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INTRODUCING PASSENGERFILMS

PASSENGERFILMS — “the car-crash of geography 
and cinema” — is a new not-for-profit film enterprise, 
founded and run by volunteer PhD students, which 
aims to bring hot topics from cultural geography to 
the film-going public in London. 

Cinema? Geography?

As Sir Peter Hall (UCL) has remarked, “We’ve long 
had books about places by geographers, and books 
about films and TV by critics — but they’ve remained 
in hermetically sealed compartments, separated by 
an impassable gorge.” Cultural geography is not 
well known as a discipline, but has a strong impact 
on contemporary discussions about film, landscape, 
place, and politics. PASSENGERFILMS presents 
multi-disciplinary research on the constructed and 
contested spaces of human life, through cinema, 
talks, and Q&As offering novel interpretations of 
classic, cult, and obscure films. We bring together 
conversations that have been happening, albeit in-
dependently, inside and outside of the academy and 
within geography and film communities. 

Drawing from Diverse Practices

PASSENGERFILMS aims to show the diversity and 
relevance of geographical approaches. We avoid 
the pedagogical model of having a single speaker 
talking to what is often considered a “civilian” audi-
ence.  Instead, we invite several speakers who tack-
le our chosen theme from a variety of angles. We 
challenge theoretical research by bringing it face-to-
face with the poetry and practicalities of film-making, 
political activism, urban-planning, sound-art, dance, 
and much more. 

An Expanded Audience

Our audience is as eclectic as our films and collab-
orators. We run events in a number of venues, but 
most often hold screenings in informal settings and 
schedule drinks breaks to allow people to circulate, 
meet, and discuss. Since the beginning of �01�, 
new collaborations have brought opportunities to in-
teract with even wider audiences —  from a hugely 
successful live arts evening with the Brick Box (a 
community arts organization), to advising on a pro-
gramme for St John on Bethnal Green church, to a 
series of screenings with the UCL research group 
Urban Lab.  

PASSENGERFILMS’ birthday event at the Brick Box



PASSENGERFILMS4

SUPPORTING STATEMENT

Impassioned Amateurs and 
Generous Experts

We are not film students, but film fans. We do not 
focus on “film education”, but on developing and ex-
panding eclectic debates in geography.  We have 
successfully developed a strong base of PASSEN-
GERFILMS fans and continually reach out to new 
groups whose interests chime with our wide-ranging 
themes. The informal atmosphere encourages ques-
tions and debates across our diverse audiences. 

Urban Planning Screening and book launch event

Themes and Seasons

We do run one-off collaborations, but also focus 
on developing themed seasons.  For example, at 
the start of �01�, we ran five screenings on urban 
space in collaboration with UCL’s Urban Lab and the 
Bartlett School of Architecture. This model allows for 
more sophisticated programming around particular 
ideas; it also allows us to build and maintain par-
ticular audiences, and create more constructive and 
substantial discussions. Our seasons often involve 
the participation of themed venues, institutions, and 
collaborators.

The Serious and the Sensational

We work to balance the academic and public as-
pects of our programming to engage both com-
munities; we aim to keep PASSENGERFILMS lively, 
trendy and entertaining, as well as provocative and 
thoughtful. We constantly experiment with combin-
ing intellectual material with exciting experience.  
For example, alongside a talk on the John Wyndham 
archive at an eco-horror screening of “The Day of the 
Triffids”, we filled the cinema bar with carnivorous 
plants sourced from Essex Carnivorous Plants. Last 
year we co-organised the first UK Green Film Festi-
val and ran special events tied to the films, involving 
live bee hives and free cycle-painting workshops. 
At most events we play themed playlists during the 
breaks, and encourage the audience to collaborate 
on the playlist beforehand, with tongue-in-cheek 
themed prizes distributed on the night for best song 
addition. 

