How NOT to behave in a cinema
Currently I’m spending a lot of time in the cinema – up to 14 hours a day actually - as I’m attending the Odense International Film Festival (OFF 09). It’s been a while since I spent that much time on films, although not that many years ago I worked quite often as a freelance film critic. My back problems combined with migraine triggered by the combination of wide screen and surround sound put an end to that, but that’s another story. Now I’m back, though, and God, has people’s cinema-manners grown lousy!

The first day at the OFF 09 I happened to sit beside an elderly gentleman. The steps up to our seats had metal banisters and all during the show that man kept tap-tap-tapping the metal with his house key! The usual polite glances and throat-clearing didn’t help at all, and even when a guy sitting in front of us turned around and asked the man to stop, he just shrugged his shoulders and kept tapping. Not much of a gentleman after all.

    During the next show a grandmother with two very young granddaughters flopped into the seats next to me. The granddaughters were obviously twins and around three years old and this was NOT a children’s show! As soon as the lights died down and the film started, the little girl next to me started YELLING: “Could you hold my purse, Grandma? I want some sweets! Oh, there is no more liquorice. We only have chocolates left etc. etc.” Grandma didn’t do anything to quiet the kid down. On the contrary. She shouted almost as loud, trying to explain the film to the kids who obviously didn’t give a damn. So all through the film we had to listen to her comments: “See? It’s raining! In China it rains a lot, so that’s why the lady is carrying an umbrella. Isn’t it big? And yellow?” People left and right were going, “Shhh!!!” but both Grandma and twins kept yakking through the entire show.

    The second day of the festival didn’t improve the audience-behaviour. This time the noise came from one of the jury members, a woman in her late twenties/early thirties. I don’t know if she was bored with the film or not, but she’d found out that when she moved in a certain way, her seat would squeak very loudly and in different keys. You could hear how she experimented with it, eventually composing a little song, “Squeak-squeak-SQEAL!! Squeak-squawk-SQUAWK.” Okay, it did sound rather amusing, but boy was it distracting! And nobody dared to say anything, as she was there to judge the films.

    At another showing later that day, I landed in a seat next to a middle-aged couple, both drinking and smelling very much of beer. The woman kept saying very loudly to the man, “Oh, that’s the film I told you about, the one where this and this happens!” The man was even worse. All through the eight films he kept commenting on what we saw, making REALLY lousy pseudo-intellectual comments. I mean, this guy was so full of himself that he didn’t realise that the rest of the audience was moaning not just over his lack of tact, but over his lack of brains as well. In the end I left, simply because I couldn’t stand his poor references and analogies and his stink of beer anymore.

    Third day of the festival… No, I won’t even go there. Half of the audience consisted of bored 16 years old who had been forced by their teachers to attend the show. Needless to say that it was impossible to see or hear anything for the racket and chaos they created.

Well, to me it seems that people have forgotten that when watching a film in the cinema they are not at home in their living rooms. I guess we’ve all become so used to see films individually or in small groups at home on telly, DVD, computers etc. that we forget that watching films in a cinema is a collective experience where we have to show consideration for our fellow viewers. Or maybe people just don’t give a shit anymore. In any case I long for the good old days as a film critic.

    Admittedly it was difficult to get used to getting up at 6.30 a.m. in order to be at the cinema at 8 a.m. for the press screening, but when first you got there… We all knew each other, of course, being competitors from different papers and magazines, and we all had our little corners of the cinema, which nobody invaded. We were usually 10-20 people in a 500 seater cinema and we knew how to keep out of each other’s ways, both physically and audibly. And when we sat down there with our coffee, Danish and notebooks, then…aahh, it was pure Heaven! Nowadays, it’s Paradise lost, and I can’t help wondering what I have to encounter tomorrow when I’m back at the OFF 09!
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