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to audiences at these screenings. An analysis of 
spectator interactivity allows for the emergence of 
a shared understanding that nuances the complex 
relationship with memory and nostalgia engendered 
by live cinema screenings, touching on their 
communal nature and positive emotional impact as 
well as the ways live cinema may be manipulated and 
monetized, or employed to perpetuate revisionist 
histories. This analysis invites deeper exploration 
of the ways live cinema represents a return to an 
idealized past, mediated through the filmic text and 
interactive experience, and the ambivalent political 
significance of this regression within the greater 
socio-cultural landscape.

Sarah Atkinson and Helen W. Kennedy 
have been the primarily advocates of ‘live 
cinema’ as an inclusive term to cover a series of 
interrelated screening experiences with sensorial 
and experiential additions, providing an evolving 
taxonomy to describe live cinema. Much of their 
work on the subject characterizes live cinema by 
its relationship to the viewing space, the physical 
structures of a live cinema screening serving 
as a “spatialized emanation of the film within 
the cinema auditorium.”1 Though larger scaled 
productions are acknowledged to possess the 
potential to“[escape] beyond the boundaries of 
the auditorium,” the relationship to the traditional 

People look through screens to see the past, to see 
themselves, to experience impossible worlds, and, 
in some cases, to return to worlds once familiar. 
Live cinema, as an emergent form, is born from this 
latter retrospective aspect. Live cinema screenings 
allow audiences to move beyond the screen into 
reconstructions of beloved cinematic spaces, 
becoming inhabitants of responsive, adaptable 
worlds built off and around their originating texts. 
These experimental, experiential screenings have 
quickly become spaces of unprecedented spectator 
engagement, interactivity, and immersion. Through 
a combination of spatial architectures, theatrical 
performance, digital media tie-ins, and focus on 
sensorial experience, live cinema screenings present 
a unique opportunity to embody the relationship 
each audience member shares with a cinematic text, 
and a chance to better understand the significance 
of the individual and collective memories that drive 
it. Uniting this aspect of live cinema with the idea 
of “emergency,” there is opportunity to interrogate 
the politics of nostalgia engendered by this—
at times revisionist—mobilization of memory. 
Drawing on foundational work by Sarah Atkinson 
& Helen W. Kennedy, I aim to take a closer 
look at the participatory spectrum of live cinema 
before delving into a deeper interrogation of the 
immersive and interactive opportunities available 
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Live cinema as an emergent experiential form has enjoyed incredible success in Australia and the 

United Kingdom and is primed to expand into the American market. In just a handful of years, live 
cinema events have gone from a few hundred attendees to several thousand per day at the latest Secret 
Cinema experiences, centered on beloved childhood films such as Back to the Future, Dirty Dancing, and 
Ghostbusters.  This paper considers the theoretical and practical functions of nostalgia that contribute to  
the success of these events and aims to understand the way live cinema represents a return to an idealized 
past, mediated through the film and the. interactive experience. These nostalgic. experiences play on the 
remembered joy and innocence of a former time/self, embodied by the. viewers and enacted through the 
illusion of liveness. Though a welcome reprieve in times of political and cultural crises, it is important 
to consider how this monetized nostalgia perpetuates a revisionist history that, in the end, may do more 
harm than good.
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screening space remains foregrounded in this 
conception of live cinema.2 But live cinema, as a 
whole, is bigger than unique screening conditions 
alone. The participatory element of live cinema 
was highlighted in an alternate definition offered 
in 2016 by Atkinson and Kennedy, working in 
conjunction with the Live Cinema Network 
and Live Cinema UK in response to confusion 
with ‘event cinema’: live broadcasts of theatrical 
performances, most notably those by the Royal 
Opera House and National Theatre. In this 
conception of live cinema, the crucial demarcation 
is that of “a film screening utilizing additional 
performance or interactivity inspired by the content 
of the film.”3 At the same time, three categories 
of live cinema events were identified: enhanced, 
augmented, and participatory.4 ‘Enhanced’ 
became the designation for screenings whose 
physical structures are “not relative to the story 
of the film,”5 including “site specific and outdoor 
screenings”6 in the vein of Rooftop Cinema Club.7 
‘Augmented’ live cinema screenings go a step 
further with elements of “sensory enhancement 
of non-interactive performance,” often in the 
form of live musical accompaniment or theatrical 
performance. The most popular of the live cinema 
events, augmented cinema experiences totaled 76% 
of live cinema events in the United Kingdom from 
2014-2015.8 The final category, ‘participatory’, 
shares characteristics with augmented screenings 
but includes a “direct engagement in elements 
of the original film,” including “singalongs [and] 
eatalongs” 9  in the vein of those hosted by the 
Prince Charles Cinema and Edible Cinema.10 
This spectrum of live cinema events demonstrates 
the continual permeability of the term and the 
potential for growth and change as the form 
matures, academics and live cinema producers 
alike self-reflexive in their acknowledgement that 
the term is so “significantly open such that it has 
enabled several of our contributors to offer their 
own…interpretations and extensions” including a 
possible shift from “live to ‘living’ cinema.”11 