Collaborations: Academic Research 
Groups, Film Societies and Beyond

We have academic affiliations with institutions and 
research groups including the Social and Cultural 
Geographies Research Group (SCGRG) at Royal 
Holloway, UCL’s Urban Lab, and the Autopsies Re-
search Group in Film Studies. We also have strong 
relationships with a large number of London film so-
cieties, clubs, venues, and partners. We were found-
ing participants in the famous “Scala Forever” sea-
son at the Roxy Bar & Screen last year; the season 
returns this year as “Scala Beyond”, when we’ll be 
programming a “Film Jam” slot. We have collabo-
rated on nights with other well-known film organisa-
tions, such as the London Short Film Festival, Rush-
es Soho Shorts, and Open Cinema (a cinema for the 
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homeless, which received the proceedings). We are 
members of Cinematic Drifters and of the South East 
London Film Club Network, and have collaborated 
with local arts organisations such as the Brick Box, 
which helped us throw our first birthday party.  See 
our sample screenings section for details.

Publicising the Event and Providing 
Theoretical Contexts

We keep things fresh and maintain our strong public 
appeal by including “wild cards” in our programme. 
We also work hard to best convey the academic as-
pects of our events. In the run up to each screening, 
we write extensive programme notes and post them 
on our blog, and begin discussion threads on our 
Facebook page and on Twitter (@Passengerfilms).  
These platforms link to relevant research websites, 
articles, online projects, and recommended publica-
tions on the theme. At the event itself, we provide 
printed programme notes (please see the appendi-
ces for examples), and encourage audience mem-
bers, speakers, and others to share relevant materi-
als at a table we provide.  Where possible, we make 
the screenings’ intellectual content freely available 
afterwards for people unable to make the events. 
We arrange for reviewers to write up each event and 
make links to their reviews available afterwards.  We 
also encourage speakers to put talk materials online 
on open-access sites. For example, Sam Kinsley 
and Rob Kitchin have both posted their talks from 
the Virtual Space event online.  See our links section 
in the appendices for details.  

Public Engagement:
Educating Academics

Our approach to education is not one way or top-
down. PASSENGERFILMS is involved in another kind 
of education by presenting tips on public engage-
ment practice to individual academics, groups, and 
institutions. PASSENGERFILMS has been highlight-
ed as a case study by the National Co-Ordinating 
Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE) (see links in 
appendices). We have regularly shared our strate-
gies at events highlighting good public engagement 
practice in higher education.  We plan to use our suc-
cess to continue helping academics contextualise 
and disseminate their research, and will build on our 
experience mentoring and teaching good practice 
(e.g. audience building, presentation style for film 
events, directing groups to the BFFS and other use-
ful resources etc.). Advising academic groups with 
similar film society ambitions has been an extremely 
positive experience. 

Future Plans

Since launching in March �011, we have raised our 
profile within academic and public communities.  
Early on, we were chuffed when one of our earli-
est screenings was picked by Time Out as Critic’s 
Choice for Other Cinema. This year we are build-
ing on our profile to develop themed seasons and 
events with new institutions and academics.  We are 
also working towards capturing a whole new audi-
ence through a schools programme.

In the autumn, we will be working with “guest cu-
rators” — well-known geographers from around the 
country — on specialist topics.  Forthcoming events 
include:
 
• a mini-season on border controls in September with 
geopolitics lecturers Klaus Dodds and Pete Adey 

• a Brazilian scholar of indigenous film-making will 
join us in November for a session on indigenous and 
ethnographic film, with archival films presented by 
academics Luciana Martins and Felix Driver

• a session on material geographies with another 
visiting international director, Fredrick Kerrten, co-
curated by Ian Cook, founder of “Follow the Things”

• a science fiction evening with director Ben Rivers 
(“Slow Action”) and Chris Pak, an academic working 
on the philosophy of “terraforming”

We hold a regular slot at the Roxy Bar & Screen, and 
are also proposing themed seasons in collaboration 
with larger cultural institutions including the Science 
Museum, the Natural History Museum, the Barbi-
can, and the London Transport Museum, and with 
archives like the BFI. Through these collaborations, 
we intend to promote collections of the participating 
institutions with curated seasons, visiting speakers, 
and tours of relevant materials. These initiatives will 
increase our profile as a film society that promotes 
innovative academic engagement.

