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Cinema. 

Even the word itself is beautiful. It originates from the early 20th century. From the French “cinema”, which is an abbreviation of “cinématographe” which itself is from the Greek “kinema”, “kinēmat” meaning ‘movement’, from “kinein” ‘to move’. Cinematograph or Kinematograph is an early term for several types of motion picture film mechanisms. The name was used for the movie cameras as well as the film projectors, or for complete systems that also provided means to print film, such as the Cinématographe Lumière.

The dictionary lists “Cinema” as “the production of films as an art or industry.” It also lists it as “a theatre where films are shown for public entertainment.” The latter definition is where I have spent an inordinate amount of time, and experiences which I will share with you here.

In March 2021, after a year of lockdown due to the pandemic, whereby only limited visits to the cinema occurred, Empire (a name synonymous with cinemas) magazine, published The Greatest Cinema Moments Ever feature. The director, Edgar Wright (Hot Fuzz (2007), Baby Driver (2017)), cued up an ultimate cinema celebration at a time when the future of cinema looked to be in doubt. 

Moments in cinema, dutifully supplied from myself and members of the public via Twitter were included. Actors, actresses, film directors, cinematographers and other technicians, also gave details of their most memorable moments when attending the silver screen theatres. 

My own addition, which was sadly not included, was when I was watching a late night showing of Predator (1987) at the, now sadly gone, ABC Cinema in Commercial Road in Portsmouth. During the scene when Bill Duke “shaves” himself with a disposable razor, someone called out, “I bet that’s a BIC!” When Bill held it against his cheek and pressed so hard that the razor snapped, the wise ass shouted, “Yep, it’s a BIC!” prompting much hilarity in the audience. 

Reading through some of the contributions, I was reminded of many of the films I’d seen and their pivotal moments, both in the movies themselves and from events in the cinemas that showed them. 

During an all-night showing of Friday the 13th, parts 1 through 7, one of my favourite stalk-and-slash film series, when a character onscreen started a generator, someone called out “I bet that generator fails later...” And, as predicted, later during that movie, it did. 

But it’s not all about people shouting out during the film. I remember seeing Explorers (1985) at the Brighton Film Festival. A neat little science-fiction film directed by Joe Dante. What was most memorable about that cinema event was how people reacted when Dick Miller appeared onscreen. The place erupted in cheers and whoops and whistles as the famous supporting actor entered the scene. 

Noticed by producer/director Roger Corman, in the late 50s, who cast him in most of his low-budget films, Miller spent 20 years working in Corman productions, from whence the likes of Joe Dante and James Cameron started their careers. In the late 1970s and 80s, Dick was often cast in films by director Joe Dante, appearing in credited and uncredited walk-on parts as quirky chatterboxes, and stole every scene he appeared in. Explorers was no different. He stole the show!

Up until then, I’d thought I was the only one who’d noticed the correlation between Joe Dante’s films and a role for Mr Miller within all those movies of his I’d seen before. Having seen Mr Miller in The Terminator (1984), directed by James Cameron, released the year before, I’d thought I was the only one with this intimate trivia knowledge, cross-reference and history of the Roger Corman school. 

It was the first time I’d felt part of a community within the cinema. I didn’t know anyone else there, save for the people I’d attended the festival with, but felt part of something big, something significant, something legendary. These were people like me. With a passion like mine that went beyond just watching the movies. They lived and breathed the movies they watched. It was almost like being part of a secret club. 

I’d started my passion with film, going to “the pictures” as we affectionately called it, as part of the Saturday Morning Cinema Club at the Odeon, in North End, Portsmouth. The beautiful building is still there, as is much of the interior. Unfortunately, it’s now sadly fronted by a pound-shop, whilst the seats and décor within each of the theatres within have been left to rot and decay. I remember the CFF (Children’s Film Foundation) movies and the cartoons or shorts that accompanied them but, despite being part of a like-minded set of people, I’d never felt that sense of community there that I’d felt when the crowd roared during Explorers.  