The permutation of this definition most 
germane to this paper’s discussion of activated 
nostalgia is centered around this shift, and the 
types of “living” human engagement fostered by 
screenings in the augmented and participatory 
modes. This definition puts the focus on the 

experiential nature of “screenings augmented 
through live performance or immersive elements...
and all matter of simultaneous interactive moments 
including singing, dancing, eating, drinking and 
smelling.”12 It is a definition that most accurately 
reflects the practices of producers (a term with a 
useful, artistic distinction from ‘exhibitor’) such 
as Secret Cinema and Sneaky Experience.13 
During these events, the ‘live’ aspect is intensified 
through multiple modes of interactive engagement 
offered to audiences, closer on the spectrum to 
the extradiegetic environments of  themed escape 
rooms than to NT Live broadcasts. As the founder 
of Secret Cinema, Fabian Riggall, puts it, these 
participatory and augmented representatives of the 
live cinema landscape, with their focus on sensorial 
engagement, are built around the idea that the 
audience can “step inside the screen and [become] 
a part of the story.”14 Atkinson and Kennedy 
have similarly characterized this collective as 
both “an experience” in itself and an “aesthetic 
principle” that defines live cinema, forming “an 
engaged and interacting body…[that brings] the 
experience in to existence through their shared 
performance.”15 This not only acknowledges the 
agency of spectators as shaping forces alongside 
the professional producers, but points to their 
collective designation as a responsive unit inflecting 
the creation of an extradiegetic cinematic universe 
with personal and cultural histories in a way that 
has interesting repercussions for questions of 
politicized interactivity and memory. 

It is within this collective unit of spectatorship 
that one can find shared memory and emotion 
powerful enough to react to and shape the 
immersive world in which the audience finds 
themselves. There is power in the collective; there 
is power in memory; and, above all, there is power 
in collective memory. The images we see on screen 
act as a visual repository of a culture’s desires, fears, 
shames, and reflexive conception of itself. On a 
more individual level, it is also a reminder of the 
person each audience member was when they first 
watched it and the individual values and memories 
they have attached to the text, giving rise to 
moments of variation within the collective whole. 

A theoretical basis for understanding the 
function of these charged memories can be found 
the worldbuilding work of Mark J.P. Wolf. Wolf 
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writes that a truly interactive world must not only 
engage audiences on conceptual or emotional levels 
but engage in a type of “absorption,” a process 
wherein “the user’s attention and imagination is 
absorbed or ‘pulled into’ the world…at the same 
time, the user also ‘absorbs’ the imaginary world 
as well, bringing it into mind.”16 Crucially, this 
reciprocal process of absorption hinges on the 
memory recall of audience members, actively 
“learning or recalling [the world’s] places, 
characters, events, and so on…the same way 
that memory brings forth people, events, and 
objects when their names are mentioned.”17 
Through the lens of absorption, we can consider 
participants’ individual nostalgic recall as drawing 
connections and filling in the blanks within the 
physical structures of the event in a gestaltian 
process, a key element in the construction of a 
fully realized diegetic space. As Linda Hutcheon 
writes in Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional 
Paradox, “The text’s reality is established by [the 
spectator’s] response and reconstituted by [their] 
active participation.”18 For live cinema producer 
Fabien Riggall, this process functions practically 
when audiences are encouraged to use their “power 
to disrupt the story we created.”19 The “we” here 
is crucial, claiming collective ownership of the 
cinematic texts and their recreation within live, 
participatory worlds and mediated through the 
collective and the individual.  

