film ran. They were prepared for each act of 
viewing and for what would take place afterwards: 
their review of the film in one of the local papers or 
on the local radio. But I went to the movies cold in 
a double sense—unprepared for what I was going 
to see and, until Das Experiment, unable to react as 
I normally would at the movies (crying, screaming, 
grabbing the person next to me, or whispering 
something hilarious in her or his ear). 

At these screenings I always sat in the 
same place, next to the same person—my former 
“student” Bruce, a white man in his mid-70s who 
had lived for at least the last forty years in the Bay 

Area (and over thirty years in Santa Cruz), who, 
until recently, wrote a column for a weekly paper. It 
was Bruce who also originally invited me to these 
screenings and introduced me to the other movie-
goers as his “teacher.” Although “our” seats were in 
the middle of this relatively small theater, we sat 
on the left hand side closer to the screen than any 
other viewers. I think of this theater—called the 
Nickelodeon and located next door to Zasu Pitts’s 
original home in Santa Cruz—as like those which 
Dorothy Richardson visited and described in her 
regular column for Close Up in the late 1920s and 
early 1930s: “Once through the velvet curtains we 
are at home…There is a multitude of good sittings 
for the hall is shaped like a garage and though 
there are nave and two aisles with seats three deep, 
there are no side views.”1 Richardson would, I 
think, approve of our proximity to the screen. She 
continues: “For the local, or any, cinema the garage 
shape is the right shape because in it the faithful 
are side by side confronting the screen and not as 
in some super-cinemas in a semi-circle whose sides 
confront each other and get the screen sideways. 
The screen should dominate. That is the prime 
necessity.”2 The size of the Nickelodeon invites 
intimacy, but I especially felt this intimacy with the 
other “onlookers” before the movie began, when 
we talked out loud, turning around in our seats 
to look at one another as we spoke. People openly 
eavesdropped and chimed in on conversations, often 
yelling across the aisles. Though until recently I felt 
like an interloper in this crowd, I have grown to 
see these Thursday-morning screenings as a shared 
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experience, but also one that I keep to myself.
When I saw Das Experiment I had not yet 

become entirely comfortable with the crowd, but 
this film disrupted that discomfort, replacing 
it with a far greater one. Das Experiment is an 
adaptation of a Spanish novel based on the 
Stanford Prison Experiment of 1971 which asked 
volunteers to play the roles of prison guards and 
prisoners in a simulated prison environment. 
The film resituates the experiment in the early 
21st century in Germany. It is told, in large part, 
through the focus on a man (Tarek Fahd, a.k.a. 77) 
who takes part in the experiment in order to write 
an exposé of it and therefore revive his work as an 
investigative journalist. He provokes the “guards” 
and incites, though in some ways inadvertently, 
extremely violent and cruel behavior on their part. 
The “experiment” quickly goes completely out 
of control: one prisoner is killed and two of the 
researchers (including one of the only two women 
in the film) are taken prisoner until all of them 
escape. 

The prison scenes are framed and intercut 
with a romance plot between the journalist and a 
woman he meets (significantly named Dora) when 
she hits his cab with her car. (It is hard for me not 
to think of Stella in Rear Window whenever I see 
this scene: when people fall in love, she says, “They 
should come together—wham—like a couple of 
cabs on Broadway.”) In fact, it is Dora who helps 
save the prisoners—from the guards and from 
themselves—after their initial escape. In a sense, 

Dora—or at least romance—also saves us from the 
rest of the film. Fantasies of what might seem the 
most ephemeral of love affairs—the luscious one-
night stand—these scenes provide the character 
and, in turn, us sanctuary from the violence inside 
the prison, itself a fantasy that becomes real in the 
acting out by its players. 

Watching this film was a totally immersive, 
tormenting, violent experience. I’m pretty sure I 
screamed a couple of times, and I openly sobbed 
(when one prisoner is found dead, when the woman 
researcher is almost raped). It was also the first 
time I heard others in the theater – I heard their 
footsteps as they got up and walked out (and, in at 
least one case, walked back in). We were, in some 
ways, mass materializations of the female viewer 
Richardson describes in another column: the 
“amateur realist” who “lead[s] her victim through 
anger to cynicism and on at last to a discovery.”3 
I felt the urge to leave, but I also felt compelled, 
perhaps even commanded, to stay. In this embodied 
viewing I am also like Richardson’s contemporary 
and fellow author in Close Up, the poet H.D., who 
describes her clenched fist, acts of sobbing, and 
sense of antagonism when she watches Dreyer’s 
Joan of Arc.4 She concludes: “For all our preparation, 
we are unprepared. This Jeanne d’Arc is sprung on 
us and why should it be? There is a reason for most 
things. I think the reason is that it doesn’t link up 
straight with human consciousness. There is a gap 
somewhere. We criticize many films, sometimes 
for crudity, sometimes for sheer vicious playing 
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up to man’s most febrile sentiment, sometimes for 
cruelty or insincerity. We criticize Jeanne d’Arc for 
none of these things.”5 

And so, after the film was over, I went to the 
bathroom and sat alone in a stall and cried. 