I remember friends paying for a ticket for a movie, then opening the back door of the cinema, accessible via a car park off Laburnum Grove, to let the rest of us in, during the trailers, for free. Occasionally, we’d mis-time our entrance and the usher would realise there were more seats taken than he had ticket stubs for. We’d be ejected but for the most part we were able to sneak in to enjoy the cinematic offerings. 
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I first encountered the pure power of the build-up to a movie release during the hype for Batman (1989), starring Michael Keaton and Jack Nicholson and directed by Tim Burton. Myself, my then girlfriend and another friend, joined the queue, for the ABC in Portsmouth, which extended half-way down Mile End Road, for the show around 8.00 in the evening. Everyone in the queue was excited. It was a real “event”. We shuffled our way forward as people entered and purchased their tickets and found their way to seats within the main screen which had stalls and a balcony. We got to the front of the queue and the usher held up his hand and said, “Sorry. Hold on. I think we’re sold out.” We were gutted, momentarily, until he then said, “Three seats left. Do you want them? They’re all apart I’m afraid.” We did not wait to be asked twice and pushed forward. We had got in by the skin of our teeth. As luck would have it, my girlfriend and I got the last two seats that were together whilst my friend settled in for the show across the other side of the auditorium. 

The movie did not disappoint. The hype, which had been extensive, had been worth it. I do not think the hype for another movie since has ever quite matched it. Though Terminator 2: Judgment Day came close! More about my experience with that movie later. 

Released in 1989, Batman won an Oscar for Best Art Direction/Set Decoration. The sets were lavish, the gadgets, cars and other vehicles were a joy to behold, and the outfits, in particular The Joker’s and Batman’s were splendid. Danny Elfman’s iconic score was incredible. It was also one of the first movies that I recalled having a pop artist, Prince, complete a whole album of songs that featured in the film! 

Keaton’s performance, particularly when he “loses” it, is one of my all-time favourites and Nicholson’s Joker is so deliciously over-the-top, without being camp, that you cannot wait until either of them are back on the screen, such is the draw of their terrific acting. 
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The first film I saw illegally, was Monty Python’s Life of Brian, released in 1979. 

I was thirteen. Life of Brian was a “AA Certificate” which meant that no-one under fourteen years of age could attend to see it. For cinema releases, the British Board of Film Classification (and not Certification as is oft reported), has no legal power (technically, films do not even have to be submitted for classification), as it falls to councils to decide who should be admitted to a certain film. Councils generally apply the BBFC's certificates, effectively making them legally binding. In exceptional cases, councils may impose their own conditions, either raising or lowering the minimum entry age from the certificate, banning a certified film outright, or setting their own minimum entry age for films that have never been submitted for BBFC certification, or which have been refused a certificate by the Board.

The UK’s classification system, in the UK at the time, the late 70’s, was as follows:

U - Passed for Universal Exhibition – Suitable for all ages.

A - Passed as Adult Supervision Recommended for Young Children - Not suitable for children under 8 years of age.

AA - Passed as suitable only for exhibition to persons of fourteen years and over - Suitable only for anyone aged 14 or over.

X - Passed as Extremely Graphic - Suitable only for anyone aged 18 or over.

I remember striding, as confidently as I could, across the foyer to the box office and saying, in as manly a voice as I could muster, “One for Life of Brian, please?” Without batting an eyelid, the lady behind the glass took my money and pressed a button to usher forth a ticket from a metal flap secreted in the façade of the desk she was sat at. 

I climbed the stairs to gain entrance to the largest screen in the complex, Screen 1, and settled down to watch the film illicitly. 

I had been a Python fan for a while, mostly through their records containing numerous sketches and from previously seeing Monty Python and the Holy Grail. I, along with my friend Dean, had learnt the contents of each album I owned verbatim so knew what to expect in respect of their humour. 

Directed by Terry Jones and starring all of the Pythons, Graham Chapman, John Cleese, Terry Gilliam, Eric Idle, Terry Jones and Michael Palin, playing forty roles between them, and with cameos from Spike Milligan, George Harrison (who arranged financing through the formation of his company HandMade Films after EMI withdrew funding just days before filming was due to begin) and others, the film tells the story of Brian Cohen (played by Chapman), a young Jewish-Roman man who is born on the same day as, and next door to, Jesus, and is subsequently mistaken for the Messiah.

The film was immensely funny and even though some parts of it my then relatively uneducated mind could not grasp, I still found it incredibly and repeatedly brilliant. I saw it several times in the cinema on its own and again, repeatedly, in a double-bill with what I considered to be the funniest film I had ever seen, Airplane (1980), with the marketing tagline, “I’m Brian, Fly me!” 

I bought the soundtrack album, which I learnt word-for-word off by heart and which Dean and I, and in later life another friend, Graham, would quote endlessly from it. 

