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Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange (1971), though released by Warner Bros. and banned in England, is a very British film. It’s British not only because it stars only English actors, but because in its story it deals with what British New Cinema would logically be dealing with had it survived until the early seventies (or told stories of future societies). Clockwork’s protagonist, Alex, is even played by Malcolm McDowell who made his film debut in Lindsay Anderson’s If…(1968) which is widely considered to be the last film to fall in the British New Cinema category. A Clockwork Orange, rather than inhabiting the genre, simply deals with the same issues. And savagely so.


The tagline for A Clockwork Orange describes it as the “adventures of a young man whose principal interests are rape, ultra-violence and Beethoven.” and that very neatly describes the first half of the movie. The second half deals more heavily with a society that claims to rehabilitate its criminals but fails to keep them safe after making them docile and helpless. Kubrick is almost purposely toying with the audience, straddling the line between British New Cinema and something inherently different. BNC deals usually with rebellious youth that curse and get drunk to break away from superior control and do something drastic to keep it that way. (In If…, for example, the characters end the film with a school shooting) In Clockwork, the characters are, indeed, youth but they use Russian slang and drink milk when they don’t want to abide by society’s norms. Alcohol is consumed only once in the entire film and it’s a glass of wine used to drug Alex after he’s been rehabilitated. It’s a kind of twisted look at BNC.


Malcolm McDowell starred as Mick Travis in If…. If…and A Clockwork Orange were made three years apart and, looking at the two side-by-side, it’s almost eerie how closely Mick resembles Alex. One could even speculate that Alex’s upbringing might’ve very well been just like the grueling authoritative torture that Mick is subjected to in his story. Kubrick has been quoted as saying
 that he probably wouldn’t have made the film had McDowell been available for the lead and it’s likely because he saw exactly what Alex should be like in McDowell’s portrayal of Mick Travis. Kubrick took a very New Wave approach to Clockwork, as well as to all his films. It was always about his vision and if the film suffered commercially because of it, it wasn’t really a matter of importance. Both the Italian Neo-Realism and the French New Wave movements – which fueled British New Cinema – focused on the personal vision of the director. Rebelling with “angry young men” characters and discontinuous editing techniques, the British New Cinema showed post-war life as it really was: dim, stark and confusing. Kubrick used New Cinema conventions to further skew his already dark vision for A Clockwork Orange.
The claim to fame of “New Cinema” from around the world is realistic portrayal of life. Usually that means showing life as a depressing dragging through the days and/or showing how horridly dangerous life can be. A Clockwork Orange does a bit of both. Clockwork’s claim to fame – at least what everyone remembers and why it was banned – is “ultra-violence”. Throughout the first half of the film, Alex engages in multiple rather savage acts of violence, rape and murder. The frenzy seems uncontainable and all the while Alex and his droogs (Anglo-Russian slang for “friends”) have little to fear from figures of authority.  Alex’s correctional counselor is presented as an almost comic character and his parents are so docile that it’s no wonder that Alex has naturally turned to a life of crime. But it doesn’t even seem like crime to him and his gang. For them it’s a normal night out. 

Kubrick forgoes the conventions of New British Cinema when it comes to depicting realism. Kubrick’s world in A Clockwork Orange is skewed, sexual and contradictory. He uses lenses with incredibly narrow field of view to create a tunneling effect in a perfectly normal room, he fills residences and local Milk Bars with strange nude artwork and he pans down from a lavish theater ceiling to reveal it to be a solitary standing wall in an otherwise derelict building, now inhabited by a gang who is busy raping a woman. Such a world would not belong in British New Cinema but if the fictional worlds of BNC films had been allowed to flourish, perhaps the characters would begin to see life this way. No longer are things based in reality, but rather they spring from a profoundly wild imagination. 

Consider the scene that marks the demise of Alex’s night life and freedom. Alex and his droogs plan to break into a house, overpower the solitary female occupant and steal anything of value. Alex goes in through the third floor window, promising to unlock the front door. He stumbles upon the woman in her exercise room just after she’d called the police to report suspicious activity outside. A struggle ensues, Alex kills her and as he runs outside, one of his droogs temporarily blinds him by smashing a bottle of milk on his face – leaving him for the law. 

Especially interesting are the artistic decisions made for the scene in the exercise room. In most shots, an extremely wide lens is used to extend the proportions of the already large room and distort it. The seams connecting the ceiling to the floor are bent and flexible. Alex comments on the multiple sexual art pieces in the room, calling the woman a “filthy old sumka” (Anglo-Russian slang for “bag”) almost in jest considering the kind of interests he’s known to have. Most prominent of the art pieces is a large rocking phallus sitting on a dresser to Alex’s right. He pushes down on it and it rocks – rather suggestively – up and down. The woman is angered. “Don’t touch that! It’s a very important work of art!” she yells. Alex, amused, does it again and the woman attacks him with a small bust of Beethoven. Alex defends himself with the phallus, holding it at waist level. This can only be interpreted as the inner struggle between Alex’s more sensible side (the part of him that enjoys fine things like Beethoven) and his raging, violent sexual energy. The sexual side prevails as Alex brings the phallus down on the woman’s head, killing her. The rest – Alex being betrayed by his droogs and taken by the police – is really inconsequential since, in the story, Alex’s choice has already been made: He has chosen the violent life and he now must be caught and punished.

British New Cinema, as most post-war cinema, relies on implicit meaning more-so than regular cinema does. It isn’t as heavy a case as the cinema coming out of the Soviet Block (which, for fear of being censored, relied almost exclusively on symbolism), but to fully understand the meaning of any given New British Cinema film, one must first decipher the symbols contained within. A Clockwork Orange has no shortage of such subtleties. Following in the tradition of films like Godard’s Breathless (1960) – one of the gems of the French New Wave – Clockwork aims to drive its point home implicitly, subconsciously and by causing as much aesthetic confusion as possible. Though Kubrick chose not to employ too much discontinuous editing, (a technique which purposely shifts shots around to lose a viewer in the scene) he does play with the viewer by putting in intentional continuity errors such as the level of wine in a glass or the position of a cup on a table shifting from shot to shot. In addition, Clockwork employs visually assaulting use of the wide-angle lens on hand-held shots. While the foreground remains relatively stable, the background jumps around madly. Kubrick reserved this technique mainly for fight sequences. The disorientation of the viewer mimics the disorientation of the Clockwork world. Nothing is as it should be and everything’s distorted out of recognition. As queer as a clockwork orange.

In If…, McDowell’s character didn’t fit in at the boarding school he attended and ended up rebelling violently at the end. In A Clockwork Orange, McDowell’s character of Alex exhibits the same ideals as Mick Travis in If…but goes in the other direction, being forced from a life of ultra-violence to a calm state of sedation. The ending of Clockwork isn’t quite “happy” since Alex has been brainwashed out of being the person he was. But perhaps that’s Kubrick’s comment on the British cinema of the time. Could nicer post-war films – ones that showcased “Swinging London” like A Hard Day’s Night (1968) starring the Beatles – delude the public into believing life was better than it was? Was Hollywood to blame for the collective brainwashing of the movie-going world? Perhaps. But the more boarding schools there are, the more Mick Travises there will be to bring them down. And our dear droog Alex will be waiting ever-so-patiently to follow up the beat.
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