PASSENGERFILMS is expanding its mandate to 
address the “problem” of geography in secondary 
school education. Currently there is a large gap be-
tween academic geography and school geography; 
geography’s philosophical complexity is unrecog-
nised by school leavers and the public. To promote 
cultural geography to young new audiences, we are 
starting to plan events with schools, via organisations 
such as After School Club and Hodder Geography. 
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TESTIMONIES

“PASSENGERFILMS is a wonderful bridge be-
tween academic and popular cultures. It offers an 
accessible, fun, and provocative environment which 
brings cultural geography — and its associated de-
bates — to a wider audience whilst at the same time 
allowing films to speak for themselves.

Dr. Innes Keighren, Lecturer in Human Geography

“PASSENGERFILMS’s screenings are a very effec-
tive way of bringing together people from different 
backgrounds, disciplinary and otherwise, to reflect 
on the diversity of reactions that an audience nor-
mally has, which is enhanced and explored further 
by the discussions around the films themselves. It’s 
a great initiative.

Dr. Carlos Galviz, Research Assistant in Geography

“It’s great that there is a film society that brings 
together the odd collection of film-makers, artists 
and writers creating landscape inspired work. I was 
very impressed with the way they presented my film 
The London Perambulator at the psychogeography 
event, which was followed by a lively and stimulat-
ing discussion with what was clearly a well-informed 
audience. This isn’t just a gathering of the already 
initiated but seems to appeal to a broad audience of 
the curious and intrepid.

John Rogers, director

“Strikingly eclectic and always vigorously cu-
rated, PASSENGERFILMS events are tapping, with 
prescience and polish, into the rich seam of work 
produced at the intersection of the moving image, 
literature, topographic studies and wider social com-
mentary. Their keen sense of the cultural complexi-
ties of place is both welcome and necessary.

Gareth Evans, Film Curator, Whitechapel Gallery

“A really varied line-up and intellectually hefty pro-
gramme - but in an unusually relaxed atmosphere.

Jamie Andrews, English and Drama, British Library 

“I very much enjoyed taking part in PASSENGER-
FILMS because the audience is truly engaged and 
responsive to the different themed events. The en-
ergy of the people setting up the programmes is 
wonderful and their success testimony to its packed 
out events.

Andrea Zimmerman, director, ‘Estate’

“The London Short Film Festival were delighted to 
work on an event with PASSENGERFILMS at the Fes-
tival in January, with a screening of short architec-
tural films and documentaries followed by a fascinat-
ing discussion with the filmmakers and architects, at 
the Hackney Picturehouse. PASSENGERFILMS cre-
ate events and screenings which make you look at 
films in a new light, creating debate and discussion 
around how architecture and place is portrayed in all 
kinds of cinema, from mainstream to documentary to 
experimental. It’s important for London’s thriving film 
community to have such intelligent programming, 
making the scene constantly interesting and thought 
provoking.

Philip Ilson, curator, The London Short Film Festival

“I’ve enjoyed all the events I’ve attended — they’ve 
been well crafted and had a good balance of discus-
sion and film screenings. I don’t feel that anybody 
else is really running events that deal with the as-
pects of urban life, planning and change in the same 
manner that theirs have, so would hope to see more 
similar in the future.  I also enjoyed speaking and felt 
the events were a good networking opportunity and 
a chance to meet others with similar interests.

Ali Costelloe, urban explorer

“Strikingly eclectic and always vigorously cu-
rated, PASSENGERFILMS events are tapping, with 
prescience and polish, into the rich seam of work 
produced at the intersection of the moving image, 
literature, topographic studies and wider social com-
mentary. Their keen sense of the cultural complexi-
ties of place is both welcome and necessary.