The film attracted quite a lot of controversy, some of which came from members of the clergy which hadn’t even seen it and who demanded it be banned immediately. There is a famous interview between John Cleese and other Pythons and members of the church where they defended the fact it wasn’t blasphemous as most of those opposed to it were saying and that it was poking fun at those who blindly follow religion and its dogmas. It was never banned in Portsmouth, thankfully, though there were some councils that did restrict its release. Thirty-nine local authorities in the United Kingdom either imposed an outright ban or imposed an X (18 years) certificate upon it. Some countries, including Ireland and Norway, banned it completely and, in a few of these such as Italy, bans lasted decades. The filmmakers used the notoriety to promote the film, with posters in Sweden reading, "So funny, it was banned in Norway!"

The film was shot on location in Monastir, Tunisia, using sets from Franco Zeffirelli's Jesus of Nazareth (1977).

It was a huge box office success, the fourth highest-grossing film in the United Kingdom in 1979 and the highest grossing of any British film in the United States that year. It has remained popular and has been named as the greatest comedy film of all time by several magazines and television networks. 
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I, and whomever I attended the cinema with, always had unwritten rules in terms of our cinema-going: 

	No talking during the film until the credits.

	No giving away of anything if you’ve seen it before the other. 







The latter means that no emotional reaction, no detail however small, shall be conveyed. This has transferred to our watching of television series such as The Walking Dead, Dexter, Game of Thrones, Dopesick, After Life and other excellent programmes available on subscription TV. 

There have been occasions where we’ve wanted to leave a film half-way through. However, we’ve both sat there, not knowing if the other was enjoying it or not and persevered through to the end. On one occasion, the second half of the movie made the pain of the first half justified and rewarding – though neither of us can remember the film. The boredom experienced by seeing The Unbearable Lightness of Being (1988), comically referred to as “The Incredible Longness of Watching” by, I think, Peter Griffin in Family Guy (1999 to present day, TV Series), is not something I’d like to repeat. 

Other times, like when we went to see Evita (1996), starring Madonna, Antonio Banderas, Jonathan Pryce and Jimmy Nail, both of us endured the “singing things that should be spoken normally” such as “I’m going upstairs, to get a bottle of miiiiilk...” that featured throughout the whole musical, because we couldn’t communicate to one another that we would rather get our heads crushed in a vice than continue watching it. 

Don’t get me wrong, I don’t hate all musicals. It was just viewing this one was ill-judged on our part. It seemed we hadn’t learnt our lesson from Moulin Rouge (2001). I’ve thoroughly enjoyed Grease (1979), The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) and Little Shop of Horrors (1986), which featured songs as part of the movie, but which didn’t have the whole script being sung! I even love Baz Luhrman’s Romeo and Juliet (1996) even though I hate Shakespeare! 

We have stopped ourselves from being tortured on occasion. On the way to see The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey (2012), we both looked at each other and decided to go and grab a coffee rather than put ourselves through another three-hour Peter Jackson fest, having endured the incredible length (201 minutes), not to mention the endless endings/goodbyes of the characters, of the third instalment of The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King! I did eventually watch The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey on on-demand video where I could pause it at my leisure for comfort breaks and found it very enjoyable. Just, on that day, neither Debbie nor I felt like sitting through it. I’ve not had the will to watch the other two episodes in the series, The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug (2013), and The Hobbit: The Battle of the Five Armies (2014) though I may get around to those in retirement.

I’ll generally avoid reviews of a film before I’ve seen it. I like to make up my own mind rather than be swayed by someone else’s opinion.  

Invariably, Empire magazine reviews usually match my views in quite a striking way. I, and the other Empire reviewers, obviously have similar tastes when it comes to movies. 

I’ve included some of my reviews in the Appendix at the end of this book. One thing I always strived to do in my reviews was to avoid giving any spoilers. Some plot detail is okay, but all too often reviewers have given away endings or key plot points which left a very sour taste in the mouth when I’ve come to view the reviewed item, so I tended to shy away from those specific details and instead concentrated on the direction, performances, music and photography. 

However, there is an exception, albeit a slight one. If Debbie or Karen tell me “You must see it.” I know it’s worthy of my time so will make every effort to get to see their recommendation in the cinema. 
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For some reason, mine and Debbie’s recollection from 1992 on Reservoir Dogs, the Quentin Tarantino feature film debut, differs somewhat. Not the actual film you understand, as we both agreed it was utterly brilliant. But on how we came to see it. 

Debbie remains convinced that we saw it together. However, I’m sure I received a phone call after she’d been to see it. 