With this in mind, the reading of interactive 
absorption may also be extended from personal 
relationships and recollections of the text to 
a collective, cultural memory that imbues the 
experience with meaning beyond the confines of 
the fictional world in question—extending not only 
the existent world as it is now, but the world as it 
was when the text in question first emerged. Taking 
this further, in the melding of worlds fictional and 
real, past and present through memory, live cinema 
experiences can approach what producer Mark 
Atkin has described as “alternate realities.”20 It is 
within these nostalgia-inflected alternate realities 
that spectators may find spaces of safety and 
comfort; a nostalgic reprieve particularly important 
during times of social or political turmoil.

As Atkinson and Kennedy have noted, 
“the [live cinema] industry has…expanded in 
response to the public’s love for nostalgia and fan 

engagement [and] the fannish and cult experience 
central to…nostalgia features as a key facet of the 
experiential cinema.”21 Producers concur; George 
Wood of Luna Cinema22 has spoken to the power 
of nostalgia to reframe the modes of watching at 
live cinema events: 

The audience comes, they watch a film that 
generally they’ve seen before, 90% of our audience 
has seen the film that we’re showing previously. It 
means that they may view the film very differently, 
they know bits, they sing along, they quote, they  
say “Ah, watch this bit.” They carry watermelons 
to Dirty Dancing, they come dressed up as Audrey 
Hepburn when we show Breakfast at Tiffany’s. 
There’s a nostalgia and an affiliation with these 
films that actually has been the backbone to this 
business.23

By selecting films with existing fan bases, 
particularly in this period from the mid-to-late-
’80s, live cinema producers can tap into a rich 
desire for engagement that lessens the need for 
wide-spread marketing or increasingly expansive 
and expensive creative elements to enhance the 
screening while facilitating a deeper emotional 
attachment to the film. This is compounded when 
considering ‘cult’ films; about 11% of live cinema 
screenings in the UK are categorized as ‘cult’ films,24 
which mobilizes what E.W. Nikdel has describes 
as the especially “active and communal practice of 
cult fandom” within the interactive collective of 
live cinema.25 The key facilitator for both cult and 
mainstream film fetishization mobilized within 
live cinema experiences is emotion—offering, as an 
artistic form, a “deeper emotional engagement”26 
than traditional cinema screenings, and better able 
“narrow the distinctions between audience and 
performer, between the real and the fictional.”27 By 
dissolving these barriers through the activation of 
emotion and recollections of the significance of the 
texts in audience members’ individual lives, as well 
as communal experiences of the period when the 
filmic texts first debuted, spectators’ interactions 
and disruptions within live cinema spaces can 
speak volumes about changing social, cultural, and 
political landscapes.

 So often, the memories attached to these 
beloved films recall the places and people we 
were when we first saw them and are soaked in a 
type of idealized nostalgia that casts a harsh light 



17EMERGENCY AND EMERGENCE

ST. LAWRENCE

one of relative economic prosperity in America, 
with President Ronald Reagan entering his second 
term and the country emerging from a minor 
recession in the early years of the decade with 
increased gross domestic product and falling levels 
of unemployment. Similarly, the United Kingdom 
witnessed an economic boom in the latter part 
of the decade that mitigated fears around high 
unemployment and inflation rates earlier in the 
decade. Serving as the formational years for the 
members of Gen Y and older millennials, age 
groups part of the target demographics for live 
cinema screenings, these years are easily idealized 
in a revisionist history that glosses over the political 
and cultural controversies of the time. The media 
resulting from the relationship to and fetishization 
of ‘80s culture are not simply responses to demand, 
however; it is important to note that the producers 
of media today are often of the same generations 
targeted by live cinema screenings. In an interview 
with Chaney, showrunners Joe Weisberg and Joel 
Fields comment that “Showrunners and creators 
and executives — and audience members! — are 
at a place where their own personal history has 
merged with ‘nostalgia.’”32 It’s a crucial intersection 
of the individual and the collective nostalgia 
influencing broader trends of consumption and 
serving as key elements in emergent technologies 
built and enjoyed by the adults whose personalities 
and “personal histories” are saturated in the 
texts of this nostalgized era. In offering the 
opportunity to experience and participate in this 
‘golden’ period of the mid-’80s again, live cinema 
companies can leverage this sense of nostalgia and 
turn it into success on multiple levels—artistically, 
participatory, and economically. 

