
Feature

the roof, it has been an art house cinema for almost 40 years, hosting fancy 
dress fi lm premieres, all-night movie marathons, regular screenings of vintage 
musicals and the latest releases. 

Cinemas with similar philosophies include � e Rex in Berkhamsted, a 
gloriously beautiful jewel box of a picture house opened in 1938, and � e 
Electric in Birmingham, opened in 1909 and offi  cially recognised as the oldest 
working cinema in the UK.

� e Rex is the epitome of vintage Hollywood style – one big screen set 
within a spectacular art deco proscenium, big red swivel chairs and candlelit 
tables with tablecloths. � ere is a selection of fi ne wines and you can get a 
cheese board delivered to your seat by an usher when the fi lm starts. Snacks 
are served on plates.

Despite having just the one screen, � e Rex shows over 30 fi lms a month and 
prides itself on showing a diff erent title almost every day or night, ranging from 
little known foreign language fl icks to big new releases. � e cinema claims that 
it routinely sells out at least fi ve nights a week, which is particularly impressive 
when you consider it was closed down for almost two decades from the late 
1980s, unable to compete with the might of the big multiplexes.

� e Electric in Birmingham is another hardy survivor, enduring from the era 
of silent fi lms through the real-life drama of news theatre during World War 
II, from cartoons to continental cinema, and even pornography during some 
shady days in the 1970s. � ese days, it is owned by director and entrepreneur 
� omas Lawes, who has lavished money and time on the old girl to restore her 
to her 1930s splendour.

� e fi lms are deliciously varied. Oscar darlings Moonlight and La La Land 
were naturally given star billing, but other recent screenings include a ‘Trash 
Film Night’ featuring Birdemic: Shock & Terror and 1940s melodrama Black 
Narcissus. � e bar off erings are equally intriguing – cocktails themed on the 
fi lm of the day, and the Electric’s own label of bottled ale.

A night out at a vintage cinema is clearly about much more than the fi lm and 
the hospitality. It’s about that lure of putting aside real life and losing oneself in 
fantasy, cocooned in plush décor, the lights going down to let shine the glitter 
of celluloid stars. Getting lost in La La Land, so to speak.

Duke of York’s Picturehouse, Brighton: www.picturehouses.com
� e Rex, Berkhamsted: www.therexberkhamsted.com

� e Electric, Birmingham: www.theelectric.co.uk

Duke of York’s Picturehouse, Brighton � e Rex, Berkhamsted � e Electric, Birmingham

Elegant art deco surrounds, plush 
seating and a glass of fi ne Champagne 
with your fi lm. Dawn Gibson discovers 
the many reasons why vintage cinemas 
are enjoying a revival

Old-style Hollywood glamour is back in fashion. Perhaps 
it’s escapism, or perhaps people want something 
diff erent to endless super hero movies, but the huge 
success of the multi-Oscar-winning musical La La Land 

shows that audiences are yearning for the sweet taste of nostalgia.
Down with manufactured insta-celebrities – bring back the true star 
quality of Cary Grant, Marilyn Monroe, Judy Garland, Greta Garbo and 
Humphrey Bogart. And why not enjoy the experience in the full glory of 
a traditional picture house, lovingly restored, but with all the sophisticated 
wizardry of today’s sound and picture quality?

� is type of thinking is behind a boom in the popularity of old picture 
houses across the UK, many of which had previously fallen into disuse. 
Old-style cinemas are not just showing Casablanca and Breakfast at 
Tiff any’s, but embracing an eclectic mix of classics, new blockbusters, 
cult must-sees and independent releases from around the world. � ere’s 
something for everyone, any night of the week.

� ey are miles ahead of the multiplexes when it comes to food and 
beverage off erings. Many have their own wine lists and serve everything 
from antipasto platters to gourmet pizzas, cappuccinos to handmade 
chocolate; just a tad more sophisticated that caramelised popcorn and 
bucket-sized cokes. 

Felicity Beckett, general manager of Brighton’s iconic Duke of York’s 
Picturehouse, says the revival is part of a wider trend towards boutique and 
bespoke leisure, also refl ected in gastro-pubs and micro-breweries. “People 
are demanding a better quality of living and style, and that’s a zeitgeist we 
are part of, because cinema-goers don’t just want pick and mix,” she said. 
“� ey want a full experience when they are going out; they want value for 
money, they want to see and experience an event.”

Opened in 1910, the Duke of York’s was one of the fi rst cinemas in the 
world and lays claim to the title of the oldest cinema in continuous use 
in Britain. Instantly recognisable by a pair of can-can dancer’s legs on 
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