Gareth Evans, Film Curator, Whitechapel Gallery
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2012 SCREENINGS

January

• Architecture of Re-assurance (at Hackney Picture-
house): PASSENGERFILMS, UCL’s Urban Laborato-
ry, and Rushes Soho Shorts presented a selection of 
new short films that put architecture at the forefront, 
with both documentary-style and experimental por-
traits

• Of Time and the City and Urban Reflections (at 
Roxy Bar & Screen): an evening of cinematic visual-
izations of urban change and the passage of time

February

• Man on Wire and Vertical Space (at Roxy Bar & 
Screen): an evening of film and conversation on ver-
tical space

March

• The Conversation and Surveillance (at St John on 
Bethnal Green): an evening of film and conversation 
on the topic of surveillance

• PASSENGERFILMS’ first birthday: Interference 
(at the Brick Box): our first birthday party, themed 
around light and visual interventions in the land-
scape, including street projections, tag tooling and 
shadow play, boutique lantern making, and talks by 
artists and researchers

April

• Tron and Virtual Space (at St John’s on Bethnal 
Green): with films and talks from code and gaming 
to architectural simulation

May

• Beautiful Thing and Estates (at The Screen@RADA): 
a collaborative night of films, art, and conversation 
about estates and the UK housing crisis

June

• Sweetgrass and Human-animal Movement (at Sug-
arhouse Studios): a night of conversation and film 
about animal-human geographies

• Sleep Furiously: The Space and Sounds of Brit-
ish Folk (at Open City Docs Fest): a discussion of 
representations of British folk culture, music, dance, 
change, and continuity

July

• Patience and Writing the Landscape (at Roxy Bar 
& Screen): literature, art, and contemporary investi-
gations of the romance of “landscape”

• Beyond Scala (at Roxy Bar &Screen): we join ten 
other London film societies at this film jam to present 
40 minutes of programming on human relationships 
with whales

shadow play at PASSENGERFILMS’ birthday event at the Brick Box
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SAMPLE SCREENINGS

Tron and Virtual Space

Using the example of Tron’s digital civilization, this 
screening interrogated how we have imagined com-
puter environments as transcendental, although in 
fact these realms continue to configure and recon-
figure our everyday social and economic lives.

• Jeff Bridges stars as a virtual world designer in the 
canonical cyber fantasy “Tron” (198�) 

• Keiichi Matsuda’s short “Augmented City 3D”, on 
the technologically “hyper-real” environments of ev-
eryday life

• Factory Fifteen’s “Golden Age the Simulation”, a 
film experimenting with modes of architectural sim-
ulation) — screened with an introduction and Q&A 
with the director, Paul Nicholls 

• Rob Kitchin, Director of the National Institute of Re-
gional and Spatial Analysis and researcher in car-
tography, philosophy, and data, talks about the “spa-

tial contours” of software and software imaginaries, 
showing images from his “Atlas of the Internet” proj-
ect and his book “Code/Space: Software and Every-
day Life” (�011)

• Sam Kinsley, Research Fellow at the Digital Cul-
tures Research Centre at the University of the West 
of England, talks about how geographers have con-
ceived and written about the imagined spatialities of 
computer environments and augmented realities

See the appendices for the event poster. 

The futuristic setting of our “Tron” screening at St John on Bethnal Green
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Of Time and the City / Urban Reflections

How does the urban environment shape our daily 
lives? From nostalgia to utopia we combined two 
short films about the use of land in planning proj-
ects with Terence Davies’ personal eulogy to a Liv-
erpool of the 1950s and 60s and an urban theorist’s 
reflections on how film shapes our expectations and 
memories.

• Terence Davies’ archival eulogy to 1950s and 60s 
Liverpool: “Of Time and the City” (�008) 

• RK Neilson-Baxter’s “All That Mighty Heart”, shot 
for British Transport Films in 196� 

• “Destination Louvain La Neuve”, from the New Town 
Archive, shows a historic snapshot and the promo-
tion of idealistic urban planning in Belgium 

• Mark Tewdwr-Jones, Professor of Spatial Planning 
and Governance at UCL’s Bartlett School of Plan-
ning and Architecture, introduces the films and talks 
about urban planning’s relationship with the narra-
tive strategies of cinema and its visualisations of 
past and present

• Tewdwr-Jones launches his book “Urban Reflec-
tions: Narrative of Place, Planning, and Change” 
(�011) 

See the appendices for the event poster.  