The live cinema experience and nostalgic 
immersion that results may be able to manifest 
positive benefits for spectators. Returning to the 
conception of live cinema worlds as alternate 
realities that provide spaces of comfort or reprieve, 
the live cinema experience may be understood 
as encouraging a kind of escapism that has some 
resemblance to Francesco Casetti’s new media 
assemblage in its ability to serve as a “mobile 
home” to “recover a sense of familiarity even while 
inhabiting a strange and inhospitable space.”33 
The difference here, however, is that instead of 
constructing individual, physical private spaces 

over the realities of contemporary life. Michiko 
Kakutani wrote about the fashionable “romance 
with the ‘80s” for The New York Times as early 
as 2001, noting its contextual rise alongside 
moments of emergency in “the downturn in the 
stock market and murmurings of a recession.”28 
Kakutani also noted a commercialization of 
‘80s nostalgia in licensing of pop culture to sell 
products that, though predating the rise of live 
cinema, certainly pertains to its success.29 Like 
the resurgent popularity of interactivity, live 
cinema also represents a return and escalation of 
the commercialization  of the ‘80s, leveraging the 
nostalgia and idealized conception of this period in 
history to sell tickets and profit economically from 
their participants. Another recent piece by Jen 
Chaney discussing the continual “return” of the 
‘80s makes two salient points: that the continued, 
idealized nostalgia for the ‘80s has far outlasted 
the length of the decade itself, and that it closely 
follows the pattern of resurgence noted with “the 
1950s fascination that swept through the 1970s…
the obsession with the ‘60s that coursed through 
the ‘80s…and the presence of the 1970s in the pop 
culture of the 1990s.”30 Chaney also importantly 
highlights the centrality of media as the objects 
of fetishization within this collective nostalgia, 
which resonates with live cinema organizations’ 
widespread use of ‘80s cinematic texts to draw 
audiences, and points to cinema’s significance 
in the processes and functions of a nostalgic, 
revisionist history. These cinematic texts and the 
meaning and memories attached to them serve 
as emblems of this idealized past and, in their 
fetishization, can stimulate a collective desire to 
return to a particular time.

 Taking Secret Cinema for an example, 
many of the films that serve as the center of the 
interactive worlds were produced in a particular 
moment of time between approximately 1984-
1989 and are representative of a cross section 
of well-loved box office hits and cult films from 
Back to the Future (1985) to The Lost Boys (1987). 
In 2015, surveys by Live Cinema UK showed 
that the largest proportion of audiences for live 
cinema events were between 25-34, making up 
about 38% of total attendance—this roughly 
corresponds to a familiarity from youth to films 
made period outlined above.31 This period was also 



18 SPRING 2020

THE (LIVE) CINEMA

at a moment of political [and perhaps social] 
disillusionment.”40 This is a slightly different 
figuration of the restorative nature of live cinema 
that focuses more on the importance of escapism 
through tangible, collective connection, serving 
as a call to the spaces and interactions offered by 
live cinema to function as respite, communicative 
bond, and true participatory experience in a digital 
era. Once more returning to the idea of reprieve, 
this interactivity between the audience’s nostalgia, 
their desire for connection, and the live cinema 
structures that facilitate it allow for the realization 
of “a bubble in which to seek refuge,” an idea 
that necessarily resonates with the contemporary 
worldwide refugee crises and, in particular, 
controversies around ambivalent motivations in 
the decision to provide spaces of asylum and to 
whom access is granted.41