“You have to see it.” She told me.

Reservoir Dogs was a brilliant tour-de-force. An astonishing debut from Tarantino. Original, bloody and unashamedly fresh. The aftermath of a robbery-gone-wrong, preceded by character defining dialogues, from a brilliant cast of Harvey Keitel, Tim Roth, Chris Penn, Steve Buscemi, Lawrence Tierney, Michael Madsen, Edward Bunker and Tarantino himself, along with supporting roles from Kirk Baltz, Randy Brooks, and Steven Wright (heard, but never seen) as the eponymous DJ and voice “bridge” between scenes. It incorporates many motifs that have become Tarantino's hallmarks: violent crime, pop culture references, profanity, and nonlinear storytelling featuring double crosses, bickering characters and violence, which is more assumed than seen, and is driven in purpose and delivers a punch and a buzz that stays with you long after the movie is over.
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There have been many times when I have gone to the cinema and there has been a physical interaction or reaction to the movie.

The Ring (2002), starring Naomi Watts and Brian Cox and directed by Gore Verbinski, was one such event. 

The original, a Japanese horror film, named Ringu (1998), though referred to simply as Ring, was a huge hit so it was inevitable that it was remade by Hollywood. 

The film tells the story of a journalist investigating a videotape that has an urban legend attached to it that, when watched, the viewer will die seven days later.

The concept is interesting, good hokum, and the atmospherics and lighting of the movie lend to its persistent tension very well. 

The scene that I recall having the most devastating effect on me was when someone is viewing a television screen and a character on it, with jet black hair and wearing a white dress, comes towards them and climbs out of the television. It made me shudder and utter “Urgh...” aloud, much to my friend Debbie’s amusement, as I tried to push back away from the ghostly creature. 

Being made to jump is an essential part of the enjoyment of a horror movie, though, lately, horror movies are not the only films that utilise the effect. Dramas and even comedies have been known to employ it, most notably with a vehicle, i.e., a bus, as in The Butterfly Effect (2004), which will suddenly appear to shock the audience. 

My regular cinema-going partner, Debbie, would always see the “jump” coming a mile away. I’d be so engrossed, so transfixed and consumed by the intensity, I just would not be ready for it. One such time was watching The Others (2001), where I screamed aloud at the sudden, unexpected, appearance of a face from the darkness. Debbie would howl with laughter for several minutes following this, and other, involuntary outbursts that I had during films. 

That reminds me; When I was dating, I was entertaining my date at home and showed her my substantial DVD collection, asking her to pick a film for us to watch. After scouring the shelves, she eventually said, “What about the others?” 

“Others? There are no other movies. This is my whole collection.” I told her. 

“No, The Others!” She replied, pointing at the movie starring Nicole Kidman. My embarrassment was complete. 

Anyway, I digress... 

Returning from a gig in London, with my mate Dean, we drove along the M3 motorway back to Portsmouth. As we approached Guildford, the tall spire of Guildford Cathedral, the grand, eerie centrepiece of Richard Donner's horror classic, The Omen (1976) atop the hill outside the town came into view. 

“We have to do it.” Dean said. 

And so, I put Carl Orff’s Carmina Burana from the soundtrack to The Doors (1991) into the CD player, and we drove up the driveway of the hill to the cathedral. We wound down the windows and set it at full volume as we drove past the front of the church, laughing maniacally as we did so at the absurdity of what we were doing. 

Guilford Cathedral has not always been happy with the attention The Omen has brought to its doors. In 2006, when John Moore remade the film, the previous dean of the cathedral, Victor Stock, spoke out against it, urging people to avoid both versions. 

“It was a disaster, it should never have been done,” He told the Guardian, “People who were a bit thick were frightened to come into the building. If I was dean then, I never would have allowed it.”

It seems almost ironic considering how, in the film, the building acts as the ultimate deterrent for the Devil’s spawn. The dean claims that there was a battle to get local people back into the church following the film’s release, such was the terror it inspired. At the very least, The Omen is a testament to the power of the scene and Donner’s accursed use of the location. And contains one of the best death scenes to have ever graced celluloid. 

I yelped during Paranormal Activity (2009) when one of the bangs, following a massive build-up of tension, had a dramatic effect on me. And, in the M. Night Shyamalan thriller, Signs (2002), when one of the aliens is revealed, I was desperately trying to crawl away from the screen!

I went to see Meteor (1979), the Sean Connery disaster epic, and on leaving The Odeon in North End, in Portsmouth
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