SAMPLE SCREENINGS

A packed house at Roxy Bar & Screen

The audience becomes part of the scene at “Of Time and the CIty”
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Man on Wire and Vertical Space

What happens when geographers and film-mak-
ers look up to the skies or down from skyscrapers?  
Sheer verticality implies power, fear, and faith — all 
prominent themes at this screening.

• James Marsh’s “aerial heist movie”, “Man on Wire” 
(�008)  

• Eva Weber’s “City of Cranes” (�007), takes the 
viewer high in the sky to look at the world through 
the eyes and words of crane operators

• Simona Piantieri’s “Vertical Expectations” (�011) 
explores the nexus between architecture, develop-
ment, and society through an analysis of the con-
struction of the Shard (a stone’s throw from the cin-
ema venue)

• A Q&A session with directors Eva Weber and Si-
mona Piantieri

• Andrew Harris, lecturer in Urban Studies and Ge-
ography at UCL, draws from his recent research on 
elevated transport projects and his website, “Tall 
Tales”, which collects public stories about tall build-
ings

• Peter Adey, Reader in Human Geography at RHUL 
and author of “Aerial Life: Spaces, Mobilities, Af-
fects” (�010) and an upcoming Reaktion book en-
titled “Air”, talks about the histories of levitation and 
the cultural connotations of air 

See the appendices for the event poster. 

SAMPLE SCREENINGS

Looking to the skies in “Man on Wire”
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The Conversation and Surveillance

The ubiquity of public video surveillance and the 
heightened observation of our environments and 
movements has altered our experience of time and 
space over recent decades. This screening inves-
tigates our societal interest in watching others and 
being watched.

• Coppola’s “The Conversation” (1974), with Gene 
Hackman as a paranoid surveillance expert 

• Bitnik collective’s short “Chess for CCTV Opera-
tors”, an intervention based around hacking into sur-
veillance camera signals in public space in the city 
of Essen

• John Smith’s famous 1976 short “The Girl Chewing 
Gum”
 
• A �0 minute extract from the audio-visual installation 
“Konspirative Wohnungen / Conspiracy Dwelling”, a 
filmic dossier retracing the 483 spy cells, a legacy of 

state surveillance in Erfurt, directed by Pam Skelton, 
Reader in Fine Art at Central Saint Martin’s, and Ger-
man researcher Joachim Heinrich 

• Lawrence Webb, lecturer in Film Studies at King’s 
College London, shares his work on cinema, space 
and the politics of surveillance in 1970s New York

• Philip Schofield, Professor of the History of Legal 
and Political Thought at UCL, talks about the Ben-
tham Project, contextualising the theme with a dis-
cussion of Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon model and 
its relevance to contemporary debates about surveil-
lance

See the appendices for the full programme notes 
distributed at the event and the event poster. 

SAMPLE SCREENINGS

Our audience under a watchful eye at the Surveillance screening
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Sweetgrass & Human-Animal Movement

How do we map and shape animal movements 
through their environments? What does human 
impact on these movements look like? In this pro-
gramme, we explored this question through whaling, 
herding, and the “nature documentary”.

• In “Sweetgrass” (�009), Lucien Castaing-Taylor 
examines the link between cowboys and sheep in 
Montana’s dangerous Absaroka-Beartooth moun-
tains

• Charles Swithinbank’s “Whaling in the Antarctic”, 
was shot on Norwegian floating factory ship Thor-
shordi and released in 1949

• A rare screening of Chris Marker’s 197� anthro-
pological short “Vive la Baleine / Three Cheers for 
the Whale”, co-directed with Italian ethnologist and 
painter Mario Ruspoli, which experimentally chron-
icles mankind’s relationship with this largest of ma-
rine mammals through art and the fishing industry

• A talk on human cultures of droving and herding by 
Hayden Lorimer, Senior Lecturer in Geography at the 
University of Glasgow

• A presentation of “human-animal trails”, by Paul 
Merchant, a geographer and oral historian at the Brit-
ish Library, who researches the history of relations 
between humans and animals in post-war Britain