While with one hand providing a refuge and 
nostalgic comfort, live cinema producers have not 
been shy about leveraging this desire for collective, 
restorative experiences for monetary purposes. 
In the words of Fabien Riggall, the live cinema 
world and the capitalist, consumerist world are 
inseparable: “Brands will become worlds in which 
we can take part in the stories. Audiences (not 
consumers) become participants in the brand’s 
story.”42 Like the earlier mentioned rebranding 
of established cinema texts into a Secret Cinema 
collaborative “creations,” Riggall rebrands 
consumers as audience members, complicating the 
idea of live cinema as refuge with the intrusion of 
an explicitly commercial rebranding of these Secret 
Cinema worlds. As Atkinson and Kennedy have 
noted, “there is an ever-present tension between 
these commercialized and highly constructed 
engagements and fan-initiated practices and 
behaviours,” the latter driven by the individual 
and collective presentations of nostalgia already 
discussed, and the former manifesting in the 
economic drive pushing the live cinema industry 
ever forward into greater commercialization.43 

This economic aspect of live cinema, built 
around monetizing nostalgia and the desire for 
escape to an idealized space or time, comes part 
and parcel with its social functions; in allowing 
for this element of refuge and escapism in live 
cinema, we must also acknowledge the difficulties 
in acquiring entrance to these spaces of refuge, and 

within a public sphere, the immersive world of 
live cinema presents an opportunity to collectively 
re-enter familiar space and time during periods 
of turmoil. As Kakutani noted in regard to 
emergency and nostalgia in 2001, the rise of live 
cinema similarly parallels the increasingly stratified 
political landscape worldwide, with the growing 
visibility of far-right and fascist movements and 
a seemingly endless procession of scandals and 
tragedies with every news broadcast in a post-
Trump era. In providing an immersive world 
where participants can engage in interactivity 
and absorption, physically transcending the 
boundary of the screen into the fictional world 
of their favorite films, live cinema producers 
are providing a chance to block out the realities 
of the “real” world and engage in a collective 
forgetting alongside the collective remembering 
that facilitates the experience—if only for a time. 
In this way, the kitschy, pastel-soaked Kellerman’s 
Resort of Secret Cinema’s Dirty Dancing or the 
ritualistic consumption of root beer and double-
thick Oreos during a Backyard Cinema screening 
of The Lost Boys can serve as a form of “restorative 
nostalgia”34 or—at its most ambitious—provide an 
space wherein audiences can “change the way they 
see the world.”35

Though perhaps an idealized view of the 
function of nostalgia itself, this optimistic view of 
the benefits of live cinema worlds is, unsurprisingly, 
shared by the artists who create them. Sam Smail of 
Choose Your Own Documentary36 has commented 
on the “liberating” potential of his project,37 while 
producer Mark Atkin has described live cinema 
as a response to the “general psychological shift 
to seeking authentic social experiences.”38 Fabien 
Riggall, founder of Secret Cinema, has been 
particularly explicit in speaking directly to the 
power of live cinema and his intention with each 
Secret Cinema screening to disrupt the constant 
connectivity that he believes defines the modern 
age, providing a reprieve from the constant flood 
of news and information. Riggall characterizes 
Secret Cinema as “satis[fying] a growing need for 
those looking for experience in an over-automated 
world” reclaiming “technology as something 
that should serve us and not be something that 
controls us.”39 Or, as Atkinson and Kennedy 
put it more explicitly, “a promise of agency 
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the collective cultural memory to an increasingly 
elite socio-economic background. Differing price 
points further stratify the audience and disrupt the 
collective experience, destabilizing the processes 
of shared cultural memory and participatory 
functions within the cinema worlds. In some cases, 
this distinction is exacerbated by categorizing 
audience members in relation to their class; in 
Secret Cinema’s 2016 screening of Dr. Strangelove 
or: How I learned to Stop Worrying and Love The 
Bomb (1964), ticket holders were labelled either 
“operative standard” with the purchase of a £67 
($91) ticket, or the more exclusive “operative X” 
if you could afford the £134 ($182) ticket.49 This 
distinction was not only in name but in experience, 
as those capable of paying the higher price tag could 
explore the immersive world in a different manner 
with new modes of interactivity available to them. 
One example, given to lure buyers into buying 
into the distinguished class of participants, was 
the promise of “private transportation to the secret 
location” where they’d be “briefed by experienced 
agents and given access to secret materials and 
complimentary refreshments.”50 Even for the 
lower level ticket holders, their access to diegetic 
elements may be artificially limited based on their 
ability to purchase “extras” such as themed food 
and beverage within the worlds. These exclusive 
benefits contradict the nature of one inhabitable, 
idealized cinematic space, as they function to build 
layers of access that preserve class stratification 
and disrupt the collective experience of the 
cinematic text and extended experiential world, 
ultimately compromising the idealized function 
of nostalgia and live cinema as refuge explored 
in the beginning of this discussion. However, it 
is important to note that this “premium” pricing 
is not endemic to all types of live cinema. Some 
producers have pushed back against any perceived 
price gouging, arguing that “this isn’t high culture 
at all, this is mass-market”51 and what they’re 
offering is “a premium offer but not in price.”52 
In many cases, this is true; at the Prince Charles 
Cinema, for example, tickets to costumed sing-a-
longs for films such Labyrinth run about £13 ($18) 
a ticket, while Sneaky Experience’s 2016 Harry 
Potter-inspired production held in Lancaster 
Castle cost £17.50 ($24)—less than a third of 