Richardson and, even more so, H.D. 
each describe an embodied viewing experience, 
somewhat similar to the phenomenological 
experience that Vivian Sobchack defines in relation 
to her viewing of Jane Campion’s The Piano. This 
is the experience of the “cinesthetic subject”: “the 
film viewer (and, for that matter, the filmmaker) 
who, through an embodied vision informed by the 
knowledge of the other senses, ‘makes sense’ of 
what it is to ‘see’ a movie—both ‘in the flesh’ and 
as it ‘matters.’”6 But for Sobchack this embodied 
and even affective response often has an internal 
drive rather than a social or ideological one. As 
she writes, “However intellectually problematic in 
terms of its sexual and colonial politics, Campion’s 
film moved me deeply, stirring my bodily senses and 
my senses of my body.”7 What explicitly concerns 
H.D. in her analysis of her own response to Jeanne 
d’Arc, and what drives Richardson’s analysis of the 
space of the movie theater, is a decided interest in 
social relations—those made evident by a viewer’s 
sympathy for a character on screen and those 
displayed by our experiences of collective viewing 
at the cinema. This kind of sympathy is not a form 
of secondary identification, but an identification 
with—or at least a consciousness of—politicized, 

affective relations between people. Sobchack’s 
“however,” for Richardson and H.D.—and for 
me—would be replaced with a necessary “because.” 
In the case of Das Experiment, the film invokes the 
violence and mass murders of Nazi Germany; its 
displacement (or re-placement) of the scene of the 
Stanford experiment demand that the “fantasy” 
of fiction and film be experienced at a very real, a 
very embodied, level. In other words, its troubling 
politics and ravaging forms of representation 
moved me.

This first viewing haunted me. It made me 
literally sick (I’m pretty sure all that crying gave me 
a migraine). And yet I went again—this time with 
a few members of my film theory seminar after the 
class as a whole went to another screening, better 
timed for our class meeting, as fodder for their 
weekly paper (one which was modeled after the 
writings of Dorothy Richardson). It was showing 
on the biggest arthouse screen in town (a theater 
restored to its near-original 1936 glory), and my 
students chose seats in one of the very back rows. 
It was a little after 5pm on a Monday, and the 
theater was almost empty. The location, the time, 
my student-companions, the fact I had just seen 
another film (the innocuous The Good Girl), and 
having already seen Das Experiment, all conspired 
to create a distance of unseen space between me and 
the images on “the screen.” Rather than allowing 
me a sense of this distance, or possibly visible 
indifference, my past viewing incited a seemingly 
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greater affective response in place of an abated one. 
But this time I took a break—either just before or 
just after the attempted rape—and sat in another 
bathroom stall (the only space in a movie theater 
where you can really be alone). 

The third time I saw Das Experiment was not 
in a theater, but on DVD at home. I lay on my 
couch, my dog Arlo at my side, and I watched again, 
testing my own reaction in this new space. I yelled 
at the same places—frightening my dog—and 
eventually I turned off the television, returning to 
it the next day. My emotional response was largely 
the same, but my ability to turn it off was what 
was different. Unfettered by any companions other 
than my dog, I remained haunted and disturbed, 
but not compelled to watch. 

Recalling my various viewings of the film, 
I think not just of the film text but also of the 
contexts of the viewing. This context includes the 
various spaces in which I saw the film and the 
various companions with whom I saw it; it also 
includes my emotional response during and after 
the viewings. Like many films, Das Experiment 
has compelled me to think about the nature of 
the viewing experience; in fact, I think that the 
experiment of the film is ultimately one on the 
viewers. An experiment is indeed a kind of test 
on its subjects. And I have wondered if in sitting 
through the entire film I failed the experiment or 
passed it; and then in leaving when I knew what was 
coming, did I fail or pass this test of experience? 

Experiment and experience are words (and 
phenomena) which are intimately related. This 
makes my choice to discuss the particular context 
of viewing not arbitrary but conscious. Both words 
are drawn from the stem “experr,” which means 
to try. Experience and experiment are mutually 
definitive. The initial yet obsolete definition of 
experiment in the OED is “to have experience of; to 
experience; to feel, suffer.”  The initial yet obsolete 
definition of experience in the OED is “to make 
trial or experiment of; to put to the test; to test, 
try.” A second definition (not obsolete) is “to have 
experience of; to meet with; to feel, suffer, undergo.” 
And an expert, drawn from the same linguistic 
stem, is one who “know[s] by experience.”

Experiments and experiences also test 
theory. For film theory this means something 
quite specific. Therefore I want to think about how 
experience itself is not obsolete for theory and how 
different experiences of viewing matter differently. 
Das Experiment is indeed a convenient example, so 
lodged as it is between and within histories, with 
its affects and effects so palpable. For me, it is a 
starting place, one way to test the waters of theory. 
A theorist, after all, like most viewers, is a kind of 
expert—one who experiences a film as affective, 
structural, political. Dorothy Richardson and 
the female viewer she describes are each experts: 
“Instinctively she maintains a balance, the thing 
perceived and herself perceiving.”8 Turning to 
Richardson, to H.D., to Das Experiment, I seek for 
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how these two elements—the perceived and the 
perceiving—allow for affect, history, and politics to 
come into play. Though she resists the “intellectual 
problems” of The Piano, Sobchack, too, admits to 
the ways our bodies exist in social and historical 
contexts. As she writes, “We, ourselves, are 
subjective matter: our lived bodies sensually relate 
to ‘things’ that ‘matter’ on the screen and find them 
sensible in a primary, prepersonal, and global way 
that grounds those later secondary identifications 
that are more discrete and localized.”9 As lived 
bodies coexisting in spaces with the films and with 
an audience, it seems crucial for us to imagine how 
our “bodies” as theorists and as viewers are also 

part of a wider social body watching with us.
And so Das Experiment, as an almost 

excessive example, offers an opportunity for 
future contemplation about the ways we react at 
and to the movies. While I do not advocate that 
we produce endless autobiographical accounts of 
crying, screaming, or walking out of the movies, 
I do want to begin thinking about how affect, 
especially in a public space, might contribute to 
theoretical speculation in more overt ways. Indeed, 
it is often a test of our viewing—and maybe the 
test of a film—whether the “global” might inform 
the primary and the personal and whether the 
experiential, however fleeting, might show us how. 
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