• Richie Nimmo, Lecturer in Sociology at the Univer-
sity of Manchester, talks about his research on “mov-
ing animals” and the material and cultural policing of 
cattle movement, drawing on his book, “Milk, Moder-
nity and the Making of the Human” (�010)

• Chris Carbone, Senior Research Fellow at the In-
stitute of Zoology, discusses human-wildlife interac-
tions and the altered landscapes in which they take 
place

• Giovanni Aloi, film programmer, author of “Art & 
Animals” (�011) and founder of “Antennae, the Jour-
nal of Nature in Visual Culture”, talks about represen-
tations of “interactive nature” in seminal films 

• A themed playlist of whaling and cattle-driving 
songs

See the appendices for the full programme notes 
and the event poster.  

SAMPLE SCREENINGS

Still from “Sweetgrass”
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Patience and Writing the Landscape

At this event, we explored how contemporary art,  
film, and literature can redefine current understand-
ings of landscape.  Landscape is a notion that now 
implies both a noun and a verb — a site of histori-
cal resonances, diverse interpretations, and multiple 
paths.

• Grant Gee’s multi-layered film essay “Patience” 
(�01�), tracks WG Sebald’s most famous book, The 
Rings of Saturn, through coastal East Anglia via ex-
perimental mapping of the text, interviews with ge-
ographers, and archival footage

• Introduction by the film’s co-producer Gareth Ev-
ans, director of “The Re-enchantment”, the three 
year national arts project on literature and place for 
which the film was commissioned. Copies of the lim-
ited edition book “Towards Re-Enchantment: Place 
and Its Meanings” (�010), edited by Evans, available 
on the night

• Ian Hamilton Finlay’s meditative short film created 
by Illuminations in �005 as part of the EYE series, 
exploring the influential Scottish poet’s Little Sparta 
in the Pentland Hills near Edinburgh. Part garden, 
part inscription, “Little Sparta” brings the space of 
text into the material landscape, mixing horticulture 
with poetry, myth and social metaphor

• A talk by Heather Yeung, co-organiser of W.A.L.K. 
(Critical Dialogues in Walking, Art, Landskip and 
Knowledge), who researches Scottish poetry, land-
scape, and affective mapping 

• James Kneale, a UCL lecturer who researches the 
represented and material geographies of science 
fiction, discusses his new Literary Geographies proj-
ect and open access website

• Former Poet Laureate Sir Andrew Motion reads 
some of his new work that  engages with landscape

• Jamie Andrews, head curator of “Writing Britain: 
Wastelands to Wonderlands” at the British Library, 
presents the motives behind, and selections of, this 
major national exhibition

SAMPLE SCREENINGS

• Celebratory drinks launch the new “Place, Environ-
ment, Writing” MA run collaboratively between geog-
raphers and writers at Royal Holloway

See the appendices for the full programme notes 
distributed at the event and the event poster.  

The transfixing images of “Patience”
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APPENDICES

Links

PASSENGERFILMS’ blog: http://passengerfilms.wordpress.com
PASSENGERFILMS on facebook: http://www.facebook.com/PASSENGERFILMS
PASSENGERFILMS on twitter: https://twitter.com/passengerfilms

External profiles:

PASSENGERFILMS case study on the National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement website:
http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/how/case-studies/passengerfilms

Examples of Event Reviews:

“Patience and Writing the Landscape” reviewed on Royal Holloway’s Social and Cultural Geography Re-
search Group blog: http://landscapesurgery.wordpress.com/�01�/08/0�/earth-writing-and-film/

“Virtual Space and Tron” reviewed on Living British Cinema blog: http://www.lbc.sllf.qmul.ac.uk/?p=183 

Examples of contributors’ post-event blog posts:

“Tron and Virtual Space” contributor Sam Kinsley: 
http://www.samkinsley.com/�01�/04/�4/technicity-and-the-virtual/ abd 
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/urbanlab/en�/datalive/downloadfiles/technicity-virtual-passengerfilms.pdf

“Tron and Virtual Space” contributor Rob Kitchin: 
http://theviewfromthebluehouse.blogspot.co.uk/�01�/04/tron-some-observations.html 
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