the often high price-points of tickets, food, and 
accoutrement that contribute to the restriction 
of live cinema spaces and the refuge they provide 
to those who can afford to engage. As Roberta 
Pearson has put it, the media “that have been 
hailed as blurring lines between producers and 
consumers” and creating a more participatory 
culture can, at the same time, function to 
“reinforce cultural hierarchies.”44  For live cinema 
this is most obvious in the prohibitively high cost 
of participation; Atkinson & Kennedy have noted 
that ticket prices for single events can often exceed 
£70 (approximately $97 today), depending on the 
intricacy of the world built and the popularity of 
the film being screened.45 In the case of one of 
Secret Cinema’s most popular events, an expansive 
and responsive world based on Star Wars: Episode 
V The Empire Strikes Back (1980) in the summer of 
2015, the cost of each individual ticket was £75 
(approximately $107 in 2015). This price point, 
although restrictive to many potential audience 
members, still drew in over 100,000 attendees, 
raking in over £7 million at the box office ($10.7 
million).46 The event, centered around themes 
of revolution and rebellion, also mandated that 
audience members come in costumes with options 
available for purchase, unsurprisingly, at Secret 
Cinema’s branded pop-up. 47On one hand, these 
themes of rebellion are appropriate in consideration 
of the proposed function of live cinema to serve as 
a refuge in times of political and social crisis. On 
the other, the restrictive price point and associated 
costs are inescapably part of a larger profit-driven 
model adopted by Secret Cinema. This model 
could be said to exploit the audience members’ 
desire for nostalgic escape and their idealization 
of the cinematic world in order to encourage as 
much monetary interaction as there is emotional 
and physical engagement. It also may predict an 
exclusionary turn towards feelings of “ownership” 
of the cinematic text through access to the live 
experience, something Mark Atkin described as 
audience members adopting the ideology that the 
best way to declare ownership over a text is by 
“somehow implanting yourself in it.”48

These restrictively high prices function to 
create a circumscribed, rather than inclusive, 
collective that complicates the perceived positive 
aspects of the communal experience and skews 
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not solely cinema. These nostalgic experiences, 
engaged with on individual and collective levels, 
play on the joy and innocence of a former self and 
former society, embodied by the participants in 
the illusion of liveness and supported through the 
physical and sensorial structures of live cinema. 
By allowing audience members to transcend the 
boundary through the screen into a responsive, 
adaptable world built off and around the diegetic 
universe, bridges can be built between these real 
and fictional worlds, mediated through memory. 
Though this process can serve as a much-needed 
refuge from reality and form of connection in 
times of political and cultural crises, this collective 
nostalgia and cultural memory may also be easily 
manipulated and monetized, raising ethical 
questions that prompt us to consider if this 
nostalgic return to an idealized past perpetuates a 
revisionist history and reinforced stratified social 
structures that, in the end, may do more harm 
than good.

the “standard” ticket price for Secret Cinema’s 
Doctor Strangelove. That being said, many of Secret 
Cinema’s costs come from the sheer “ambitious” 
scale of their production and the long runs needed 
to break even.53 It’s a risk that has paid off in its 
ability to open opportunities for other live cinema 
companies; as Sneaky Experience’s Julia Benfield 
puts it, [Secret Cinema’s] box office returns were 
off the scale and…that is something that is going 
to make the industry sit up and say, ‘No, actually 
we need to stop being so restrictive’” towards live 
cinema events, ushering in a “re-level[ing] of the 
playing field” with live cinema producers “no longer 
being the black sheep” of the cinema industry.54

