
People, This Is Not Your Lounge-Room 

 

I went to the theatre to see a fine production of The Glass Menagerie. Members of the 

audience whispered throughout. Many laughed at the sensitive and, at times, tragic moments. 

They laughed with great jocularity when crippled Laura danced with the man who was her 

schoolgirl crush, Jim.  

Initially I thought that they laughed because their crassness meant that they believed 

that it was funny to see a cripple dancing. Upon reflection I came to see the greater 

likelihood; that their laughter was nervously arrowed inward and brought on by an inability to 

cope with seeing the intimate contradictions of love – its creative tenderness, its unleavened 

destructiveness – played out on the public forum of the stage. 

Some months earlier, I had been to the theatre to see a fine musical, Mary Poppins. 

Predictably (and importantly, for the sake of the future patronage of the arts in this country) 

there were many children in the audience. The majority of these children – certainly those 

around us – behaved with greater dignity and a clearer understanding of fundamental public 

etiquette than their boorish parents. Many of the latter chose to talk loudly, comment on the 

performance and spend time canoodling their smartphones. The woman in the seat next to me 

spent parts of Act 1 sending texts, despite the usual recorded-message plea to do otherwise. 

The glaring light and screen-size were sufficient that I could read the texts. An early one said, 

“Not a bad show. Drink l8r?” 

Between these two shows, I had been to another fine play. However, my enjoyment of 

this smoothly crafted and provocative piece was compromised throughout by the young man 

seated behind me who insisted on braying like a jabbed donkey at inexplicable moments, and 

the thirty-something couple in front of me who, in current idiom, needed to ‘get a room.’ 

Hold hands? Yes. Demonstrate affection in a dignified manner? Absolutely. Tonsil-hockey in 

Row D? I think not. 

Today I went to the cinema to see a fine film, Mud. It was 10.15, a weekday, and the 

audience amounted to seven (eight after 10.30, when a man sloped in, threw himself into a 

seat and then promptly threw his legs over the seat in front which, fortunately, was 

unoccupied). The seven included two elderly couples, the members of which insisted on 

speaking throughout. I moved seats (twice) but could still hear their recount of the events 

unfolding before us all. 

“Oh look, he’s dead.” 

“Yeah, he’s dead all right.” 

Perceptive as well as rude; it’s a heady mix. I tried to glare through the gloom and 

even shush them but to no avail. Fair enough. It must be difficult to acknowledge glares and 

shushes when you’re engaged in self-absorbed behaviour such as conversing during a movie, 

checking your phone on the chance you’ve missed out on the relentless self-affirmation 

brought by updating your status or downloading some shtick created by a spotty fourteen-

year-old from New Jersey, sticking your face / tongue / hand-part holus-bolus into someone’s 

erogenous zones, or alternatively sticking your face / tongue / hand-part holus-bolus into a 

mega-bucket of popcorn (because we seriously need that sugar-and-salt hit at 10.15 in the 

morning). 



Patience, patience. Upon reflection, it’s all about self; self and connection, then and 

now. Here’s the link. 

Then, attending the cinema or theatre was an example of what was always understood 

to be a public experience. Ergo, normal public etiquette applied. Wear decent clothes 

(including footwear), keep the noise down, respect the right of others to see and hear, don’t 

indulge in crass or boorish behaviour. 

Now, public experiences have gone down the gurgler. How we have chosen to frame 

technological progress has led to a new, regressive framing of public behaviour. Now, every 

experience is potentially private – because everyone is always privately connected, even 

whilst subsisting within the public domain. You can be amidst fifty thousand other humans 

and be more cohesively connected to people who are not there. Witness the sad-sacks who 

charge about malls on their way to work, shop, whatever, either glued to their private screens 

or plugged into their phones. Witness those privateers on buses, in parks, in restaurants, 

cafés, bars, in fact in any public space, who ignore all that goes on around them in lieu of 

remaining glued to their private screens or plugged into their phones. Witness the loud 

private conversations that nowadays occur anywhere, the shameless groping that nowadays 

occurs anywhere, the littering that nowadays occurs anywhere, the likely rationale being, I 

throw stuff anywhere at home so I can do it here. And here. And there. 

It seems that many people have either lost, or possibly never gained, the capacity to 

deal with a public experience. This is never more evident than when touring. Last year I was 

fortunate enough to be with a group inside Doges Palace, in Venice. The interior was replete 

with signs indicating that photographs should not be taken. A number of our group, and 

others, blatantly ignored the signs and snapped away blithely until security tut-tutted them. 

The standard response to the tut-tutting was to become indignant because their private 

reframing of a public arena had been violated. I think I’m right in assuming that these people 

considered it to be their right to behave in this manner because they thought they were in the 

private world of self, a place where you answer only to yourself. In basic terms, you can do 

as you damn well please. 

 Clearly there is considerable irony in the notion that the advent of social media has 

contributed significantly to a process of de-socialisation. However, it is too easy, too pat, to 

blame the rise of the iEverything for poor or ill-considered behaviour. Social concerns can 

invariably be sourced to the choices we make when we occupy the no-man’s-land that lies 

between selfishness and selflessness. Lyndon Johnson once noted that “the world has 

narrowed to a neighbourhood before it has broadened to a brotherhood.” Unfortunately, it 

seems that the neighbourhood just got a whole lot smaller.  