The impacts of live cinema, like many other 
emergent media, are not easily understood or 
categorized. As an experiential medium, it presents 
an unmatched opportunity to practically examine 
the relationships between spectators and cinematic 
texts, and the immersive possibilities engendered 
by making real the nostalgia and collective 
memory that guides trends in all aspects of culture, 

Emma St. Lawrence is a second year MA student in the Cinema & Media Studies program at
USC. Before joining the department, Emma worked on the digital media team at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum and as an arts & culture journalist for counterculture magazine Wildabout. In 2016, she com-
pleted a research fellowship conducting quantitative and qualitative research on live cinema in the United 
Kingdom. Her work considers interactive spectatorship, myth and folklore in genre film, and experimen-
tal, experiential film.

Notes
1 Sarah Atkinson and Helen W. Kennedy, “Live Cinema Presents...” Live Cinema: Cultures, Economies, Aes-
thetics, edited by Sarah Atkinson and Helen W. Kennedy, Bloomsbury Academic, an Imprint of Bloomsbury 
Publishing, Inc, 2018, 11.
2 Sarah Atkinson and Helen W. Kennedy, “Inside-the-Scenes: The Rise of Experiential Cinema,” Participa-
tions: Journal of Audience & Reception Studies, vol. 13, no. 1, May 2016, 139.
3 Lisa Brook, Sarah Atkinson, and Helen W. Kennedy, “2016 Report,” Live Cinema in the UK, 2016, 4. 
Emphasis added.
4 Brook, Atkinson, & Kennedy, 3.
5 Ibid., 5.
6 “About,” Rooftop Cinema Club, accessed May 06, 2019, https://rooftopcinemaclub.com/los-angeles/
about/.
7 Rooftop Cinema Club is an exhibitor conducting open-air screenings in London, New York, Houston, Los 
Angeles, and San Diego. They bill themselves as “social cinema” providing the “ultimate film experience” by 
screening “iconic movies” against the “most iconic city backdrops around the world.” Audiences are provided 
with blankets, deck chairs, and wireless headphones, with the ability to purchase (generally non-themed) food 
and drink
8 Brook, Atkinson, & Kennedy, 5.
9 “About,” Edible Cinema, accessed May 06, 2019, http://ediblecinema.co.uk/.
10  The Prince Charles Cinema is an independent theatre in central London that often hosts sing-a-longs 
and costumed screenings, while Edible Cinema curates tasting and drinking menus to be consumed at certain 
moments during a screening—either themed around the action, or mimicking what a character eats or drinks 



21EMERGENCY AND EMERGENCE

ST. LAWRENCE
onscreen, allowing the film to be experienced through “aroma, texture, and taste” (Edible Cinema).
11 “Live Cinema Presents...,” 11.
12 “2016 Live Cinema Conference,” Live Cinema Network, last modified July 2016, www.livecinemanet-
work.org/conference/.
13 Secret Cinema’s events will form the basis for much of this argument, as they are one of the preeminent and 
most structurally expansive producers of augmented live cinema events, often building interactive physical sets 
(e.g. Back to the Future’s Hill Valley or the state prison from The Shawshank Redemption) in large warehouses 
and stadiums that host extended-run screenings with actors and experiential additions. As Brook, Atkinson, 
& Kennedy have noted, Secret Cinema was also the most discussed live cinema brand on Twitter from No-
vember 2014-November 2015, making up 50% of all mentions (16).  Sneaky Experience similarly employs 
performance and immersive events surrounding screenings, but restricts runs to weekends, and often tailors 
their “site-specific immersive experiences” to local landmarks and heritage sites in the north of England (ibid., 
9).
14 Fabien Riggall, “Fabien Riggall on Closing the Distance Between Digital Consumers,” Campaign Live, May 
2, 2014, https://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/fabien-riggall-closing-distance-digital-consumers/1290679.
15 “Live Cinema Presents...,” 10.
16 Mark J.   Wolf, “Worlds Within the World,” Building Imaginary Worlds: The Theory and History of Subcre-
ation, Routledge, 2012, 49.
17 Ibid., 49.
18 Linda Hutcheon, Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox, Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2013, 
141.
19 Riggall, 3.
20 Mark Atkin, “Participants, CoCreators, Pawns: New Audiences in the Experience Economy,” conference 
panel transcription, Live Cinema Conference 2016, London, May 27, 2016, 3.
21 Sarah Atkinson and Helen W. Kennedy, “From Conflict to Revolution: The Secret Aesthetic, Narrative 
Spatialisation, and Audience Experience in Immersive Cinema Design,” Participations: Journal of Audience & 
Reception Studies 13, no. 1 (May 2016): 143.
22 A mobile, open-air film exhibition company.
23 George Wood, “Cultures Separated by a Common Language: What Do We Mean by Live Cinema?,” 
conference panel transcription, Live Cinema Conference 2016, London, May 27, 2016, 21.
24 Brook, Atkinson, & Kennedy, 5.
25 E.W. Nikdel, “Cult Fandom and Experiential Media,” in Cult Media: Re-packaged, Re-released, and Re-
stored, ed. Jonathan Wroot and Andy Willis, Palgrave McMillan, 2017, 105.
26 “From Conflict to Revolution,” 143.
27 Nikdel, 105.
28 Michiko Kakutani, “Critic’s Notebook; Get Out Your Shoulder Pads: The ‘80s Are Here,” The New York 
Times, 5 Apr. 2001, www.nytimes.com/2001/04/25/arts/critic-s-notebook-get-out-your-shoulder-pads-the-
80-s-are-here.html.
29 Ibid., n.p.
30 Jen Chaney, “It’s 2016. Why Are We Still Obsessed With the ‘80s?,” Vulture, 24 Oct. 2016, www.vulture.
com/2016/10/2016-why-are-we-obsessed-with-the-80s.html.
31 Brook, Atkinson, & Kennedy, 14.
32 Chaney, n.p.
33 Francesco Casetti, “Assemblage.” In The Lumière Galaxy: Seven Key Words for the Cinema to Come, Colum-
bia University Press, 2015, 71.
34 “From Conflict to Revolution,” 275.35  Irene Musumeci, “Participants, CoCreators, Pawns: New 
Audiences in the Experience Economy,” conference panel transcription, Live Cinema Conference 2016, Lon-
don, May 27, 2016, 18.
36 An experimental documentary project wherein audience members are given remotes to dictate choices 
made within the narrative—resulting in 1500 unique stories and 5 true endings.
37 Sam Smail, “Participants, CoCreators, Pawns: New Audiences in the Experience Economy,” conference 
panel transcription, Live Cinema Conference 2016, London, May 27, 2016, 3.
38 Atkin, 6.
39 Riggall, 4.



22 SPRING 2020

THE (LIVE) CINEMA
40 “From Conflict to Revolution,” 275. 
41 Casetti, 71.
42 Riggall, 3.
43 “Inside-the-Scenes,” 144.
44 Roberta E. Pearson, “Participation or Totalization: Fans and Transmedia Storytelling,” Television and the 
Digital Public Sphere Conference, 23 Oct. 2008, Paris, Université Paris II, as quoted by Suzanne Scott in 
“The Trouble with Transmediation: Fandom’s Negotiation of Transmedia Storytelling Systems” in Spectator-
ship, edited by William Whittington and Roxanne Samer, University of Texas Press, 2017, 268.
45 “From Conflict to Revolution,” 253.
46 Ibid., 253.
47 Ibid., 253.
48 Atkin, 6.
49 “From Conflict to Revolution,” 263.
50 Ibid., 264.
51 Wood, 15.
52 Tony Jones, “Participants, CoCreators, Pawns: New Audiences in the Experience Economy,” conference 
panel transcription, Live Cinema Conference 2016, London, May 27, 2016, 7.
53 Jones, 17.
54 Julia Benfield, “Participants, CoCreators, Pawns: New Audiences in the Experience Economy,” conference 
panel transcription, Live Cinema Conference 2016, London, May 27, 2016, 18.




